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Abstract   

This thesis asks how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes politically. In a difficult 
political context with severe economic hardship, and a limited space for public debate, 
stand-up has flourished, growing from a handful of comedians in the early 2000s, to an 
industry with regular performances in 2019. Exploring original empirical material 
gathered during four months of fieldwork predominantly in Harare, but also Bulawayo, 
this thesis demonstrates that despite severe restrictions to freedom of expression in the 
country, and comedians being harassed, arrested and abducted, stand-up has become a 
space where social ordering can be interrupted. The argument made in this thesis is 
informed by a theoretical approach combining Homi K. Bhabha’s emphasis on 
ambivalence, and conceptualisation of mimicry, with Judith Butler’s understanding of 
performativity.  

This thesis looks particularly at three sites where the construction of 
Zimbabwean-ness is interrupted: the production of state autobiographies, the creation of 
an ‘authentic’ national subject, and norms regulating how people ‘should’ behave. 
Exploring these, it argues that the genre divulges the ambivalence of Zimbabwean-ness; 
highlights narrative contradictions; unsettles societal conceptions and addresses that 
which is commonly silenced. Embracing the ambiguous nature of comedy, it examines 
how stand-up enacts the ambivalence of state claims to homogeneity as it reiterates 
‘tribal’ narratives; displays anxieties pertaining to women’s place in society; unsettles 
binary conceptions of patriotism; wrestles with gendered notions of artistry and the 
subordinate role of women in society, and interrupts gendered narrations of the 
public/private divide. As such, this thesis tells a story about Zimbabwean politics that 
has not been told in this depth and scope, or from this theoretical perspective before. 

Doing so this thesis makes three main contributions, first to research on 
Zimbabwean politics by looking at comedic resistance in Harare and Bulawayo, and 
showing how stand-up comedy contests, whilst also reinforcing norms, narratives and 
discourses through which Zimbabwean-ness is constructed. Secondly, it contributes to 
scholarship in critical global politics by developing a theoretical approach through 
which to understand comedic subversion as both reinforcing and disrupting dominant 
power relations, advancing research that asserts its resistive capabilities whilst 
also grappling with jokes that appear to be both prejudicial and unsettling. Finally, it 
contributes to critical global politics by advancing a fieldwork-based methodology for 
exploring comedic resistance in countries like Zimbabwe, extending beyond the often 
textual or narratively based studies on the topic, facilitating a better understanding of the 
comedian’s position within social ordering, and their ability to interrupt it.  
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Introduction: A funny people  
 
This thesis is about stand-up in Zimbabwe, and it will start how it intends to continue, 

with jokes from local comedians: 

 

“I hate Robert Mugabe because of three reasons. The first reason is because Robert 

Mugabe is old. The second reason is because Robert Mugabe is ugly. The third and 

the final reason why I hate Robert Mugabe is because Robert Mugabe has killed a 

lot of people. [Y]es, Robert Mugabe has killed a lot of people, especially where it 

intersects with […] Nelson Mandela Road.”1 

(Tinaye Chiketa, 2019, stand-up comedian) 

 

“You know the reason why Robert Mugabe was naming things after him? The 

reason why he was naming almost everything after him? It is because he was 

competing with Nelson Mandela. Nelson Mandela did one of the most unforgivable 

things as an African president, he resigned, voluntarily […] The final straw for him 

[Mugabe] was when they put Nelson Mandela’s face on the money, like – 

ah,ah,ah,ah [upset]. [He] called an emergency meeting […] – ‘why is my face not 

on the money? I’ve been here 35 years, Nelson Mandela 3 [makes hand gesture as 

if he is weighing it up], make it make sense’ […] And John Mangudya [governor of 

the Zimbabwean reserve bank since 2014] speaks very fast because he is a liar 

[laughter] And John Mangudya was like – ‘Ah, Mr President, the thing is, ma bond 

note, ah that we just introduced, we couldn’t put your face on the money, we told 

the people that eh, ma bond notes are a temporary measure, and people don’t, no 

kuti you don’t do temporary.”     

(Majoni, 2020, King Kandoro’s: “Conspiracy Theories”) 

 
1 This joke was originally performed in 2016 and re-told in a WhatsApp voice-note to the author in 2019.  
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“So, our president fell, right. He fell one time, and it was viral on the internet, 

people making jokes about our president falling. So many memes […] [I] had to 

travel all the way to South Africa just to watch him fall, because back at home our 

internet was still buffering. So, in Zimbabwe, on our internet, Robert Mugabe is 

still standing.”   

(Ncube, 2017, TEDArchive) 

 

In Zimbabwean society freedom of expression is limited to the extent that the 

performance of these jokes by stand-up comedians is an extraordinary and noteworthy 

act. To understand this, you need to know that the Criminal Law (Codification and 

Reform) Act (2002) makes it illegal to undermine the authority of government in the 

country, and to “cause hatred, contempt or ridicule of the President or of an acting 

President.”2 Further, you need to know that in 2019 several comedians were not only 

arrested as a result of their comedy, but popular comedian Samantha Kureya, known as 

Gonyeti, was taken from her home at gunpoint, stripped naked, forced to drink sewage, 

and according to a source close to her in an interview with me, ordered to perform 

military exercises the way that her abductors said they would usually have to - leading 

my source to believe they were of military or police background (see also BBC, 2019, 

Burke, 2019, Oppenheim, 2019). 

 
2 The law against insulting the president has been contested in Zimbabwean court where it was deemed 
unconstitutional (BBC, 2013). However, Emmerson Mnangagwa who was the Minister of Justice in 2013 
when this occurred, and is the current president, did according to Tendai Marima in NPR (2018a) appeal 
the case. According to the United States government’s 2019 country report, the law continues to remain in 
use because a final verdict was not delivered after the case was appealed (US Bureau of Democracy, Human 
Rights, and Labor, 2019). Amnesty International’s 2019 country report describes how in January that year, 
in conjunction with nation-wide protests, five people were arrested for insulting or undermining the 
authority of the president. Mandla Ndlovu (2020) reported in local online newspaper Bulawayo24 that two 
men had been arrested for insulting President Mnangagwa by posting and commenting on a WhatsApp 
video. 
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These events are not isolated to 2019. Since stand-up comedy’s inception in 

Zimbabwe in the late 1990s the relationship between comedians and the state has been 

fraught with tension; comedians told me in interviews that they have been beaten, 

arrested, intimidated, and harassed as a result of their performances (see also: Mahomed, 

2018, Moyo, 2019, Langeveldt, 2000). A comedian, who, worried about the 

repercussions of being quoted, chose to remain anonymous, told me in an interview in 

2018, that back in the early 2000s they used to be arrested every time they stepped off 

stage. This is a series of events that lends credence to the popular saying amongst artists 

that they have “freedom of expression, but not freedom after expression” (Monro, 2015, 

80). Yet, and this is significant within this environment, stand-up comedians keep on 

performing. Stepping out on the stage, stand-up comedians told me in interviews, that 

whilst aware of the risks, they felt emboldened to speak out in ways that they normally 

would not. As one stand-up comedian told me following a performance in 2019, and 

here I paraphrase - I just want to do it again, right now, I feel invincible. 

Having said that, very few of the comedians that I have talked to in Zimbabwe 

during my fieldwork periods in 2018 and 2019 consider themselves to be activists. 

Where party politics, politicians or polices are addressed in stand-up comedy it is most 

often because that is what the comedian believe the audience wants to hear. Former 

President Robert Gabriel Mugabe, and current President Emmerson Mnangagwa will 

pop-up in performances fairly regularly, but stand-up comedy in the country is 

predominantly a humorous re-telling of the comedian’s everyday experiences, such as, 

being broke, living with roommates, smoking weed, cars that do not reverse, 

relationships, dating, and queueing for hours for fuel, food and cash.  

The more performances I watched, the more apparent it became that stand-up 

comedy was not only political when it dangerously made fun of party and president. It 
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was also political when it spoke about these ordinary aspects of Zimbabwean life (see 

also Willems, 2010). At a cursory level this can be seen in how jokes about the 

‘everyday’ discuss the implications of government action on peoples’ day-to-day lives. 

An example of this is how stand-up comedian Mukudzei Kandoro Majoni, known as 

King Kandoro, in a joke about his long-distance relationship, quoted below, makes fun 

of the electricity crisis in 2019, where significant load-shedding meant that most people 

only had power between 10 pm and 4 am.3  

 

“This year particularly for me was a very nervous year, because I was in a long-

distance relationship. I’ve been in long-distance for two years now. She was in 

England, and I’m in … I’m here, here. So, we are never on the same page. Because 

she would, sometimes we would be on Facetime, and she would be like: ‘Yo, babe, 

ko, why are you in the dark?’ And I’d be like: ‘Yeah [looks at watch] it’s not, it’s 

not yet ten [laughs].’"  

  (Majoni, 2020, King Kandoro’s: “Conspiracy Theories”) 

 

Another example of this can be found in the 2019 set performed by stand-up comedian 

Munyaradzi Guramatunhu, also known as Munya, where she addresses the effects of 

hyperinflation on peoples’ everyday life in the nation by telling a story about attempting 

to buy meat from the butchers only to discover the price had more than doubled in a 

 
3 In 2019 Zimbabwe was suffering from electricity shortages (Muronzi, 2019a). Brian Hungwe (2019) 
explains to the BBC that “For the last month, as soon as the sun goes down at six o’clock, candles are lit so 
[children] can settle down and do their assignments. It is only after they have gone to bed that the electricity 
comes on - usually at around 22:00 local time. The children then have to be woken the next morning before 
05:00 if they want a warm breakfast, as that is when the blackout starts again.” Hungwe (2019) further 
states that the only solution is for people to invest in solar power, or a generator although lack of petrol and 
diesel causes a problem for those with generators (see also Banya, 2019). It should be kept in mind that 
these are expensive solutions in a country with economic difficulties (see also Chingono, 2019; The 
Economist, 2019, The World Bank, 2020).  
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week.4 A third comedian, Tinaye Chiketa, known as simply Tinaye, or Tinaye Wayne 

onstage, further highlights how economic policy effects peoples’ day-to-day life when 

he at a stand-up set in 2018 made fun of me paying with cash rather than the local 

electronic currency, Ecocash. This type of joke captures the implications of the 

government’s claim at the time, that Ecocash, bond notes and USD should be valued at a 

one-to-one rate. 5   

The realisation that jokes about the everyday can be political resonates with 

scholarship in critical global politics and popular culture. Research in this area has 

highlighted how art and entertainment acts politically by challenging the status quo 

(Bleiker, 2009, Grayson et al, 2009, Shapiro, 2009, Shepherd, 2013, Weldes and 

Rowley, 2015, Payne, 2017, Lisle, 2019). Interrupting dominant world views, popular 

culture has been shown here to unsettle the plausibility of state actions and government 

policy, as well as disrupt societal power-relations (Weldes, 2003). Drawing on insights 

from this literature, the political nature of Zimbabwean stand-up comedy can be 

identified in anything from jokes about President Mnangagwa, to ZANU-PF, to the 

relationships and daily routines of the comedian. Intrigued by the diverse ways in which 

stand-up comedy in the country is political, struck by the risks comedians take when 

performing onstage, and building on the work of scholarship in critical global politics 

 
4 Zimbabwe’s already struggling economy took a turn in 2019 when the government chose to move from a 
dollarized economy to again using its own currency in February that year (Muronzi, 2019b). In August 
2019 the IMF reported, according to Christ Muronzi (2019b) in Al Jazeera, an annualised inflation of 300%, 
this was up from 97.85% in June that year. The increasing inflation was noticeable during my fieldwork. 
Whilst Zimbabwe officially in 2018 was operating on the basis that 1 USD was the same as 1 bond note 
and 1 Ecocash (local electronic currency) this was not the case in practice. On the black market you could 
get 2 Ecocash for 1 USD, even though the prices in store were the same for both systems of payment given 
the premise that they are comparable (one is to one). During my fieldwork in 2019, when Zimbabwe was 
officially using its own currency the exchange rates had changed. Although you could now only pay with 
bond notes and Ecocash in stores, not USD, you could still exchange USD on the black market. At one 
point during my stay in 2019, it was possible to get 25 Ecocash for 1 USD. The inflation in autumn 2019 
also led to increases in prices in stores that would change on a weekly basis - it would often be wise to 
exchange for Ecocash towards the end of the week and buy food before Monday when prices would have 
risen during night.  
  
5 See footnote 4.  
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and popular culture, this thesis central research question is not if, but how, Zimbabwean 

stand-up comedy intervenes politically. 

The aim of this thesis is to highlight how people act politically in circumstances 

where it is not necessarily overtly apparent, and in contexts that tend silence them. 

Zimbabwean stand-up comedy provides a useful site to explore this in, operating in an 

authoritarian environment, yet growing, and speaking through an art form which has 

already been shown to intervene in complex ways that both resists and reinforces 

dominant power-relations (see also Weaver, 2010a, 2010b, 2011, Kar Tang, 2013, 

Musila, 2014, Deveau 2016, Källstig, 2021). Asking how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy 

intervenes politically I redirect my research from how people oppose and critique state 

actions, policies and politicians. Instead, I look towards how the genre interrupts social 

ordering. This thesis identifies social ordering as the structures that are created in a 

society based on the system of meanings norms, narratives and discourses produce.6 

Scholarship looking at how comedy can resist has emphasised the significance of 

cultural context, and societal structures to what humour and laughter does in a society 

(Billig, 2001, 2005, Lockyer and Pickering, 2005, Kupiers, 2011, Seirlis, 2011, Dodds 

and Kirby, 2013). Drawing on this scholarship, this thesis explores how stand-up 

comedy interrupts (reproducing and unsettling) social ordering by looking at the way in 

which Zimbabwean-ness is constructed in the country, recognising that its production 

structures society by outlining the premises for who is seen as belonging. Examining 

stand-up comedy in relation to the construction of nation-ness, I argue that the genre 

intervenes politically in the country when it interrupts social ordering by divulging the 

ambivalence of Zimbabwean-ness; highlighting narrative contradictions; unsettling 

 
6 I discuss both my understanding of social ordering, and this literature further in the sub-section called 
Comedy and social ordering in chapter 1, and the introduction to chapter 2.  
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societal conceptions and addressing that which is commonly silenced. Drawing on Homi 

K. Bhabha’s and Judith Butler’s conceptualisation of the subject and resistance and 

building on scholarship within critical global politics which has looked both at how 

comedy resists (Bakhtin, 1984, Mbembe, 1992, 2001, de Goede, 2005, Amoore and 

Hall, 2013, Musila, 2014, Brassett, 2016), and reinforces dominant power relations 

(Beck and Spencer, 2019, Brassett, 2019, Crilley and Chatterje-Doody, 2020, Brassett, 

et al, 2021a), this thesis engages with original empirical material from Zimbabwe to tell 

a story about politics in the country that has not been told before. In telling this story, it 

also develops a theoretical and methodological contribution to critical global politics 

literature, providing a toolset that allows scholars to engage with comedic resistance in a 

way that highlights the complexities of how people act and disrupt in international 

politics. Exploring Zimbabwean stand-up comedy, this thesis thus helps us understand 

better the complexities, nuances and messiness of resistance and comedic subversion 

across dominant power relations.  

Next, I am going to explain the rationale of this thesis, then I will look at the 

central research question and methodology, before elaborating on the contributions 

made by this thesis and finally outlining its central argument and structure. 

 

Thesis Rationale  
 
When outside observers turn their attention to Zimbabwe, they are often confounded by 

what they perceive as a lack of opposition (Willems, 2010, Siziba and Ncube, 2015 – c.f. 

Bratton et al, 2005). This is highlighted by Wendy Willems (2010) work on oral joke 

telling and rumours as everyday resistance, in which she points out that during the 

‘Zimbabwe crisis’ of the early 2000s, academics and news-media alike tended to 

describe citizens of the nation as peculiarly passive. Comparing Zimbabwe to 
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authoritarian states where popular mass movements were turning against those in power, 

outside observers asked why Zimbabweans did not fight back (Willems, 2010). This 

sentiment is visible also in journalist Fergal Keane’s (2017) description of, what in the 

country is often referred to as, “the coup that was not a coup” - “Mr Mugabe was not 

forced out after decades in power by a popular mass movement, but rather as a result of 

political splits within his Zanu-PF [Zimbabwean National Union - Patriotic Front] 

party.” Achille Mbembe’s (1992, 2001) work on the Postcolony helps us nuance this 

picture. 7 He argues that we need to look “beyond the binary categories used in standard 

interpretations of domination […] [as] [t]hese oppositions are not helpful; rather, they 

cloud our understanding of postcolonial relations [where] the commandement seeks to 

institutionalise itself in order to achieve legitimation and hegemony (recherche 

hégémonique) in the form of a fetish” (Mbembe, 1992, 3, original emphasis). Mbembe 

(1992, 10) describes the fetish as “amongst other things, an object which aspires to be 

made sacred; it demands power and seeks to maintain a close, intimate, relationship with 

those who carry it.” In order to institutionalise itself as a fetish the authority in the 

Postcolony, according to Mbembe (1992,4), creates an entire ‘system of meaning’: 

“[t]he basic goal is not just to bring a specific political consciousness into being but to 

make it effective.” This thesis examines how stand-up comedy interrupts such a ‘system 

of meaning’.   

  In Zimbabwe, the construction of a ‘system of meaning’ through which the fetish 

is institutionalised, can be identified in the government’s tendency to narrate the nation 

 
7 Mbembe (1992, 3) describes the Postcolony as “a given historical trajectory - that of societies recently 
emerging from the experience of colonisation and the violence which the colonial relationship, par 
excellence, involves” (original emphasis). He identifies the Postcolony as a particular system of signs, a 
space of plurality where power is imagined and reflected upon in particular ways, where authority is 
exercised in a distinct manner and where “a series of corporate and political institutions and political 
machinery […] constitute a distinctive regime of violence” (Mbembe, 1992, 3). In the Postcolony, the 
subordinate and the powerful have to occupy the same space (Mbembe, 1992). Living in, what Mbembe 
(1992, 4) refers to as, illicit cohabitation, the presence of ‘carnival-like’ laughter and resistance in peoples’ 
day-to-day lives becomes even more explicit. 



 

 17 

in ways that legitimise and aggrandise the ruling party ZANU-PF. A key part of this has 

been how history is narrated. Terence Ranger (2004) identifies Patriotic History as the 

Zimbabwean government’s attempt in the early 2000s to (re)narrate the country’s 

history in such a way as to create legitimacy for themselves and their policies. Wendy 

Willems (2013, 22) explains how this works, stating that “The emergence of a particular, 

narrow brand of ‘patriotic history’ served to highlight key victorious moments in 

ZANU-PF’s history as a liberation movement and silence the contribution of other 

movements [presenting ZANU-PF as the only party ‘worthy’ of governing].” According 

to Blessing-Miles Tendi (2010b) Patriotic History began to be developed at the same 

time as the opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), was gaining 

credence in the early 2000s. Unpacking its narrative, Tendi (2010b, 1) describes how: 

 

 “Patriotic History asserts the centrality of Zimbabwe’s radical revolutionary 

tradition […] it is premised on four themes; land, race, a dichotomy between ‘sell-

outs’ and ‘patriots’; and the rejection of Western interferences perceived as 

‘Western ideals’ such as human rights.” 

  

Tendi (2010b) further shows how Patriotic History was promoted through a powerful 

propaganda machine including everything from jingles to appearances of public 

intellectuals on TV (see also Willems, 2013).  

Further to such narrations of the country’s past, the Zimbabwean state has also 

drawn on arts and culture, as well as a particular portrayal of the president to institute 

specific perceptions of Zimbabwean-ness. This construction of the nation has involved 

emphasis on the culture, tradition and language of those that identify as Shona (Ndlovu-

Gatsheni and Willems, 2009, Willems, 2013, Ncube and Siziba, 2017). It has also 

included censorship of the arts – such as music, theatre, comedy and documentaries – by 
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enabling particular narratives through, for example, selective processes about what is 

aired on state-owned radio and TV-channels, and what is sanctioned by the Zimbabwe 

Censorship Board, as well as through the silencing of other expressions through 

intimidations, abductions and arrests (Thram, 2006a, Zenenga, 2008, Ncube and Siziba, 

2017, Burke, 2019, Moyo, 2019). Part of making the government’s ‘system of meaning’ 

effective can be seen in their narration of long-term Zimbabwean President Robert 

Mugabe as a form of quasi-God, leading to a need to emphasise his strength and 

longevity as a leader (Siziba and Ncube, 2015). This, perhaps, begins to explain the 

ferocity by which the Zimbabwean government has attempted to protect the president 

from being mocked and laughed at; for example when in 2015 he fell exiting an 

airplane, media was forced to delete pictures of the fall, and once the image leaked and 

funny memes were created, the Minister of Information, Jonathan Moyo, argued that 

“we should have [a] reasonable and mature discussion and not start laughing at each 

other” (Bulawayo24News, 2015 – see also Siziba and Ncube, 2015).8  

Julia Gallagher (2017) further reminds us that the government does not have a 

monopoly on how the state is imagined. Through an examination of how Zimbabweans 

think of the state she draws our attention to the relationship between government 

narratives, and societal imaginations of what constitutes a good state - demonstrating 

that these sometimes do, and sometimes do not, overlap (Gallagher, 2017). Gallagher 

(2017, 148-149) points out that “Fantasies – playing with a despised and powerful 

leader, laughing at him, rejecting him – lend a disempowered population a measure of 

control.” This aligns with literature on comedy in Africa which highlights its role as an 

indication of democracy and freedom of speech (Seirlis, 2011, Hammett, 2014), a 

 
8 Zimbabwean stand-up comedian Carl Joshua Ncube (2017) jokes about Mugabe falling in a TedTalk that 
he has delivered. The joke is quoted at the start of this introduction.  



 

 19 

resistance towards authoritarian regimes (Shehata, 1992, Hammett, 2011, Willems, 

2011), and as Ebenezer Obadare (2016) explains, another way of imagining what society 

could look like. This thesis intervenes in these debates about national identity and 

collective subjectivity looking at how stand-up comedy interrupts the construction of 

Zimbabwean-ness by state and society alike. Building on literature exploring the 

imagination of state, and national identity, particularly in Zimbabwe, it moves towards 

the ‘unserious’ realm of humour and comedy looking for another site to investigate 

subject-society relations, listening for resistance where there appears to be none, and 

lending credence to a Zimbabwean subject that acts and plays a part in the constitution 

of collective subjectivity in the nation. 

Scholarship on popular culture and critical global politics has added to the way in 

which resistance, identity construction and agency is thought through. Kyle Grayson, 

Matt Davies and Simon Philpott (2009, 157) highlight that “popular culture should not 

merely be reduced to a superstructure that reflects a political base […] the ongoing and 

phenomenal growth in the production and circulation of popular culture makes world 

politics what it currently is.” This thesis’ focuses on comedy as a space where meanings 

are constructed, and contested:  in other words, a space where politics is made. Kate Fox 

(2018) has pointed out that humour is a useful way to ‘fuse’ speaker with audience and 

that this is why it is used by activists and politicians alike as a tool of persuasion. James 

Brassett, Christopher S. Browning and Alister Wedderburn (2021b) in a special issue on 

humour and global politics in Global Society begin by summarizing the dispersed 

research that exists on comedy and global politics. Through this discussion Brassett, 

Browning and Wedderburn (2021b, 3) point out that: 
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 “even while acknowledging […] ambiguities, more radical arguments have sought 

to foreground the potential for resistance bestowed by comedy and related practices 

of subversion. While it would be hard to attribute a coherent line to this literature, a 

common thread is that humour and comedy have affective cultural power that can 

be a resource for both understanding and enacting politics.”  

 

This thesis draws on this literature that recognises the political as something to be found 

in comedy and unpacks how a move towards the humorous allows us to identify another 

site of negotiation between the subject and society, as well as providing deeper insight 

into our understanding of political intervention. 

My turn towards stand-up comedy in particular comes from the realisation that 

the genre, which has grown in Zimbabwe despite economic hardship and a politically 

oppressive government, does something to social ordering (see also Seirlis, 2011). This 

was first pointed out to me by my mamma, Eva, who observed that Trevor Noah’s stand-

up comedy resisted stereotypes of the African continent, and within the South African 

nation, by (re)articulating them in a way that highlights their peculiarities (see also 

Källstig and Death, 2020). Looking closer at scholarship on the genre, research 

demonstrates how stand-up comedy – operating from within social ordering – 

ambiguously both reinforces power and disrupts it (Weaver, 2010a, 2010b, 2011, 

Deveau, 2016, Källstig, 2021). Exploring (anti)racist comedy Simon Weaver (2010b) 

demonstrates how racist tropes are co-opted and reclaimed in a way that does something 

to social ordering - but that also in their re-use reinforces it. Grace Musila (2014) further 

demonstrates how stand-up comedy in South Africa carves out a space where it becomes 

possible to talk about what is still a contested and taboo topic in the country, race. 

Drawing on Homi K. Bhabha’s work in her discussion of South African stand-up, 

Musila (2014) highlights that comedy’s engagement with power is complex.   
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Indeed, research on comedy and resistance has examined how humour operates 

as a tool of activist opposition (Amoore and Hall, 2013, Rossdale, 2019), an everyday 

form of resistance (Billig, 2001, 2005, Bryant, 2006, Willems, 2010) and a 

destabilisation of discourses, for example in the meeting between the ‘rational’ (world of 

political economy and markets: de Goede, 2005, Brassett, 2016) and the ‘unserious’ 

world of humour and emotion (Odysseos, 2001, Brassett and Sutton, 2017). Situated 

within literature on comedy and international political economy, James Brassett (2016) 

shows how a Butlerian take on humour changes what questions we ask about comedic 

resistance. Drawing on Butler’s conceptualisation of performativity to engage with the 

market subject through humour, Brassett (2016, 170) approaches resistance asking not 

for a way to universally conceptualise subversion or looking to understand it in terms of 

something that is always one thing or another - always changes an outcome, or never 

changes an outcome. Instead, he implores us to ask: “what does resistance do?” Applied 

to this thesis, Brassett’s (2016) question becomes - what does Zimbabwean stand-up 

comedy do to social ordering? How does it intervene politically? Asking what comedy 

does shifts the perspective from political intervention as often seen through resistance as 

something which has to disrupt, unravel or oppose something by binarily standing in 

contradiction to it. Indeed, asking what stand-up comedy does allows me to instead look 

at political intervention as something that occurs through repetition and construction as 

much as through disruption.  

Approaching political intervention by looking at what stand-up comedy does to 

social ordering distinguishes this thesis from scholarship which has previously explored 

comedy and its political impact in relation to why something is considered to be funny. 

For example, Sigmund Freud (1989) explored the links between why people enjoy 

jokes, the unconscious, and anxiety. Michael Billig (2005, 2008) puts laughter at the 
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centre of humour, arguing that it is something people give or withhold as a form of 

socialising function. Henri Bergson (2010, 9) starts his study of the comic asking: 

“What does laughter mean? What is the basal element in the laughable? What common 

ground can we find between grimace of a merry-andrew, a play upon words, an 

equivocal situation in a burlesque and a scene of high comedy?” Moving away from the 

focus on laughter, this thesis will explore comedy as defined simply by what is 

produced on the stand-up comedy stage, arguing that its impact is not solely located in 

why people do or do not laugh, but in the processes that occur throughout the 

performance as people anticipate being entertained. 

This thesis thus draws on literature on comedy and resistance, as well as Butler’s 

understanding of power and the subject, which I combine with Bhabha’s work, to 

examine empirical material from Zimbabwe in a move that allows me to rethink political 

intervention as not just being about overt resistance, or deriding disruption, but as 

something that can operate through the production of power, in its repetition, doing 

something to power. As such, I advance an understanding of how people can act through 

stand-up also when they appear passive in the face of authoritarian power, asking, how 

does Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervene politically?  

 

Theoretical approach 
 
In order to answer this question, I, similarly to James Brassett (2016), draw on Judith 

Butler’s (1993, 1999) work. However, I further combine it with Homi K. Bhabha’s 

(1994) understanding of subversion and agency to show how the subject can act and 

resist through the reiteration of a powerful ‘system of meaning’. I choose to draw on 

Bhabha’s and Butler’s work as they provide insights into how resistance operates within, 

rather than apart, from norms, narratives and discourses. Their understanding of 
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resistance, which I develop through the idea of ‘repetition with a difference’ allows me 

to advance a reading of subversion which does not necessitate it always to be completely 

disruptive or, to hold, that resistance always necessarily is co-opted by power. Indeed, 

these two authors theoretical work allows me to embrace the messy co-construction of 

resistance, power and the subject. Examining my empirical material through an 

approach that uses Bhabha’s and Butler’s conceptualisations of how the subject acts I 

thus endeavour to look at how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes politically by 

turning to the way in which the genre interrupts social ordering. Looking for interruption 

rather than disruption, allows me to embrace how stand-up comedy both re-institutes 

and subverts through its repetition of norms, narratives and discourses. This type of 

analysis shows how the subject acts also through the production of official narratives, or 

societal constructions of Zimbabwean-ness, pointing to the way in which comedy can 

both resist and reinforce, all at once. Indeed, it embraces the nuances that exist in society 

thus deepening our understanding of resistance in authoritarian environments like 

Zimbabwe. 

 In line with Bhabha’s and Butler’s work I approach my empirical material 

engaging with the norms, narratives and discourses that underpin social ordering. 

Exploring the way in which Zimbabwean stand-up comedy repeats these norms, 

narratives and discourses I locate the genre’s ability to interrupt in how it highlights and 

enacts ambivalence. Particularly Bhabha (1990, 1994), draws our attention to 

ambivalence as a key concept to understanding how the subject acts and resists within 

norms, narratives and discourses. Although Butler (1993, 1999) also points to the 

uncertain foundation of norms, narratives and discourses, as enabling subversion and 

agency. Investigating how Zimbabwean stand-up intervenes politically I thus approach 
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my empirical material examining the ambivalences of dominant norms, narratives and 

discourses, and how comedy does/does not play with them.  

In order to do so, I develop a theoretical approach that draws on three key 

concepts, ambivalence, mimicry and performativity. What Bhabha refers to as the time-

lag is used as a starting point for identifying how ambivalences in the construction of 

Zimbabwean-ness allows for the subject to act. Identifying these ambivalences through 

the time-lag leads me to look towards norms, narratives and discourses that appear to re-

produce dominant worldviews in order to unpack how stand-up can (re)enact them in 

ways that both reinforce and resist, considering how they operate in the wider societal 

context to understand how, and if, the genre interrupts them. Bhabha’s and Butler’s 

conceptualisations of mimicry and performativity respectively are then used as tools to 

explain how stand-up comedy interrupts (resists and reinforces) through ‘repetition with 

a difference.’ Here, Butler particularly reminds me also to consider how norms, 

narratives and discourses are repeated both corporeally and orally. Applying Bhabhaian 

mimicry and Butlerian performativity to my empirical material, in other words, allows 

me to look at what stand-up does to social ordering and how people act through humour 

to understand how the genre intervenes politically in Zimbabwe. This theoretical 

approach and the concepts used are developed further in chapter 2.  

Bringing stand-up comedy to research on politics in Zimbabwe this thesis points 

towards another way of recognising resistance and thinking about how the subject acts 

in the country beyond a focus on subversion as overt and/or as necessarily always 

disruptive. It highlights how in Zimbabwe, where the state attempts to silence its 

population and control the construction of nation-ness, people do resist, and engage in a 

negotiation of what it means to be Zimbabwean. With the help of a theoretical approach 

that draws on Bhabha and Butler, I show how resistance and agency are complex and 
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nuanced and operate within, through, and by reinstituting power. In the next section I am 

going to outline how I go about my research.   

 

Methodology 
 
To answer this thesis’ central research question – How does Zimbabwean stand-up 

comedy intervene politically – I take a methodological approach based on qualitative 

research. This resonates with studies on comedy within critical global politics which 

tend to be based on a critical textual and/or discursive analysis (Odysseos, 2001, 

Musila, 2014, Brassett and Sutton, 2017, Wedderburn, 2018, Crilley and Chatterje-

Doody, 2020, Saunders and Bruun, 2020, Brassett et. al, 2021a). Building on this work, 

I employ a fieldwork-based approach. Tami Jacoby (2006, 153) describes fieldwork as 

involving “a series of […] choices that allow the researcher to enter briefly the lives of 

those being researched and to generate knowledge by observing behaviour, asking 

questions, and analysing data.” Involving myself in stand-up comedy as I did for two 

periods of fieldwork totalling approximately four months – first between 26 September 

2018 and 23 October 2018 and the second between 15 August 2019 and 11 November 

2019 – allowed me to look beyond the few minutes that the stand-up comedian spends 

onstage to see more broadly how the genre operates within Zimbabwean society and 

intervenes politically in more ways than through the immediate telling of the joke. 

The fieldwork encounter is of course fraught with power-relations, and I 

recognise that my positionality as a white, Swedish, doctoral researcher in a British 

institution affects the stories I’m told (see also Musila, 2017). Gediminas Lesutis (2018, 

510) has eloquently described on the ground research “as a multifaceted experience of 

self-representation through which unequal power relations are negotiated, social 

identities are performed, and meanings are co-constructed.” Honing in on interviews in 
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the field, Jacoby (2006) makes a similar observation. She contends that the narratives 

that researchers are told operate as a form of self-presentation where “those being 

researched do not merely respond to the agenda and questions of the researcher, but are 

actively engaged in shaping their own agenda of how they want to be represented” 

(Jacoby, 2006, 162, original emphasis). Examining stand-up comedy through semi-

structured interviews with practitioners, and artists more broadly, as well as, conversing 

with audience members, and engaging in participant observation by watching, and 

involving myself in the day-to-day work behind stand-up shows, I was not looking to 

discover ‘the truth’ of Zimbabwean stand-up comedy. Instead, semi-structured 

interviews and conversations are of interest due to what they tell us about how a person 

(comedian or audience member) experiences the art-form, how they imbue those 

experiences with meaning, and how they want me to understand it. As Lesustis (2018, 

512) eloquently puts it, “stories told by research participants are not seen as empirical 

representations of ‘real life’; instead they constitute ‘facts’ that we come to perceive as 

reality.”  

Looking at how stand-up comedy intervenes politically in Zimbabwe I have 

built on the pre-existing textual and discourse analysis of comedy within critical global 

politics through an approach that involves myself in the day-to-day experiences of 

maintaining the stand-up comedy scene in the country. I interviewed stand-up 

comedians, attended stand-up comedy shows, shadowed comedians before, and after 

their shows – sat in the car whilst driving around collecting different material, sat on the 

set of their sitcom for an entire day talking to the cast, helped out with grant proposals, 

took pictures of the show for their website, attended stand-up comedy classes, and 

laughed and joked with them over lunch. In other words, I involved myself in the field, 

engaging with the minutia of the day-to-day practices around running a stand-up club in 
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Harare – specifically that of Simuka Comedy, an organisation that at the time was 

responsible for most stand-up comedy shows in the capital. Involving myself in stand-

up comedy in Harare I gained a deep insight into how stand-up comedy intervenes 

politically. I looked both at the time spent onstage, and beyond, to understand the 

broader experience of performing stand-up in the country.  

A consequence of involving myself in the practices of stand-up comedy is that I 

came to know my research subjects. I made friends. Spending the better part of three 

months (out of my four months of fieldwork) following a group of stand-up comedians 

around I got to know some of them fairly well. I was present when they prepared for 

shows and workshops, strategized, applied for grants (a process which I helped with), 

and above all spent a lot of time waiting with them. We waited for people to arrive, for 

audiences to get seated, for the show to start, for the stand-up comedy teacher to arrive, 

and for the taxi to pick me up. This gave me time to connect with them and experience 

the community that is built when one has a lot of time doing nothing at all together. 

Writing about autoethnography Roxanne Doty (2010) has emphasised the importance of 

connection. She argues that “the self is really always present in academic writing,” 

although this presence is sometimes manifest in its active absence (Doty, 2010, 1048). 

Throughout this thesis I attempt to recognise the impact of my presence in the field. 

Whilst this is not an autoethnography I draw on contributions made by this scholarship, 

reminding myself, as well as the reader, of Morgan Brigg and Roland Bleiker’s (2010, 

780) important intervention: “To erase the author is to erase potentially important 

insights: it leaves us with less knowledge rather than more.” I echo the comments of 

Chris Rossdale (2019, 10) when he states that “My intention is not to position myself as 

a site of pure knowledge, but to work with the understanding that our own 
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entanglements in relations of power […] is always already the condition of knowledge 

and a space from which to interrogate the world.”  

Keeping this in mind, the empirical material that I gathered was divided into 

three broad categories based on the basic structure of a stand-up comedy set: the joke, 

the comedian, and the audience. Having divided the material in this way I then unpacked 

it in each of these categories by looking firstly at what themes re-occurred, but also 

attempting to examine spaces where resistance happened in ways that aren’t necessarily 

obvious. Following from this division, the original structure of this thesis included three 

empirical chapters looking at how stand-up comedy intervened through the joke, the 

comedian and the audience. However, reading the empirical material in each of these 

categories in relation to scholarly work on politics in Zimbabwe and through the 

theoretical approach advanced in this thesis, it became apparent that all jokes did not 

intervene in the same way, and that how the comedian interrupted social ordering was 

infused, and co-constructed, by the audience they performed to and the jokes they told. 

Indeed, another structure began to emerge when looking at the complex and nuanced 

ways in which stand-up comedy interacted with social ordering in the nation. Dividing 

the material instead based on what aspect of the construction of Zimbabwean-ness it 

interacted with I was able to ascertain the way in which the joke, comedian and audience 

bleed into each other in the stand-up comedy space, considering also the implications of 

the political and economic context, and day-to-day practices of the gerne, highlighting 

the many nuanced ways in which it interacts with politics in Zimbabwe.  

Following from this, I have divided the empirical material in this thesis into 

three chapters looking at three sites where stand-up comedy intervenes into the 

construction of Zimbabwean-ness; state autobiographies (chapter 3); the creation of an 

‘authentic’ national subject (chapter 4); and norms regulating how Zimbabweans 
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‘should’ behave, here explored in relation to sex-talk and the public/private divide 

(chapter 5). These three empirical sites are assessed and unpacked using the theoretical 

approach developed in this thesis, briefly outlined above and further expanded on in 

chapter 2, which engages with Homi K. Bhabha’s and Judith Butler’s conceptualisation 

of subversion and the subject. Assessing the empirical material gathered through this 

theoretical approach helps us recognise the complexities about how resistance works, 

and how subjects do act and speak in ways that interrupt. Taking a fieldwork-based 

approach to my research, this thesis builds on knowledge from previous studies based 

primarily on textual and discourse analysis, adding to our understanding of the 

experience of being a stand-up comedian in repressive environments like Zimbabwe.

   

Method 
 
 
The first round of my fieldwork in Zimbabwe began in late September 2018, only a 

couple of months after Emmerson Mnangagwa was elected president, and lasted for 

approximately a month, the second round, which lasted about three months, occurred a 

year later. These two rounds of fieldwork had different focuses: during the first round I 

identified and interviewed stand-up comedians and other people in the arts community 

in Zimbabwe, and during the second round I focused on getting involved in the everyday 

practices of one of the larger stand-up comedy organisations: Simuka Comedy.9  

 
9 Simuka Comedy was started by Simba Kakora, known by his stage-name Simba the Comic King and, 
Victor Mpofu known as Doc Vikela, in 2011, as a platform for organising stand-up comedy shows in 
Harare (see also The Herald, 2011). The organisation is run by stand-up comedians, and simuka means ‘to 
stand up’ in Shona (Wencelacy Katuka, stand-up comedian, interview with author, October 2, 2018). In 
the spring of 2019 Simuka Comedy officially registered as a company and acquired office spaces at the 
Creative Arts Hub in Harare. Simuka Comedy, at the time of my fieldwork, organised most, but not all, 
stand-up comedy shows in Harare. They are the only organisation setting-up regular monthly stand-up 
comedy shows in the capital and manage most of the comedians in the city. 
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 In 2018 and 2019 there was very little material available on Zimbabwean stand-

up comedy online. Stand-up comedians tended to ask their audiences not to record or 

upload their shows as they wanted to be able to re-use them. This meant that the only 

way to research Zimbabwean stand-up comedy was to attend shows and talk to the 

comedians themselves. Further, it meant that there was a paucity of jokes to draw upon. 

This was enhanced by some comedians asking me not to use a particular part of their set, 

explaining that they were still performing the joke in question and did not want to risk 

other comedians stealing, or audiences already knowing, that particular punchline. 

Drawing upon the jokes that are available to me, I have, in this thesis, identified several 

segments from stand-up comedy sets that highlight the complex and nuanced ways in 

which the genre intervenes politically - looking particularly to explore those jokes which 

interrupts the construction of Zimbabwean-ness in less than obvious ways. I have 

situated these jokes within the broader context of societal structures, drawing upon semi-

structured interviews with comedians and other members of the arts community, 

conversations with audience members, and participant observation and fieldwork notes 

from both the shows and my experiences being in Zimbabwe.  

Through my two rounds of fieldwork the contextual nature of comedy, which I 

discuss further in chapter 1 (‘Comedy and social ordering’) became apparent to me. 

Jokes which I did not understand at the beginning of my fieldwork began to make sense 

as I had the opportunity to interview comedians and artists, talk to audience members, 

but above all spend time in Zimbabwe. Although my experience is of course very 

different from someone who has grown up in the country, or spent a longer period of 

time there, the opportunity that I had conducting fieldwork in Zimbabwe meant that I 

got a better understanding of, what at the time was, the current context. For example, 

during my first round of fieldwork the Zimbabwean government had added a 2% tax on 
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online transactions which led to hoarding in stores as people expected price increases. 

Being in Zimbabwe I too queued outside Pick ‘n Pay (a local convenience store) to 

ensure that the money my housemate had in Ecocash would not become useless, and that 

we had access to basic commodities before they sold out. Of course, having experienced 

this does not make me an ‘insider’, I still, for example, have the ability to leave the 

country, I am not a citizen, nor did I grow up there, however it does put me in a better 

position to understand jokes about price increases or queuing than I was before. Indeed, 

the more I learnt about Zimbabwe; norms, culture and the day-to-day life in the nation, 

the more I came to enjoy the jokes told onstage.  

In order to enhance my understanding of Zimbabwean stand-up comedy I 

conducted a total of 28 semi-structured interviews with comedians and other members 

of the arts community. This included interviews with 15 stand-up comedians and 5 

other artists in Harare; and 5 stand-up comedians and their manager in Bulawayo. An 

additional three interviews were held with comedians via WhatsApp call. These 

interviews included three with female stand-up comedians – a number that is reflective 

of the six active female stand-up comedians that I was able to identify at the time of my 

second round of fieldwork.10 Amongst the well-known comedians in Zimbabwe only 

one is white, and he rarely performs stand-up comedy these days. I would let the 

comedians suggest interview locations, and if they didn’t have any suggestions I would, 

where possible, suggest a place where there was no need to purchase anything to eat or 

drink to avoid discomfort around expectations about purchasing something on both their 

and my part given the difficult economic situation in the country - meaning a lot of 

 
10 I re-interviewed four stand-up comedians during my second round of fieldwork following questions that 
had emerged in-between the fieldwork periods.  
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interviews occurred on the grass outside the University of Zimbabwe, or in parks in 

central Harare.   

 My interview questions – which were designed to prompt conversation more 

than anything else – focused on how the interview subject had become aware of stand-

up comedy, what their experience was of being onstage, their comedic persona, and 

what they wanted the world to know about Zimbabwean stand-up. These questions were 

designed to start conversations looking at what it is like to be a stand-up comedian in 

Zimbabwe; to enlighten me on how the interview subject experiences, make sense of, 

and wants me to understand the genre. Interviewing stand-up comedians and involving 

myself in their work was also a way to be able to ask about any parts of the set that was 

not performed in English. Although, in Harare where I was predominantly based, stand-

up comedy was mostly performed in English, several comedians would still have, at 

least some, punchlines in Shona (I was told in interviews, that in Bulawayo comedians 

would, depending on the audience, speak in a combination of English, Ndebele or 

another of Zimbabwe’s fifteen official languages during their sets). Interviewing stand-

up comedians thus offered a way around language barriers, as well as allowing me to 

inquire about any other relevant background or contextual knowledge. I avoided 

initiating any conversations about domestic politics given the risks associated with 

discussing this topic in public, letting the comedians themselves bring it up if they 

choose to do so.  

Decisions made around anonymisation are incredibly complex and difficult - 

especially given that many comedians want to get their work recognised. Written, or 

recorded, consent has been collected from all interview subjects in which they have 

been able to express whether they wish to be anonymised. I have also continued these 

conversations with my interview subjects when choosing to quote someone who did not 
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want to be anonymised or when using material from a comedian’s stand-up set. 

Balancing safety, whilst also attempting to respect the wishes of my research subjects I 

have thus anonymised some whilst naming others. In one case someone explicitly asked 

to remain anonymous, and this has, of course, been respected. In other cases, I have 

considered the possible implications following from using someone’s name, looking at 

the political and societal context, where the research subject is currently based (some 

have left the country since my fieldwork), previous statements made on similar subjects 

in (more) public forums, such as international news-media, and what implications this 

has or has not had. Where someone is anonymised, I have chosen not to indicate this as 

to not encourage people to attempt to find out who they are. Following from this I have 

only included a partial list, in appendix 1, of people interviewed to ensure that the 

person who chose to remain anonymous, or those whom I have chosen to anonymise 

cannot be identified (considering the relatively small community of stand-up comedians 

in the country). 

Having begun to build a relationship with comedians in the country by 

interviewing them and attending their shows, I was able to engage further in participant 

observation during my second round of fieldwork. At this point I would often spend 2-3 

days a week at the Simuka Comedy offices, helping out with grant proposals, observing 

how they would brainstorm ideas, and following the admin work going on behind a 

stand-up show. I would also wait with them at the venues prior to stand-up shows and 

join them at the set of their online comedy show Special Class where I observed the 

shoot.11 I was invited into their WhatsApp group, and attended a free stand-up comedy 

class that they offered on a Friday afternoon. I, of course, also attended all stand-up 

 
11 I was also at one point offered to act in Special Class. I choose not to do so considering both my role as 
a researcher, and potential risks to my safety.  
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comedy shows during this period, and was once offered the opportunity to sit behind 

stage with the comedians. 

At this point in my fieldwork, I had hoped to also engage further in 

conversations with audience members to enhance my understanding of how 

Zimbabweans interpret the jokes told onstage. However, due to the practicalities of 

fieldwork I was unable to do so to the extent that I had originally envisioned. Although 

Simuka Comedy very kindly pointed out to their audiences who I was and asked them to 

talk to me, most people would leave without doing so.  This might partially be explained 

me being a recognisable ‘outsider’. Indeed, Simuka Comedy would point out that I was 

conducting research with the University of Manchester, and at one point a comedian 

even jokingly asked the audience to talk to me so that I would not have to return to the 

country (playing on the idea of Zimbabwe as an undesirable place to be). This might 

have meant that audiences did not feel they trusted me the way they potentially would 

have if I was Zimbabwean.  

Further to this, the way that the venues were set up during the time of my 

fieldwork did not lend itself to audiences staying behind after shows. Indeed, in 2019 

when I was aiming to speak more to audience members, stand-up comedy was 

performed predominantly in theatre spaces, with Jasen Mphepo Little Theatre and 

Repertoires (Reps) Theatre being regular venues. Although both these venues have bars, 

at Jasen Mphepo Little Theatre the bar tended to close during the show, and at Reps 

Theatre the bar area is not directly linked to the stage where shows took place. This 

made it more difficult to speak to audience members who tended not to linger after 

shows. When audience members did speak to me, I was only able to talk to one group of 

people at the time, and the rest of the audience would have left before I had a chance to 

interact with them. This has meant that in this thesis I draw on some conversations with 
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the audience, but not to the breadth and depth that I originally wanted to. Thus, this 

thesis draws both on conversations that I did have with audiences and my experiences 

from shows – recognising that I too was an audience member at these shows. As such, I 

have written the thesis in order to provide you as the reader with the contextual 

information needed to understand the analysis that I have made of the jokes quoted, 

whilst also leaving room for you to become part of the audience and draw your own 

conclusions.  

Basing my methodology on fieldwork and involving myself in the stand-up 

comedy scene in Harare has given me a broader perspective on the ways in which stand-

up comedy intervenes politically. By expanding my horizons beyond the few minutes a 

stand-up comedian spends onstage I have gained insights into the materiality of the 

genre. Indeed, during my time in Zimbabwe, I observed how audiences would fluctuate 

between approximately ten people and more than a hundred. I saw ticket prices alter and 

increase due to inflation and based on venue. For example, in 2019 it was possible to 

watch Learnmore Mwanyenyeka, known onstage as Long John the Comedian, perform 

on 28 August at Jasen Mphepo Little Theatre for 10 Zimbabwean dollars, and then again 

on 30 August at Reps Theatre for 15 Zimbabwean dollars. Jasen Mphepo Little Theatre 

is located by Samora Machel Avenue, which comedians have described to me as the cut-

off point between the richer parts of Harare and the, so called, ‘ghetto’. Performances at 

Jasen Mphepo Little Theatre tended to draw predominantly local audiences. This can be 

contrasted with Reps Theatre, which is located in what is considered to be the more 

affluent Belgravia, where audience tended to be diverse, including expatriates’ and 

diplomats. There is much more that can be said on the materiality of comedy, of course, 

and some of these aspects are discussed in the empirical chapters that follow. However, 

the main focus of the thesis is on how stand-up comedy intervenes narratively, keeping 
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in mind that in Zimbabwe stand-up is affected by difficulties such as economic hardship, 

lack of electricity, and equipment that is not set up as promised, whilst simultaneously 

being a growing field, an employment opportunity and a way in which people are 

empowered to speak out.   

In the next section I will explain how this thesis makes original contributions to 

academic literature within critical global politics and Zimbabwean politics before 

outlining the thesis and chapter arguments. 

 
Contributions  
 
This thesis helps us rethink how we recognize resistance by asking us to consider the 

messy, less than deliberate everyday ways it plays out in the realm of comedy. 

Exploring stand-up comedy, it moves away from the notion that resistance is always 

serious, looking at how the ‘unserious’ realm of comedy and humour can interrupt 

social ordering in complex and nuanced ways. Drawing on empirical material from two 

periods of fieldwork in Zimbabwe this thesis makes three original contributions. These 

contributions can be summarised as follows:  

 
1. It develops an empirical contribution to research on Zimbabwean politics, 

looking at stand-up comedy predominantly in Harare, but also Bulawayo, 

and showing how it contests, whilst also reinforcing norms, narratives and 

discourses through which Zimbabwean-ness is constructed. This story about 

politics of stand-up comedy in Zimbabwe has never been told before, at least 

not from this theoretical perspective and in this depth and scope. In the 

Zimbabwean context nationalism is predominantly interrogated as a tool used by 

the state, either to enforce legitimacy beyond that of free and fair elections, or to 

justify political policy decisions or acting with violence (Ranger, 2004, Kriger, 
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2006, Raftopoulos, 2007, Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2008, 2009, 2013, Ndlovu and 

Willems, 2009, Tendi, 2008, 2010a, 2010b, Willems, 2010, Dorman, 2016). Julia 

Gallagher (2017) has further looked at how Zimbabweans imagine the state 

through the international. Rather than focusing on how nationalism is wielded by 

the state I add to studies that explore how such nationalism is challenged 

(Willems, 2010, 2011, Hammett, 2011, Siziba and Ncube, 2015). Moving 

beyond the understanding that such opposition has to work only to undermine 

power, I add complexity to this discussion by looking at how it can operate in 

ways that reinforces Zimbabwean-ness, turning also my attention to how nation-

ness is constructed through societal norms, narratives and discourses. Exploring 

Zimbabwean nationalism through stand-up comedy, a genre that has continued to 

grow in the country despite economic hardship and limits to freedom of 

expression, I show how constructions of Zimbabwean-ness by state and society 

alike can be interrupted.  

Assessing empirical material from two rounds of fieldwork extending over 

four months in total, predominantly in Harare, but also briefly in Bulawayo, I 

contribute to the limited existing literature on Zimbabwean stand-up (Langeveldt, 

2000, Monro, 2015, Källstig, 2021) by showing how the genre can trouble state 

narratives of a unified nation through the re-invocation of ‘tribal’ narratives 

(chapter 3). I also highlight how stand-up can reveal anxieties about women’s 

place in society through a re-assertion of homophobia, and how it through day-to-

day stories from the comedian’s life unsettles rhetoric equating patriotism with 

party belonging (chapter 4), further examining how stand-up grapples with 

gendered understandings of artistry in the face of patriarchal power-relations 

(chapter 4), as well as interrupting gendered narrations of the public/private divide 



 

 38 

by enabling comedians to break silences on sex-talk (chapter 5). Addressing 

gender in all three empirical chapters of this thesis, I emphasise its significance in 

the country’s political landscape, and as such the importance of how stand-up 

comedy challenges and reinforces gendered power relations.  

 

2. To tell this story, I develop a theoretical approach in this thesis based on 

Homi K. Bhabha’s and Judith Butler’s understandings of subversion, 

contributing to critical global politics scholarship by showing how concepts 

like ambivalence, mimicry, and performativity can be used to explore 

humour’s resistive capabilities whilst also grappling with jokes that appear 

to be both prejudicial and unsettling. When comedy is discussed amongst 

scholars within critical global politics it is understood as either a way to oppose 

or support power. It is said to subvert power by mocking those who wield it 

and/or highlighting the peculiarities of the way in which society is ordered, or 

that which is held to be known (Bakhtin, 1984, Mbembe, 1992, 2001, de Goede, 

2005, Amoore and Hall, 2013, Musila, 2014, Brassett, 2016). Conversely it is 

said to support power when used by authority in a disarming or charming way, 

or when it repeats and reinstitutes hierarchies or that which they are based on 

(Beck and Spencer, 2019, Brassett, 2019, Crilley and Chatterje-Doody, 2020, 

Brassett, et al, 2021a). Building on this scholarship, I conceptualise the way in 

which comedy interacts with power. Rather than looking at either how comedy 

resists or reinforces power, I contribute to critical global scholarship by 

developing a theoretical approach which allows me to look at how it does both, 

sometimes simultaneously. Engaging with Bhabha’s and Butler’s work on 

subversion, this theoretical approach understands comedy as interrupting social 
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ordering through the repetition of norms, narratives and discourses with a 

difference, enabling an assessment of comedic resistance within critical global 

politics which enhances our understanding of the messy ways in which it 

interacts with the political, helping us to explain the complicated ways in which 

subject-society relations are negotiated. In order to highlight the nuances and 

ambivalences of comedic subversion in Zimbabwe I develop a theoretical 

approach based on Bhabha’s and Butler’s understanding of subversion - 

combining ambivalence, mimicry and performativity - that embraces the 

complexities and messiness of how the subject acts. 

 

3. In line with this theoretical approach, I advance a methodology for how to 

explore how comedy interrupts, specifically in repressive environments like 

Zimbabwe, extending beyond the often textual or narratively based studies 

on the topic within critical global politics, thus enabling us to see the 

complex ways in which subject and resistance operates in this 

context. When comedy is researched in critical global politics it is often 

approached through critical textual or discourse analysis (Odysseos, 2001, 

Musila, 2014, Brassett and Sutton, 2017, Wedderburn, 2018, Crilley and 

Chatterje-Doody, 2020, Saunders and Bruun, 2020, Brassett et al, 2021a). 

Scholars look at what is said either in a joke, or onstage, and sometimes in 

relation to broader contexts through, for example, interviews with comedians in 

news-media, and in relation to the political environment in which they operate 

(Brassett, 2009 – see also Hansen, 2011). These types of studies have 

limitations, especially when looking at countries such as Zimbabwe where 

freedom of expression is severely restricted, and information online is limited.  
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This thesis contributes to critical global scholarship by applying a 

methodological approach based on fieldwork to studies of comedy in repressive 

environments. Interviewing comedians, talking to audience members, and 

involving the researcher in the day-to-day practices of running comedy in the 

country this approach allows for a deeper understanding of how humour 

interacts with power beyond the few minutes spent onstage, and looks closely at 

how the genre is situated within a broader societal context - affected by things 

like  economic hardship making the business difficult to maintain, or limited 

freedom of expression leading to censorship, or lack of electricity emphasising 

the importance of a microphone when comedians refuse to perform without it. 

This allows a better understanding of how stand-up comedians are located 

within social ordering yet can also disrupt it, highlighting the nuanced and 

complex ways in which the genre intervenes politically in the nation. To further 

our understanding of comedic resistance, especially in resistive environments, 

this thesis will thus show through its analysis in chapter 3-5 the need for future 

scholarship to go beyond the textual and engage in a fieldwork-based approach.  

 

Next, I will outline the main argument and chapter structure of this thesis.  

 

Main argument and chapter structure 
 
This thesis argues that stand-up comedy intervenes politically when it interrupts social 

ordering by divulging the ambivalence of Zimbabwean-ness; highlighting narrative 

contradictions; unsettling societal conceptions and addressing that which is commonly 

silenced. I understand Zimbabwean-ness as a way in which society is ordered structuring 

ideas about the present and the past, about who does or does not belong, and how people 
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should or should not behave in particular spaces. I will examine how the construction of 

Zimbabwean-ness is interrupted looking at three sites: the production of state 

autobiographies, the creation of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean subject, and norms 

regulating how Zimbabweans ‘should’ behave, here examined in relation to sex-talk and 

the public/private divide. This will be explored across five chapters starting by showing 

how comedy is conceptualised in complicated ways, then advancing my theoretical 

approach before engaging with my empirical material.  

 The first chapter details how engaging with Zimbabwean stand-up contributes to 

our understanding of comedic resistance - especially in repressive environments. 

Building on existing literature on comedy and politics, particularly in Africa, I argue that 

this thesis illuminates the nuances and complexities of comedic resistance which both 

enables and limits its potential to interrupt social ordering. This chapter is divided into 

three sections. The first section reviews research within critical global politics looking at 

comedy as a form of everyday resistance, highlighting its ability to subvert by covertly 

mocking authority (Bakhtin, 1984, Shehata, 1992, Bryant, 2006, Amoore and Hall, 

2013), as well as, in a sub-section, exploring the relationship between comedy and 

society (Billig, 2001, 2005, Lockyer and Pickering, 2005, Bergson, 2010, Kupiers, 2011, 

Seirlis, 2011). I then deepen the discussion examining literature on comedy in an 

African context. Here, I highlight how it has been argued that comedy in general, and 

satirical cartoons in particular, can act as a potential indicator of the status of a 

democracy and freedom of expression in a country - as well as a potential challenge to 

these limitations (Nyamnjoh, 2009, Eko, 2010, Willems, 2010, 2011, Hammett, 2010, 

2011, 2014). Finally, I turn to scholarship on stand-up comedy demonstrating how the 

genre has been conceptualised as both resisting and reinforcing through the comic re-

articulation of common generalisations (Kar Tang, 2013, Musila, 2014, Deveau, 2016). 
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Taking this literature as a springboard, this thesis embraces the ambiguous nature of 

comedy, deepening our understanding of the complexities, nuances and messiness of 

resistance and comedic subversion across dominant power-relations. 

The second chapter advances the theoretical approach which I use in the rest of 

the thesis to interrogate how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes politically. 

Having engaged with the work of scholars like Henri Bergson (2010), Giselinde Kupiers 

(2011), and Julia Seirlis (2011) in the previous chapter, all of which emphasise the 

significant relationship between comedy and societal structures, I articulate my 

understanding of social ordering as the structure created in a society based on the 

‘system of meaning’ norms, narratives and discourses produce. I then draw on Homi K. 

Bhabha and Judith Butler’s perception of subversion to conceptualise how to examine 

the way that Zimbabwean stand-up comedy interrupts. I argue that exploring how these 

two authors conceptualise resistance through, in Bhabha’s case mimicry and in Butler’s 

case performativity, allows a reading of the disruptive capabilities of Zimbabwean 

stand-up comedy that neither dismisses it as completely conforming to relations of 

power, nor portrays it as an ultimate form of resistance. Both Bhabha (1994) and Butler 

(1993, 1999) develop the subject as imbued in the norms, narratives and discourses that 

underpin, envelop and play a role in the development of social ordering. Without 

precluding the possibility of subversion, they illustrate that to disrupt also means, to a 

certain extent, to reinforce. When Bhabha (1994) speaks about mimicry he outlines it as 

a form of subversion that is based on an inherent flaw in discourse itself; so that the very 

repetition of discourse also provides the site of its resistance. Butler (1993), similarly, in 

her exploration of performativity emphasises that the norms that we re-iterate draw their 

power from that repetition; and due to this are unsettled when enacted in a variation, 

combination or other way than what might have been anticipated. These insights are 
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what I use to unpack the notion of ‘interruption’ in this thesis which I link to the idea of 

‘repetition with a difference’. Each of the following empirical chapters will draw on this 

theoretical work, using Bhabha’s conceptualisation of mimicry, his emphasis on 

ambivalence (explored through what he refers to as the time-lag) and Butler’s theory of 

performativity to demonstrate how stand-up comedy interrupts social ordering in the 

repressive Zimbabwean environment. By combining these concepts in my theoretical 

approach, I am able to demonstrate, in subsequent chapters, how Zimbabwean stand-up 

comedy operates within social ordering; peculiarly disrupting and enforcing it at once.  

At this point, the thesis will begin to engage with the empirical material, looking 

at three sites through which the construction of Zimbabwean-ness is interrupted by 

stand-up comedy. The first site that I explore is the state construction of Zimbabwean-

ness. To do so I examine state autobiographies; that is “stories states tell to and about 

themselves” (Subotić, 2016, 611). I argue that playing with state autobiographies stand-

up comedy interrupts social ordering by highlighting narrative contradictions and 

unsettling societal conceptions when it enacts the ambivalence of these narratives. 

Crucially, drawing on Bhabha and Butler, I demonstrate that this is done from within the 

very narratives that construct that order - thus both resisting and reinforcing them. This 

chapter is divided into three sections. The first section explores ways in which state 

autobiographies have attempted to write Zimbabwe as a homogeneous nation 

highlighting, with the help of what Bhabha refers to as the time-lag, the ambivalence of 

this assertion when met by dominant narratives of the country as divided into different 

‘tribes’ (see also Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2008, The Herald, 2018, Zimbabwe Mail, 2019). 

Building on this, the second section looks at how stand-up comedians Ntando Moyo, 

and Mukudzei Kandoro Majoni, known as King Kandoro onstage, enact the 

ambivalence of state claims to unity with the former mimicking state autobiographies 
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and ‘tribal’ narratives, and the latter performing them in imaginative ways that reveals 

the uncertainty of the authority they claim. Highlighting the messy and complicated 

ways in which Zimbabwean-ness is constructed in negotiation between state and society, 

I continue by looking further at how a joke by stand-up comedian Wencelacy Katuka, 

known by his stage-name Kadem the Comic, re-institutes homophobic state 

autobiographies describing the nation as heteronormative, whilst revealing his anxieties 

and interrupting patriarchal constructions of Zimbabwean society by mimicking them. 

This shows the complicated ways in which Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes 

politically by repeating state autobiographies with a difference, demonstrating the messy 

and nuanced ways in which state-society relations are negotiated.  

Chapter four addresses the second site through which the construction of 

Zimbabwean-ness can be interrupted by stand-up comedy, this is the production of an 

‘authentic’ national subject. To do so I engage with both state and societal narratives 

addressing what it means to be Zimbabwean. I argue that by turning stand-up into an 

autobiographical performance form, comedians are able to disrupt social ordering, 

enacting the ambivalence of monolithic narratives of the national subject by performing 

them with a difference. Engaging with Bhabha and Butler, I illustrate how this is done 

from within social ordering itself as stand-up comedians enact their identity by re-

iterating narratives, norms and discourses. This argument is made in three parts, 

beginning by outlining the repressive environment that exists in Zimbabwe, where 

stand-up comedians are harassed, intimidated and arrested as a result of their comedy 

(Moyo, 2019). I demonstrate how despite being aware of these risks’ comedians feel 

emboldened to perform a version of themselves onstage. Next, I look at how stand-up 

comedy can disrupt the construction of an ‘authentic’ national subject as produced 

through state narratives which conflate party and nation (Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Willems, 
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2009, Willems, 2013, Dorman, 2016). Looking at performances by Katuka, and 

Munyaradzi Guramatunhu, I illustrate how they perform themselves onstage in ways 

that mimics state constructions of the ‘authentic’ national but with a difference, doing 

so they unsettle the binary ways in which ZANU-PF produces belonging (Ndlovu-

Gatsheni, 2009, Willems, 2013, Siziba and Ncube, 2015). Then, in the final part of the 

chapter, I turn to look particularly at female comedians arguing that they are able to 

interrupt the patriarchal nature of society by ‘acting out’ two contradictory narratives: 

that of the submissive Zimbabwean woman, and the ‘rebellious’, and ‘promiscuous’ 

artist presented to me in an interview with stand-up comedian Tanya Sena, known as 

Tanya Alex, on October 3, 2019 (see also Ballard-Reisch et al., 2001, Hungwe, 2006, 

Manyonganise, 2017). In both these cases, I argue that stand-up comedians are able to 

interrupt the construction of an ‘authentic’ national subject through stories about their 

day-to-day life that either mimics norms, narratives and discourses or performatively 

enacts them in ways that highlight their ambivalence. This captures the complicated 

relationship between subject and society where the construction of ‘the authentic 

national subject’ is continuously disrupted and re-instituted.  

In chapter five I address the final site of the construction of Zimbabwean-ness 

that this thesis explores, namely norms regulating how people ‘should’ behave. Focusing 

particularly on sex-talk I interrogate how stand-up comedy intervenes into the 

construction of Zimbabwean values, and how society is ordered thereafter. Examining 

the circumstances surrounding sex-jokes I argue that stand-up comedy can interrupt 

wider gender norms through which the public/private distinction is narrated. To make 

this argument, I divide the chapter into three sections. The first section explores 

Guramatunhu’s 2019 set, particularly her 8 October 2019 performance. Looking at how 

she manages to get the audience to laugh at her sex-jokes, it argues that stand-up 
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comedy is an ambivalent space that blurs the boundaries between the public and the 

private. In the second section I deepen this discussion looking at how Guramatunhu 

interrupts the public/private divide, and thus social ordering, by performing her gender 

identity ambivalently. Here I draw on the concept of authentic inauthenticity to show 

how Guramatunhu iterates her identity onstage as someone who is a lady/not a ‘whore’ 

even though she says things that gender norms in Zimbabwean society holds that 

‘whores’ do (see also Pérez, 2013). This displaces the construction of female politicians 

as either mothers when they conform or ‘whores’ when they do not (Ncube, 2020a). The 

third, and final section, turns to explore Kudakwashe Museta’s 2019 set where he, in 

comparison to Guramatunhu, struggles to get his audience to laugh at sex-jokes. 

Engaging particularly with a conversation that I had with a group of male audience 

members after the show, I illustrate how a form of mimicry is produced when they 

attempt to explain away Museta’s comedic missteps. Repeating narratives commonly 

used to supress women’s ability to act in the ‘public sphere’, in a way that is almost the 

same, but not quite, these audience members highlight the ambivalence of gender norms 

through which society is ordered. This demonstrates the complex and nuanced ways in 

which stand-up comedy interrupts the construction of Zimbabwean-ness through the 

negotiation of gendered narrations of the public/private divide. 

Humour is an important way in which people in Zimbabwe identify as a nation. 

Talking to Zimbabwean stand-up comedian Carl Joshua Ncube in 2019 he told me that 

comedy was linked to suffering, and that Zimbabweans had never been as funny as they 

are right now (interview with author, October 23, 2019). Explaining this further, Ncube 

argued that in the choice between laughing and crying, people had chosen the former. 

This captures the sentiment amongst many of the Zimbabweans that I talked to whilst in 

the country, who would readily tell me that Zimbabweans, they are a funny people, they 
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might even be the funniest people in the world. To understand the complex, nuanced and 

messy ways in which Zimbabwean-ness is interrupted it makes sense to turn to comedy. 

Indeed, as Ncube also told me: “Why there [are] so many comics that are coming out [in 

Zimbabwe] is because they are articulating the problems of Zimbabwe, to a world that 

understands Zimbabwe, a little less, than they think they should” (interview with author, 

October 23, 2019). To investigate how people act in Zimbabwe I thus turn to stand-up 

comedy, embracing the complex and nuanced ways in which subject-society relations 

are negotiated through the genre.  
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Chapter 1 Interrupting: comedy, politics, and Africa 
 
International politics is often thought of as a serious matter. As explained by James 

Brassett, Christopher S. Browning, and Alister Wedderburn (2021b, 4) – “IR has 

commonly sought to elevate the ‘serious’ over the ‘silly’, [and] the ‘sincere’ over the 

‘ironic’.” The emphasis on global politics as a realm of the ‘serious’ and the ‘rational’ 

also highlights the need for the comical. Louiza Odysseos (2001) explains the 

importance of comic narratives to global politics, arguing that they allow us to take a 

broader perspective of the field by acknowledging the limits of ‘logic’ and ‘logical 

concepts’ to understanding politics. The significance of considering different types of 

epistemic knowledge has also been argued by Grace Musila (2017) through an 

exploration of Julie Ward’s disappearance in the Kenyan Masai Mara. Musila (2017, 

703-704) points out that “[a]lthough scholars of Africa might arguably be more alert to 

the discursive baggage that haunts the issues they study, many academic disciplines are 

nonetheless firmly embedded in rigid conceptions of what constitutes knowledge, 

evidence, data, and legitimate modes of knowing.” Where scholars have examined 

comedy, they have been met by a complicated concept which is variously used as a tool 

of the powerful, a way to re-institute hierarchies, a form of everyday resistance as well 

as an opposition to authoritarian regimes that attempt to silence their populations 

(Bakhtin, 1984, Mbembe, 1992, 2001, de Goede, 2005, Amoore and Hall, 2013, Musila, 

2014, Brassett, 2015, Beck and Spencer, 2019, Brassett, 2019, Crilley and Chatterje-

Doody, 2020, Brassett et. al, 2021a). In this chapter, I review existing scholarship on 

comedy and politics, particularly in Africa. Taking this literature as a springboard, this 

thesis embraces the ambiguous nature of comedy, deepening our understanding of the 

complexities, nuances and messiness of resistance and comedic subversion across 

dominant power-relations. 



 

 49 

This chapter is divided into three sections. I start by looking at how studies 

within critical global politics have understood comedy as a form of everyday resistance. 

I emphasise how humour has been seen to operate as a way to mock and oppose those in 

power, and as a tool of the powerful; something which can upset societal structures, yet 

peculiarly re-states and reinforces them. Exploring this literature, I capture how James 

Brassett (2016) has drawn on Judith Butler to examine the resistive ability of comedy. I 

highlight how I build on his work by developing a theoretical approach that combines 

Butler with Homi K. Bhabha to look at what stand-up comedy does to social ordering 

and how people act through humour. This chapter then continues by surveying research 

exploring comedy in the African continent, looking specifically at arts and humour in 

the context of Zimbabwean politics. Discussing this literature, I emphasise the multiple 

ways in which humour can operate showing that it can both say something about 

democracy and freedom of expression in a country, and, at the same time, reinforce the 

language of the oppressor. Here, I illustrate how art more broadly has been linked to the 

construction of a particular form of Zimbabwean nationalism in the early 2000s, and 

how the state through several means have attempted to control peoples’ artistic 

expression. Finally, I turn to literature on stand-up comedy. Reviewing literature that 

explores how stand-up can operate as a form of resistance to stereotypes and prejudices, 

I highlight how researchers have been struck by the peculiarity that such subversion 

occurs through a repetition, and potential reinforcement of that which it opposes. 

Guided by this multiplicity of ways in which comedy acts upon politics, I discuss how 

this thesis contributes to existing literature on comedy as resistance, and Zimbabwean 

politics by further illuminating the nuances and complexities of comedic subversion 

which both enables and limits stand-up comedy’s potential to intervene politically.  
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Political intervention, comedy and everyday resistance  
 
To discuss how comedy intervenes politically I will first turn to research within critical 

global politics which has highlighted the way in which humour can resist power. This 

scholarship tends to look at comedy through the ‘everyday’ turn in global politics. James 

Brassett, Christopher S. Browning and Alistair Wedderburn (2021b, 4) have explained 

how “the ‘everyday’ turn in IR has shown how apparently banal, mundane practices can 

be important constitutive elements of world politics.” Looking at global politics through 

the everyday, research within this area emphasises the importance of “’ordinary’ people 

in global politics” (Solomon and Steele, 2017, 268). This section will review scholarship 

on everyday resistance and comedy, as well as situating this research in relation to 

literature which emphasises comedy’s interconnectedness with society, and ability to 

both reinforce and resist. Taking my cue from Brassettt (2016) I will demonstrate how 

the theoretical approach developed through an engagement with Homi K. Bhabha and 

Judith Butler in chapter 2, contributes to scholarship within critical global politics by 

providing a way to unpack how humour both resists and reinforces, sometimes at once; 

highlighting the complex and nuanced ways in which comedic subversion operates.  

 Scholarship in critical global politics has argued that comedy is a site where the 

construction of the international arena is interrupted, disrupted and (re)negotiated 

(Kuusisto, 2009, Kupiers, 2011, Moss, 2016, Nissen-Adlre and Tsinovio, 2019). 

Marieke de Goede (2005, 380) argues that, especially carnival and laughter “are ways in 

which people cope with the seemingly overwhelming power of finance in everyday life, 

and create space for imagining financial alternatives.” She points out that laughter can 

disrupt global financial power by challenging the rationality which it is built on (de 

Goede, 2005). Louise Amoore and Alexandra Hall (2013) similarly points towards how 

activists using clowning offer a resistance to detention practices at the US-Mexico 
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border by bringing attention to the peculiarity that this has become peoples’ normal in 

the region. In other words, the ‘fool’ is the embodiment of an accepted chaos and 

irrationality which “brings an expanded or enhanced vision of what is normally 

accepted, ignored, or settled” (Amoore and Hall, 2013, 103; see also Mason, 2014). As 

such, critical global scholarship has begun to look at how comedy and laughter can resist 

by highlighting the absurdity of those practices we take for granted and allowing us to, 

at least, ponder another way of living.  

 James C. Scott (1985, 1990) is particularly influential within scholarship that 

looks at comedy as everyday resistance. He has examined how everyday acts, including 

laughter and humour, can resist those in power. Scott (1985, xvi) reminds us that 

revolutions “are few and far between” and that most of the time resistance is found in 

peoples’ everyday acts, such as addressing your superior with ironic politeness, working 

unnecessarily slowly (foot dragging), “dissimulation, […] false compliance, pilfering 

and feigned ignorance.” These acts might not always lead to “outright collective 

defiance” but do unsettle power. Indeed, in his later work, Scott (2012, 7) emphasises 

that when “multiplied by many thousandfold, such petty acts of refusal may, in the end, 

make an utter shambles of the plans dreamed up by generals and heads of state.” As 

such, Scott captures both the slightly covert nature resistance might take, and its 

potency.  

 Applying the concept of everyday resistance to comedy highlights how humour 

can disrupt in the absence of grand revolutions, rebellions and protests. Samer Shehata 

(1992,76) argues that political laughter is “cathartic as it allows people to temporarily 

overcome their oppressors, to momentarily triumph by ridiculing and criticizing those 

whom they otherwise would not have been able to ridicule or criticise.” A demonstrative 

example of this is provided by Chad Bryant (2006) who shows how people in the Czech 
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Republic used jokes to challenge Nazi occupation. Bryant (2006, 135) captures how 

comedy can oppose oppressive regimes quoting someone from within the Czech 

Republic at the time: “’We didn’t have arms’ […] ‘[our] only weapon was the joke, 

which, like a beetle, gnawed away at the feeble foundations of that monstrous colossus.” 

In the face of a repressive regime, comedy thus affords the subordinate the opportunity 

to challenge power in ways that are not necessarily obvious. This places comedy in what 

Scott (1990, 2) refers to as the public transcript – “the open interaction between 

subordinates and those who dominate.” Located in the public transcript, rather than 

concealed in spaces the dominant never enters, comedy becomes something, which, 

according to Scott, is investigable.   

To explain how everyday resistance operates in the public transcript, Scott 

(1990) turns to Mikhail Bakhtin’s (1984) exploration of carnival laughter. Bakhtin 

(1984) distinguishes between carnival laughter and modern satire. He argues that the 

former is not directed at any particular person, institution or process, indeed it interrupts 

societal structures as a whole, operating through its ambivalence. This, according to 

Bakhtin affords people the opportunity to address matters which would otherwise be 

considered vulgar and/or unspeakable. Bakhtin (1984, 11-12) eloquently summarises the 

disruptive potential of carnival laughter stating that “it is gay, triumphant and at the 

same time mocking, deriding. It asserts and denies, it buries and revives.” Laughter’s 

ability to resist in this way, Bakhtin argues, is due to the carnival being a space free from 

normal hierarchies of power - a contention that Scott contests. Scott (1990, 176) reminds 

the reader that language itself is enveloped in power, and that: “the grotesquerie, 

profanity, ridicule, aggression, and character assassination of carnival make sense only 

in the context of the effect of power relations the rest of the year.” The carnival is thus, 

according to Scott, not absent of power, but an instance in which people interact with it 
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differently. Highlighting how language is enveloped in power, Scott shifts the focus 

within research on comedic resistance onto how it interacts with, and potentially disrupts 

societal structures. In the next part of this section, I am going to briefly look at how this 

shift complexifies the relationship between power and resistance in comedy, 

highlighting its messy co-existence.  

 

Comedy and social ordering 
 
Research which examines comedy’s ability to resist has also emphasised that humour 

plays an important role in our social structure. The argument here is, as Giselinde 

Kupiers (2011, 68) puts it, that “Although humorous genres are known globally, humour 

is notoriously culture-specific. In different countries and context, people have different 

notions of what constitutes good humour and what is off limits to joking” (see also 

Douglas 1999, Lockyer and Pickering, 2005). The context-specific nature of humour is 

further highlighted by Julia Seirlis (2011, 514) who through her study of stand-up in 

post-apartheid South Africa emphasises that “Comedy’s relationship with power and the 

social order is always precarious, slippery, complicated, but it provides a compelling 

means to understand the workings of power and the nuances of social order” (2011, 

514). Given the embeddedness of humour in society and culture, Henri Bergson (2010, 

7) states that to properly study laughter it is important to put it into context: “[when 

studying laughter we should] put it back into its natural environment, which is society, 

and above all [to] determine the utility of its function, which is a social one.”  

Michael Billig (2001, 2005) makes a key contribution to such research on 

laughter’s role in society. He argues that comedy has a socialising function. To make 

this argument he points out that laughter is rhetorical, and more than an expression of an 
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emotion, it is learnt social behaviour - something that can be given or withheld. As such, 

Billig (2005, 189-192) delineates it in binary terms, stating that: 

 

“Language is paradoxical to the extent that it enables us to perform contrary 

discursive acts: we can assert, because we can deny; we can question because we 

can answer; we can criticize because we can justify, and so on. Because laughter is 

rhetorical, it cannot be a single, simple thing that can be considered apart from the 

rhetoric of communication.” 

   

Situated within this understanding of laughter as rhetorical Billig (2005, 192) introduces 

unlaughter – “the display of not laughing when laughter might otherwise be expected, 

hoped for, or demanded.” This notion of unlaughter has been used by scholars to explore 

how comedy in general, and laughter more specifically, is used as a powerful tool by 

audiences to set the limits for what can be joked about, showing how it is bound-up in 

power-relations as well as highlighting the importance of societal structures to the study 

of humour (Smith, 2009, Dodds and Kirby, 2013, Greene, 2018).  

The notion that comedy is tied-up in social structures has further been advanced 

in relation to the way in which it repeats, sometimes through stereotypes, dominant 

norms, narratives and discourses (Weaver, 2010a, 2010b, Musila, 2014, Tidy, 2021). 

This might pertain to how society is structured based on, for example gender or race, but 

can also have to do with how politicians, diplomats and states legitimise their actions 

and represent themselves (Dodds and Kirby, 2013, Brassett et al, 2021a). Scholarship 

which looks at how politicians use comedy draws on humour as a way to produce a 

certain image of those in power that can make a person appear as disarming, or 

charming (Brassett, 2019), and which can support policy decisions by creating a 
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particular view of a nation or producing national identity in a specific way (Nissen-

Aldre and Tsinovi, 2019, Crilley and Charrejre-Doody, Manor, 2021).  

 Acknowledging that humour can operate both to resist and reinforce power, 

sometimes at the same time (see also Musila, 2014), there is a move within the 

‘everyday’ turn in critical global politics toward looking at humour as not only resistive 

when it critiques states (de Goede, 2005). This can begin to be seen already when 

Bakhtin (1984) speaks of carnival laughter as disrupting societal structures rather than 

critiquing a particular event or person, and is also captured in James Brassett and Alex 

Sutton’s (2017) exploration of British satire. Similarly, to Bakhtin’s (1984) argument 

that carnival laughter disrupts societal structures, Brassett and Sutton (2017, 247) argue 

that beyond critiquing the actions of states: “satire can provide an important everyday 

commentary on the site and nature of politics, raising questions over the state form of 

global capitalism, the language of political engagement and the nature of political 

agency.” 

In further studies of British comedy, Brassett (2009, 2016, 2021) likewise 

contends that comedy can resist politics differently. Drawing on the theoretical work of 

Judith Butler, specifically performativity, Brassett (2016, 180) urges a turn towards 

understanding comedic resistance as operating “(with)in, not against subjectivity.” 

Arguing that comedy provides a possibility to see the market subject outside of the 

rational approaches through which it is often conceptualised, he points out that comedic 

“Resistance is […] a performative practice; as central to the making of power relations 

as it is to their re-imagination over time” (Brassett, 2016, 175 – see also de Goede, 

2005). Taking my cue from Brassett (2016, see also Brassett and Sutton, 2017) I draw 

on Butler’s (1993) conceptualisation of resistance and the subject when interrogating my 

empirical material.  
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However, differing from Brassett, I combine Butler’s understanding of 

subversion and agency with Homi K. Bhabha’s (1994) work. Engaging with both 

Butler’s and Bhabha’s conceptualisations of resistance and the subject advances 

Brassett’s (2016) work by not only showing that subversion works productively within 

subjectivity but highlighting further how this occurs through a repetition that captures 

the ambivalence, and un-foundational claim to power, that is made by norms, narratives 

and discourses. Pulling together a set of useful theoretical tools, specifically Butler’s 

conceptualisation of performativity, and Bhabhaian mimicry, as well as Bhabha’s 

emphasise of the significance of ambivalence (which I explore through what he refers to 

as the time-lag) I develop an understanding of interruption (resistance and 

reinforcement) as ‘repetition with a difference’. This allows me to advance an approach 

to explore what comedy does to social order and how people act through humour which 

is further detailed in chapter 2. By not trying to separate resistance from reinforcement I 

am able to look at the complex and nuanced ways in which stand-up operates in 

repressive environments like Zimbabwe. Applying this to my empirical material, this 

thesis contributes to literature within critical global politics by helping us understand 

better the complexities, nuances and messiness of resistance and comedic subversion, as 

well as its challenges, across dominant power-relations. Next, I am going to review 

research addressing comedy in an African context highlighting, again, the multiplicity of 

ways in which humour acts as a tool of the powerful, a reinforcement of dominant 

worldviews, and also as opposition. 

 

Politics and comedy in Africa 
 
Humour, as highlighted by Ebenezer Obadare (2009, 244), is “one of the most important 

means by which the majority define, ‘get even with’, and ‘resist’ the power elite and the 
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dominant power relations.” It allows “the put-upon postcolonial subject to imagine a 

place and reality that is radically different from the current one of widespread abjection, 

constant humiliation and desperation” (Obadare, 2016, 63). More specifically, according 

to Obadare (2010, 94-95) comedy serves two political purposes: those of “engagement 

and subversion.” The former has been discussed by John D. Cameron (2015), who 

argues that comedy is a good tool to engage societies in the global north with serious 

issues and politics of the global south. Obadare (2009, 2010, 2016) examines the latter 

in relation to comedy in Nigeria highlighting its complex and ambivalent nature. 

Obadare (2016, 60) draws our attention to humour as an informal type of resistance and 

a tool that can be used by both the subordinate and the state. He also reminds us of the 

serious nature of comedy in the Postcolony referencing an incident in Nigeria where a 

humours comment in an article in ThisDay newspaper led to protests where between 150 

to 200 people died and at least 320 were hospitalised (Obadare, 2009). Thus, he 

underlines that jokes “as they say, are serious things, and may have serious and often 

unexpected consequences” (Obadare, 2009, 206). What is significant about this 

discussion of comedy in relation to civil society in Africa is that it emphasises how 

humour operates in society in multiple, overlapping and sometimes oppositional ways – 

as a tool of those in power, or the subordinate, but also as something which engages, 

provokes and causes action with consequences beyond the state-citizen binary. In this 

section I am going to survey literature which explores politics in Africa through comedy, 

emphasising the diverse ways in which it operates in society. I will end the section by 

focusing on scholarship looking at politics, humour and the arts in Zimbabwe.  

In the African context comedy is often investigated as a form of resistance to the 

state. Within this literature it is argued that satirical cartoons provide a measurement for 

the “health of a democracy” (Hammett, 2014, 204). Francis Nyamnjoh (2009, 98) 
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elaborates on this, stating that “Everywhere in the continent, cartoonists have 

mushroomed since 1990, most of them focusing daringly and narrowly on politics.” 

This, of course, is not to say that satire in general, and satirical cartooning in particular 

does not exist in countries where freedom of expression is contested. Lyombe Eko 

(2010), demonstrates how satirical cartoons are used as a tool of resistance also in 

countries where cartoonists are subject to intimidation and violent consequences if they 

criticise the state (see also Hammett, 2011). According to Eko (2010, 88) “[political 

cartoons] are at the forefront of journalistic resistance against abuse of power and 

violations of human rights in Africa. Cartoons […] also represent something larger: they 

are symbolic demands for respect of the universal journalistic paradigm and the freedom 

of expression that is its lifeblood.” According to Andy Mason (2009, 249) in South 

Africa there was a difference in what cartoons depicted during and after the apartheid 

era: 

 

“The cartooning of the late apartheid period was sombre, darkly satirical, and 

obsessively focused on the country’s political crisis, whereas post-apartheid 

cartooning is light, lively and eclectic expressing the concerns of a young 

democracy fiercely critical of itself, struggling to come to terms with diversity.”  

 

This indicates that examining satirical cartoons can tell us something very complex 

about the society in which they were drawn. This suggestion is further developed in 

Daniel Hammett’s (2010, 95) statement that “Political cartoons provide insight into the 

ambiguities of a particular moment in a nation’s psyche and deserves serious attention 

because of this.” 12 

 
12 Further explorations of cartooning in Africa, and how it interacts with politics can be found in: Koelbe 
and Robins, 2007, Nyamjoh, 2009, Dodds, 2010, Mason, 2010. 



 

 59 

A key contribution to literature on comedy in Africa, is made by Achille 

Mbembe (1992, 2001). Mbembe (1992, 2001) captures how comedy and laughter can 

upset state-power in the Postcolony by disrupting the ‘system of meaning’ through 

which the powerful try to legitimise their authority.13 He argues that “The question of 

whether humor in the postcolony is an expression of ‘resistance’ or not, whether it is, a 

priori, opposition, or simply manifestation of hostility toward authority, is […] of 

secondary importance” (Mbembe, 2001, 108).14 Indeed, Mbembe (2001) asks us to look 

beyond the binaries of power and opposition to examine what it is that humour does to, 

or perhaps with, the commandment. He (2001, 107-108) explains comedy’s ability to 

interrupt, pointing out that “those who laugh are only reading the signs left, like rubbish, 

in the wake of the commandment.” In other words, the language of power and authority 

is itself what is funny, something which he further explains by describing what could be 

comical about the president’s anus: “[it] is not something out of this world - although to 

everyone’s amusement, the official line may treat it as such; instead, people see it as it 

really is, capable of defecating like any commoners” (Mbembe, 2001, 108). The 

reference to the president’s anus here, according to Mbembe, is funny because it 

challenges the fantasy that the commandment is incomparable to its subjects, 

highlighting their similarities as human beings. Mbembe (2001, 109) clarifies this 

further explaining that: “[t]he commandment aspires to act as a total cosmology for its 

subjects - yet owing to the very oddity of this cosmology, popular humour causes it, 

often quite unintentionally, to capsize.”   

Research on comedy in the African continent has also looked at stand-up. This 

scholarship has explored the linguistic, communicative and performative tools used by 

 
13 For a definition of the Postcolony see footnote 6 
14 Lyombe Eko (2010, 71) contests this stating that “The ridicule that Mbembe speaks of is, in fact, 
resistance that dare not speak its name!” 
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the comedian onstage (Adetunji, 2013, Filani, 2018, Ogoanah and Ojo, 2018), with a 

sub-set looking closer at the relationship between stand-up and the environment in 

which it is performed (Donkor, 2013, Githatu and Chai, 2015). Whilst these studies look 

more broadly at countries such as Nigeria, Kenya and Ghana, a lot of research on the 

topic focuses on South Africa (see, for example Parker, 2002, Seirlis, 2011, Musila, 

2014). Julia Seirlis (2011) and Grace Musila (2014) stand out in this literature, engaging 

with the role of stand-up comedy in relation to power and resistance in post-Apartheid 

South Africa. Seirlis (2011, 518) highlights how, paraphrasing journalist Bafana 

Khumalo, “young men […] who were throwing rocks at the police are now throwing wit 

from a stage.” Whilst the resistive properties of stand-up comedy are more nuanced, this 

captures how the genre has been understood as a tool of resistance in the region. Musila 

(2014, 164), who investigates stand-up comedy utilising Homi K. Bhabha’s 

conceptualisation of the productive ambivalence of stereotypes interrogates the 

complexities of comedic resistance in stand-up comedy, stating that “The centrality of 

the stereotype as the vehicle of laugher in much South African comedy invites the 

question signalled by Simon Weaver (2010, 32-33): what does it mean to simultaneously 

rehash and challenge stereotypes?” This question speaks to the complexity of humour, 

as also highlighted in my exploration of research on comedy as a form of everyday 

resistance in critical global politics. It emphasises comedy’s peculiar nature by drawing 

attention to how it both resists and reinforces - on occasion all at once. Delving into this 

further, I am going to finish this section on comedy in the African context looking 

particularly at how humour and the arts have been linked to literature on politics in 

Zimbabwe.  
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A note on Zimbabwean stand-up comedy  
 
Amongst those who have written about Zimbabwean comedy in general and stand-up 

comedy in particular two articles by its practitioners stand out. Samm Farai Monro 

(2015) and Edgard Langeveldt (2000) write in the Index on Censorship about the 

realities of being a comedian in Zimbabwe. Whilst these two articles are published 

fifteen years apart, they both highlight the difficulties of being a comedian in the country 

and how, the limits on freedom of expression are negotiated through humour. As Monro 

(2015) describes in his article, it is not that shows are stopped or people dragged off 

stage; intimidation and limitations are exercised in other ways. This was also discussed 

by Langeveldt (2000, 87), the self-assigned pioneer of Zimbabwean stand-up comedy, 

when he explains how he started joking about the government waiting cautiously for 

them to react: 

 

 “I kept pushing the limit, waiting for the terrible split second when you must 

choose between sitting on a hot stove or jumping from the fourth floor because you 

mocked a minister’s insane statements about fuel prices not going up, a day before 

they sky rocketed.”  

 

 When there eventually was a reaction, the reprisal, according to Langeveldt (2000, 88) 

was violent - he describes how he got beaten outside a nightclub in Harare in November 

1999 and was told that “Big people have wanted you dead for a long time.” Monro’s 

(2015, 80) story is similar. He explains how actors on the satirical news show, Zambezi 

News, in which he performed, were subject to threats: “being a leading satire show and 

poking fun at the powerful, comes with risks: one of our main actors in Zambezi News 

has been threatened by people we suspect are state security agents.” These are not 

isolated incidents but rather indicative of a trend in the country where people are 
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intimidated, harassed and sometimes detained or abducted as a result of their art. In this 

part of the section, I will briefly explore research on how comedy resists in the country, 

as well as looking at the relationship between the arts and politics.  

The oppressive environment, and the way that comedy can operate as resistance 

is addressed in literature looking at Zimbabwean humour. Gugulethu Siziba and Gibson 

Ncube (2015), for example, examine the way in which comedic memes of President 

Robert Mugabe falling provided a way to resist a state which has based much of its 

legitimacy on how its leader is perceived. An example of how comedians have joked 

about Robert Mugabe falling, beyond the memes that circulated online, can be found in 

Carl Joshua Ncube’s joke quoted in the introduction to this thesis. Interviewing Ncube in 

2019 he explained to me that this joke, which has him telling his audience that he had to 

travel to South Africa to watch Mugabe fall due to bad internet in Zimbabwe, is not just 

about the president falling when exiting an airplane, but also about Mugabe still standing 

as a dictator. Indeed, Ncube told me that he wanted his audience to ask themselves why, 

more than because of the internet connection, might he have needed to go to South 

Africa to view memes that were making fun of his president.  

Similarly, Wendy Willems (2011, 128) argues that jokes told in Zimbabwe 

operate as a form of everyday resistance affecting the relationship between citizens and 

the state: “there are some indications that [humour and rumour] contributed to some 

changes in the relationship between rulers and the ruled [in Zimbabwe].” Willems 

(2011) has also engaged with Zimbabwean satirical cartoons, showing how the laugher 

generated by a comic strip in Zimbabwe, referred to as Chikwama “cannot simply be 

treated as resistance against those in power but instead fulfils a self-reflexive role in 

which those subject to power reflect on their own powerlessness and lack of agency.” 

Daniel Hammett (2011), on the other hand, who engages with comical drawings and 
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caricatures from Zimbabwe, treats cartoons as a source of more straightforward 

resistance. Focusing on a deck of cards featuring caricatures of highly ranked military 

personnel and politicians (which was circulated in 2006), he argues that “The 

anonymous publication of these ephemera is symptomatic of the curtailed public sphere 

in Zimbabwe and demonstrates the perceived need to oppose the ruling party through a 

disguised voice” (Hammett, 2011, 206).   

Research into theatre, music and other performance arts further illustrates how 

artists in the country are compelled to self-censor (Thram, 2006a, Zenenga, 2008, 2010, 

2011, Siziba and Ncube, 2017, Nenjerama, and Sibanda, 2019). This is done through 

legislations regulating what people can address in their art, and how police and 

government can intervene, as well as through intimidation, harassment, violence, 

abductions, and self-censorship (Thram, 2006a). The latter is explained by Gugulethu 

Siziba and Gibson Ncube (2017, 829) who look at the government’s emphasis on Shona 

practices and language. They argue that this has culminated in a Shona hegemony that 

compels artist from Matabeleland “to censor themselves, adopt the ‘legitimate’ and 

valorised [Shona] ‘voice’ and language, as well as relocate to Harare, the centre that 

defines Zimbabwean-ness.” I develop on how stand-up comedy engages with Shona 

hegemony in chapter 3. Diane Thram (2006a) similarly argues that a lot of musicians 

self-censor adapting their art in order to fit within government guidelines. Apart from 

ensuring the safety of the artist, doing so will enable them to have their music aired on 

state-owned television and radio allowing them the possibility to make a living from 

their art. It is of significance here that the government owns almost all media in 

Zimbabwe, and that there is legislation regulating what you can and cannot say, despite 

the constitution guaranteeing freedom of expression (Zenenga, 2008).  
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Attempts by the state at controlling peoples’ expression have also been 

researched in relation to the (re)narration of nationalism in the early 2000s (Ranger, 

2004, Kriger, 2006, Raftopoulos, 2007, Ndlovu and Willems, 2009, Tendi, 2008, 2010a, 

2010b, Willems, 2010, Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2008, 2009, 2013, Dorman, 2016). Here, the 

argument has been that ZANU-PF, in the face of political unrest and a strong opposition 

party, used the construction of nationalism as a way to legitimise their regime (Ranger, 

2004, Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009, Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Willems, 2009, Tendi, 2008, 

2010a, 2010b, Dorman, 2016). Attempting to create such unity, ZANU-PF turned 

towards the arts, particularly music (see also Kaarsholm, 1990, Thram, 2006b, Ndlovu-

Gatsheni and Willems, 2009). As eloquently captured by Wendy Willems (2013, 255) in 

her exploration of the addition of a music gala to national day celebration in the early 

2000s: “[it] led to an intensification of state-led national-day celebrations and should be 

understood in the broader context of ZANU-PF’s growing appropriation of music, 

performance and popular culture; and effort to salvage the decreasing legitimacy of the 

ruling party through resurgence of ‘cultural nationalism’ in Zimbabwe” (see also 

Kaarsholm, 1990, Thram, 2006b, Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Willems, 2009). This thesis 

builds on scholarship on politics and nationalism, looking at how comedy not only 

allows people to oppose a repressive regime, but acts in complicated and messy ways, 

intertwined with practices of power and so interrupting social ordering in a way that is 

both productive and deriding. This multifaceted nature of comedy will be explored 

further in the final section of this chapter where I turn to look at stand-up comedy 

scholarship.  
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Stand-up comedy, power and resistance 
 
Oliver Double (1997, 2014, 2018) is an influential voice within research on stand-up 

comedy. His work has highlighted the significance of the notion of authenticity to stand-

up. Examining the genre, of which he is also a practitioner, he has argued that what 

separates stand-up comedy from theatre is the perception, amongst audience members, 

that the comedian is being themselves onstage: 

 

“In straight acting, the boundaries of truth and fiction are fairly clearly drawn. 

However fine an actor’s portrayal of Macbeth may be, we are unlikely to genuinely 

mistake them for the actual eleventh century Scottish king. […] Ultimately, it is 

stand-up comedy’s ability to play with the truth that makes it so powerful and 

potent.”  

(Double, 2014, 182) 

 

The tension between stand-up comedy as a performance art, and as an embodiment of 

the performers ‘true’ self has been explored by researchers who argue, in different ways, 

that stand-up disrupts power by critically examining the world around us; the 

unexpected, incongruent and implausible (Gilbert, 1997, Kar Tang, 2013, Deveau, 

2016). This section will look at how literature on stand-up comedy has described the 

way in which it resists, highlighting, again, the complicated ways in which humour’s 

ambiguous nature leads it to oppose and re-institute power.  

 It has been argued that stand-up comedy provides an opportune space for 

resistance. Elise DeCamp (2017, 451), who has conducted an ethnographic field study 

of stand-up comedy in the Midwest of the United States, argues that the comedy setting 

provides a unique opportunity for social commentary as “the club showroom is widely 

understood to be a space of transgression and taboo, specially by those who are regular 
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club goers”, constructing a ‘safe-space’ where people might be more open-minded in 

regard to questioning pre-held conceptions. Sophie Quirk (2010, 116) further explains 

this stating that “just as the joke is a theoretical safe-space under the terms of comic 

licence, the performance room is a physical space in which marginal rules of joking 

reign supreme.” This ‘safe-space’, and ability to address otherwise taboo topics, is, 

according to Fabiola Scarpetta and Anna Spagnolli (2009), regulated by the stand-up 

comedians’ interactions with the audience through which relevant background 

knowledge and trust is built in order to grant, what has been called, the comic licence. 

Ian Brodie (2016, 54) has also drawn our attention to the power-imbalance in a stand-up 

set, where the stand-up comedian is placed physically above the audience, and “[t]he 

amplified performer’s voice literally overpowers that of any one member of the 

audience.” As emphasised by Quirk (2010, 121) “[s]tand-up comedy is both 

fundamentally democratic and deeply dictatorial. While the audience certainly has the 

right and power to limit comic licence, rejecting these jokes to ‘go too far’, this right is 

not easily exercised.” This provides the stand-up comedian with an advantage in 

addressing, and resisting, otherwise taboo, or silenced topics.  

 Research on stand-up comedy’s ability to resist power tends to focus on so-called 

marginalised comedians. It has been argued that these comedians, often disadvantaged 

in society in one or several ways, have the opportunity to challenge oppression through 

comedy (Gilbert, 1997, 2004 see also Colleary, 2015). The oppression referred to here is 

often discursive and/or structural. Performing their identity and experiences onstage 

marginalised stand-up comedians capture and present the arbitrary nature of their 

situation. Jasmine Kar Tang (2013, 248), who examines the stand-up comedy of Asian-

American comedian Henry Cho, for example, demonstrates how he disrupts stereotypes 

by embodying them in incongruent ways: “[his] southern accent in combination with his 
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Asian body provokes a type of laughter that is predicated on the imagined corporeal 

dissonance of the visual and the aural.” Simon Weaver (2010a, 149, see also Weaver, 

2010b) demonstrates what this type of resistance might look like, introducing the idea of 

reversed discourse which: “[employs] the terminology of a pre-existing discourse but 

aims to develop an opposed semantic interpretation.” Relying on pre-existing norms, 

stereotypes and narratives, Weaver (2010b, 33) highlights that these reversals can 

simultaneously resist and reinforce discourse as “while we may see the presentation of 

the reversed voice of the ‘other’ as the preferred meaning, there is a prior reliance of the 

sign-system of earlier [discourse].”  

 This tension between resistance and co-optation has often been discussed in 

relation to female stand-up comics. Philip Auslander (1993, 317) argues that 

traditionally in Anglo-Saxon societies, humour in general, and stand-up comedy in 

particular has been seen as male - men are supposed to illicit the laughter and women to 

do the laughing. In other words, the power is held by the man. This has meant that 

female stand-up comedians have been viewed as resistive; unsettling gendered 

hierarchies by claiming power onstage (Gilbert, 1997, Deveau, 2016). According to 

Joanne R. Gilbert (1997), however, some scholars have argued that the resistive act of 

performing stand-up has been diminished by the tendency of female comedians to 

perform self-deprecatory jokes. The tendency to make fun of yourself onstage arguably 

entrenches rather than challenges patriarchal norms. Danielle Russell (2002) has defined 

self-deprecation as “a form of accommodation - accommodating the perceptions of 

others”, stressing the way in which it co-opts negative views of, for example, female 

bodies. However, this does not necessarily mean that self-deprecation cannot be 

resistive, as Gilbert (1997, 318-319) reminds her reader: 
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“self-deprecatory humour may be construed as cultural critique. Ironically, many 

critics of humor seem to forget that they are analysing jokes - humorous discourse 

that reminds the audience not to take it (or themselves) seriously with every 

punchline” (original emphasis).  

 

A sub-section of this literature has looked towards Judith Butler’s theoretical work to 

understand the multifaceted nature of how stand-up comedy intervenes in the production 

of stereotypes and prejudices (see Harris, 2008). This scholarship helpfully illuminates 

the many ways in which stand-up can interrupt power. Drawing on a Butler’s (1993) 

conceptualisation of performativity, which emphasises that peoples (gender and sex) 

identities are continuously constituted through a forced iteration of norms (operating 

also corporeally), readers are reminded of the fluidity of the stage - wherein the power-

relations and discourses that operate off-stage are also present and played with onstage. 

Exploring how stand-up operates in this way Keith M. Harris (2008, 36) argues that the 

autobiographical parts of Richard Pryor’s sets highlight the “’fact and act’ of race.” 

Harris, who looks at the performativity of race in particular, argues that this reading of 

Pryor’s comedy illuminates “the difference of race and the static meaning of colour 

[giving it] privilege as critical agency” (2008, 24). Danielle Deveau (2016), who also 

draws on Butler, takes a bit of a different approach. She argues that Butler’s work 

highlights how it is that stand-up comedy can operate as resistance under the radar of 

those in power. Deveau (2016, 540) states that “while the content of comedic 

performances can be read as political narrative, the performativity of the field also 

enables the performer to deny - or indeed at times remain oblivious to - these politics.” 

This captures, the complex and messy ways in which comedy in general, and stand-up in 

particular, interacts with politics and power.  
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Messing with power 
 

Although comedy is not necessarily understood as a ‘serious’ topic, there is much it can 

teach us about international politics. Surveying literature within critical global politics 

shows how comedy can operate as an everyday resistance, mocking and challenging the 

powerful and disrupting hierarchies whilst also reinforcing and aiding those in power 

(Bakhtin, 1984, Mbembe, 1992, 2001, de Goede, 2005, Amoore and Hall, 2013, Musila, 

2014, Brassett, 2016, Beck and Spencer, 2019, Brassett, 2019, Crilley and Chatterje-

Doody, 2020, Brassett et al, 2021a). This duality, and multifaceted nature is further seen 

in research which looks at comedy in an African context. Here, it has been 

demonstrated that comedy can tell us something about the “health of a democracy”, at 

the same time as it also has been seen as a precursor of power, using its language to 

resist it (Hammett, 2014, 204, see also Mbembe, 1992, 2001). Looking particularly at 

comedy in Zimbabwe, scholars have argued that it provides a means to resist within an 

authoritarian regime that attempts to silence (Willems, 2010, Hammett, 2011, Siziba 

and Ncube, 2015), and in a context were arts has played a role in constructing a 

nationalism that serves to legitimise the governing party (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2008, 2009, 

2013, Ndlovu and Willems, 2009). This highlights the ambiguous and messy nature of 

comedy in general and stand-up comedy in particular.  

To answer how stand-up comedy intervenes politically in this thesis I embrace 

the polysemic and complicated nature of humour as a way to rethink resistance in its 

multifaceted nature. In order to do so, I will, in the next chapter develop a theoretical 

approach using Homi K. Bhabha’s and Judith Butler’s conceptualisations of subversion 

and the subject. Bhabha and Butler are particularly useful theorists to assess comedy as 

they both look at the continuous iteration of norms, narratives and discourses as having 

the potential to both resist and reinforce. Engaging with Bhabha and Butler in the next 
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chapter, I advance a theoretical approach through which I will assess my empirical 

material in the rest of the thesis, exploring particularly how the ambiguous nature of 

stand-up comedy enables it to intervene politically.  
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Chapter 2 Interrupting social ordering: mimicry, performativity 
and the subject 
 
Achille Mbembe (1992, 4) addresses the significance of investigating social ordering in 

the Postcolony, arguing that: “We […] need to examine the way the world of meanings 

[…] is ordered, the types of institutions, the knowledges, norms, and practices that 

structure […] ‘common sense’ [to understand how power and subordination operates in 

this environment].” Whilst Mbembe (1992) looks particularly at the “world of meaning” 

created by authority in the Postcolony, this captures the scope of social ordering which 

imposes structure on the way in which the world is represented more broadly - not 

necessarily by the state. Drawing on Mbembe’s work and situated within scholarship 

that emphasises the link between society and comedy (Billig, 2001, 2005, Lockyer and 

Pickering, 2005, Kupiers, 2011, Seirlis, 2011, Dodds and Kirby, 2013), this thesis thus 

refers to social ordering as the structure created in a society based on the ‘system of 

meaning’ produced by norms, narratives and discourses. Homi K. Bhabha (1994) 

examines the imposition of such structure based on a ‘system of meaning’ looking at 

colonial discourse. Describing colonial discourse, Bhabha (1994, 96) explains that “[i]t 

is a form of discourse crucial to the binding of a range of differences and discrimination 

that inform the discursive and political practices of racial and cultural hierarchization.” 

This highlights how structure in society is held together by racialized colonial norms, 

narratives and discourses. As eloquently put by Judith Butler (2004, 221) “[norms] 

function as part of a reasoning process that conditions any and every social order, and 

which gives that order coherence.” Indeed, norms, narratives, and discourses produce 

knowledges through which we understand the world and our place in it; through which 

Zimbabwean-ness is constituted and power-relations (re)iterated. To understand how 

stand-up comedy intervenes politically in Zimbabwe, this thesis thus looks at how it 



 

 72 

plays with power-relations in the nation, honing in on how it interrupts the way that 

society is ordered based on the construction of Zimbabwean-ness. This chapter will 

develop a theoretical approach, drawing on Bhabha’s and Butler’s conceptualisation of 

the subject and resistance, that provides the basis for how I assess my empirical material 

in the rest of the thesis.   

 In order to develop this theoretical approach, I will engage with ambivalence, 

through what Bhabha refers to as the time-lag, as well as his conceptualisation of 

mimicry, and Butler’s understanding of performativity. Combining these concepts, I will 

argue, allows for a reading of how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy interrupts social 

ordering that neither dismisses it completely as conforming to relations of power, nor 

forces me to say that it operates as an ultimate form of resistance. To develop this 

approach, the first section of this chapter will introduce the time-lag showing how the 

subject can act, and resistance can occur, within norms, narratives and discourses as past 

meanings are re-negotiated in the present. This section is followed by an exploration of 

how Butler (1993, 1999) understands performativity. Drawing also on Bhabha’s 

perception of agency to unpack some of Butler’s work, this section demonstrates that the 

subject is not only imbued by norms, narratives and discourses but constituted through 

them. This, rather than erase the possibility of resistance, leads towards a framing of the 

term were the subject ‘acts-out’ a repetition of norms, narratives and discourses that 

highlights their ambivalence and un-foundational claim to power. Agency can then be 

understood as an ‘acting out’ of resistive capabilities rather than intentional and 

purposeful action. This notion of resistance through repetition is further explored in the 

subsequent section, as I introduce Bhabha’s (1994) notion of mimicry. According to 

Bhabha (1994, 122), mimicry is an internal process where norms, narratives and 

discourses attempt to mend their flaws, through an iteration that is “almost the same, but 
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not quite.” Looking at this understanding of mimicry closely, I discuss how this type of 

resistance can be enacted by the subject as they make choices that shapes their iteration. 

At the end of this section, I draw the discussion of Bhabha’s and Butler’s understanding 

of how the subject can act to a close by advancing a theoretical approach to my 

empirical material which looks at ambivalence, through the time-lag, as well as 

mimicry, and performativity to unpack how stand-up comedy interrupts social ordering 

by repeating norms, narratives and discourses with a difference. Re-focusing the 

exploration of how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes politically to the very 

ambivalence and ambiguities of the genre through the work of Bhabha and Butler allows 

me to look at how the subject acts also in instances where it is not necessarily obvious. 

 
 
The subject, language and temporality  
 

Homi K. Bhabha’s understanding of subversion and the subject proves to be an 

important starting point to outline a theoretical approach that usefully unpacks how 

stand-up comedy interrupts social ordering. According to Bhabha, the subject is imbued 

in discourse. Indeed, Bhabha argues (1994), it is through norms, narratives and 

discourses that the subject understands themselves and society. This does not preclude 

the possibility of resistance: “Resistance is not necessarily an oppositional act of 

political intention, nor is it the simple negation or exclusion of the ‘content’ of another 

culture, as a difference once perceived” (Bhabha, 1994, 157-158). Locating resistance as 

happening within, not apart, from discourse, Bhabha (1992, 1994) proports that 

individuated agency is found in the subject that ‘acts out’ disruption rather than 

necessarily deliberately instigating it. In this section I am going to examine what Bhabha 

(1994) refers to as the time-lag. Through this exploration I will argue that, prompted by 

the ambivalence of norms, narratives and discourses, the time-lag is a space where 
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resistance can occur, and the subject can re-negotiate meanings of that which they have 

experienced. Identifying the time-lag in the way that norms, narratives and discourses 

construct Zimbabwean-ness is thus a useful starting point for examining how stand-up 

comedy intervenes politically in the nation.  

Bhabha (1994) explains how the subject can interrupt social ordering, 

introducing what he refers to as the time-lag. In order to unpack what he means by the 

time-lag, Bhabha (1994) applies a linguistic metaphor to his reading of colonial 

authority, culture and the nation. He argues that his “shift from the cultural as an 

epistemological object, to culture as an enactive, enunciatory site opens up the 

possibilities of other ‘times’ of cultural meaning (retroactive, prefigurative) and other 

narrative spaces (fantasmic, metaphorical)” (Bhabha, 1994, 255). In other words, it 

enables him to think about temporality differently; as not necessarily linear, but as 

messy and disordered. The space that is opened up by thinking through culture in this 

way is the time-lag; a “temporal caesura”; a break between the “event of the sign […] 

and its discursive eventuality” (Bhabha, 1994, 263). Thinking about the subject and 

resistance in this way advances a theoretical approach through which to unpack how 

stand-up comedy could resist whilst encapsulated by norms, narratives and discourses.   

To unpack how the time-lag can help us understand how stand-up comedy 

operates in relation to the production of Zimbabwean-ness, I turn to Bhabha’s 

engagement with the concept of the nation. Bhabha (1990) argues that “Nations, like 

narratives, lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize their horizons in 

the mind’s eye.” In this discussion Bhabha draws on Benedict Anderson’s influential 

work on nations as imagined communities. He reminds us that the nation, in many ways, 

is a narrative, a continuous construction always in the process of becoming. Whilst 

imagined as stable, fixed and with a particular origin, Bhabha (1990, 1-2) points out that 
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“The nation’s ‘coming into being’ as a system of cultural signification, as the 

representation of social life rather than the discipline of social polity emphasizes [an] 

instability of knowledge” (original emphasis). David Huddart (2006, 61) captures this 

ambivalence of the nation in his discussion of Bhabha’s work on the topic, stating that: 

 

“our sense of national identity is both static (something we are taught) and open 

(something we are changing through our everyday actions), we do not ‘own’ our 

nation. It is something that is simultaneously our own and not our own, because its 

identity is always coming from the future, or in short, changing.”  

 

Returning to the linguistic metaphor, Bhabha (1990) looks at the nation as a narration 

that is always retrospective. The meaning of the nation can be negotiated in the time-lag 

between the event of the nation and its subsequent narration:  

 

“This turns the familiar two-faced god into a figure of prodigious doubling that 

investigates the nation-space in the process of the articulation of elements: where 

meanings may be partial because they are in medias res; and history may be half 

made because it is in the process of being made; and the image of cultural authority 

may be ambivalent because it is caught, uncertainly, in the act of ‘composing’ its 

powerful image.”  

(Bhabha, 1990, 3, original emphasis) 

 

It is in the attempt, on the one hand, to narrate the world in a particular manner, and on 

the other hand its continued construction and diversification, that the ambivalence of the 

norms, narratives and discourses that underpin social ordering can begin to be situated. 

Applying this notion of the nation to Zimbabwe, the ongoing nature of the construction 
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of Zimbabwean-ness becomes apparent, but also the difficulty to capture a sense of 

national identity that suits all people and occasions.  

 To locate the subject and resistance within norms, narratives and discourses 

Bhabha (1994) investigates the time-lag through Roland Barthes essay on Tangiers. 

Bhabha (1994) focuses on Barthes introduction of ‘writing aloud’ as a type of discourse. 

Interrogating Barthes’ essay Bhabha (1994, 263) stipulates that there is a time-lag in the 

‘pause’ between “the event of the sign (Tangiers) and its discursive eventuality (writing 

aloud).” Interrogating this moment, Bhabha (1994, 263) reads Barthes as negotiating the 

meaning of the event retrospectively, arguing that intentionality is part of this narrative 

enactment: “The sign finds its closure retroactively in a discourse that it anticipates in 

the semiotic fantasy.” Focusing on the time-lag Bhabha conceptualises the subject as 

having individuated agency hinting at the significance of repetition and the body. He 

argues that agency: 

 

“is the art of guiding one’s body into discourse, in such a way that the subject’s 

accession to, and erasure in, the signifier as individuated is paradoxically 

accompanied by its remainder, an afterbirth, a double. Its noise – ‘crackle, grate, 

cut’ – makes vocal and visible, across the flow of the sentence’s communicative 

code, the struggle involved in the insertion of agency – wound and bow, death and 

life – into discourse.” 

 (Bhabha, 1994, 264)  

 

This makes the time-lag a space for (re)inscription of the subject into norms, narratives 

and discourses; and allows for a reading of the stand-up comedian as someone who does 

not stand apart from social ordering critiquing it but operates within it, re-negotiating 

meanings.  
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As such, exploring what Bhabha (1994) refers to as the time-lag provides the 

foundation for a theoretical approach that can help us understand the way in which 

stand-up comedy can resist, whilst speaking from within social ordering. This is 

essential to this thesis task of showing how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy interrupts 

social ordering as it begins to speak to a key point highlighted by scholarship on the 

genre. This scholarship characterises its practitioners’ repetition of norms, narratives and 

discourses as humorously highlighting the arbitrary in society to some, whilst 

reinforcing (sometimes disempowering) categories as true and/or real to others (Kar 

Tang, 2013, Musila, 2014). Being able to identify forms of resistance that is occurring in 

the midst of this contradictory and polysemic exchange allows me to look at stand-up 

comedy as part of a negotiation and exchange embedded in the construction of 

Zimbabwean-ness - feeding into common conceptions and disrupting them. This moves 

our understanding of comedic resistance away from only intervening politically when it 

jokes about actions taken by state agents, party representatives and institutions. Taking a 

theoretical approach to my empirical material which considers the time-lag leads me to 

look at how stand-up comedy interrupts by exploring how it engages with dominant 

norms, narratives and discourses in the country. Examining these norms, narratives and 

discourses I look towards their ambivalences to identify how the subject can act and 

resist in what Bhabha refers to as the time-lag. Deepening this discussion, the next 

section will expand on the way in which I think theoretically about stand-up comedy as 

interrupting social ordering through an exploration of Judith Butler’s conceptualisation 

of performativity and agency, beginning to show how it is possible to identify the way 

that the genre highlights the ambivalence of norms, narratives and discourses as the 

subject acts in the time-lag. 
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Performing the subject and resistance  
 
Judith Butler’s conceptualisation of performativity usefully pushes the relationship 

between the subject and social ordering even further, allowing a reading of stand-up 

comedy where forced iterations of norms, narratives and discourses are unsettled 

through their very repetition. Butler (1990, 1993) advances Bhabha’s argument that the 

subject is imbued in discourses, further showing in her theory of performativity that its 

identity is constituted through their very (re)iteration. As such, Butler states that the 

subject does not exist prior to the norms, narratives and discourses which, according to 

her, constitute its identity. Embedded within, and interpellated by norms, narratives and 

discourses, Butler (1993, 1999), similarly to Bhabha, advocates an understanding of 

agency as an ‘acting out’ that occurs within social ordering. It is through this internal 

‘acting out’ that both theorists argue that resistance occurs. This conceptualisation of the 

subject directs my exploration of how the Zimbabwean subject acts and resists through 

stand-up comedy to the way that it ‘acts out’ the ambivalence of norms, narratives and 

discourses through their repetition. Approaching my empirical material assisted by 

Butler’s conceptualisation of performativity, and an understanding of agency as 

operating through the re-iteration of norms, narratives and discourses, this thesis looks 

to assess how the stand-up comedians’ choices highlights the ambivalence of the 

construction of Zimbabwean-ness both corporeally and orally.   

Butler explains how we can understand the subject and resistance as located within 

norms, narratives and discourses through an exploration of, what she terms, 

performativity. Performativity to Butler (1993, xii) is a forced iteration of norms through 

which peoples’ (gender and sexual) identities are constituted: “performativity must be 

understood not as a singular or deliberate ‘act’, but, rather, as the reiterative and 

citational practice by which discourse produces the effects that it names.” The subject is 
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thus imbued in and constituted through this continuous repetition of norms, narratives 

and discourses. Butler usefully summarises her take on this process in her 1999 preface 

to Gender Trouble: Feminism and Subversion of Identity. Addressing misconceptions of 

performativity from the book’s original publication in 1990, Butler (1999a, xv) 

describes performativity stating that: 

 

“In the first instance, then, performativity of gender revolves around this 

metalepsis, the way in which the anticipation of gendered essence produces that 

which it posits as outside itself. Secondly, performativity is not a singular act, but a 

repetition and a ritual, which achieves its effects through its naturalization in the 

context of a body, understood, in part, as a culturally sustained temporal duration.”  

 

This locates the subject as not just embedded by norms, narratives and discourses as 

argued by Bhabha, but also constituted by them. Far from limited by constraints, Butler 

(1993, 59-60) argues that restrictions are “that which impels and sustains 

performativity.”  

 Butler (2017) explains this continuous production of the subject’s identity 

referring to John L. Austin’s conceptualisation of the speech act. According to Butler 

(2017) Austin locates the efficacy of the speech act in the way in which it calls upon 

social conventions/norms. Butler (2017) does not see the speech act as a single occurring 

event, rather she understands it in relation to the past acts which it invokes. Indeed, 

Butler (2017, 175) argues that the speech act is “a citational form, a repetition of what 

has come before, even a break with that prior context of the utterance.” This locates the 

power of the speech-act, and performativity in the multitude of norms, narratives and 

discourses which it calls upon. 
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 A consequence of this when applied to stand-up would be that comedians could 

be understood as succeeding the norms, narratives and discourses through which their 

identity is constituted. This appears to add a layer of difficulty to resistance, given that 

the subject is interpellated into a pre-existing world of norms, narratives and discourses 

through which it views society. This is usefully unpacked through the process of 

naming. To name someone, according to Butler (1993) is to enter them into the world of 

meaning. She explains that when we gender an infant, exclaiming, at an early stage (at 

birth, or sometimes these days already before birth, for example at an ultrasound) that 

“it’s a boy/girl” the infant is “brought into the domain of language and kinship” (Butler, 

1993, xvi-xvii). Particular expectations come with being called either a boy or a girl, 

gendering does not begin and end at birth, it is continuously reiterated by authority 

throughout your life (Butler, 1993). The expectations that come with being a particular 

gender preceded the subject’s existence and is reiterated through their choices and 

actions. How and what the stand-up comedian talks about onstage thus becomes part of 

a citational chain through which norms, narratives and discourses are reiterated and 

reinstituted.  

This process extends beyond the subject’s utterances to corporeality. Applying 

Butler’s theory to stand-up comedy highlights that norms, narratives and discourses are 

also operating through the body of the comedian. Indeed, Butler (1986, 39) reminds us 

that we “never experience or know ourselves as a body pure and simple […] because we 

never know our sex outside of its expression as gender.” Butler (1986) unpacks this 

process through a reading of Jean-Paul Sartre; arguing that he illustrates that the mind 

and body are interlinked. According to Butler (1986, 38) Sartre thinks of the mind as 

both at one with, and beyond the body: “The duality of consciousness (as transcendence) 

and the body as intrinsic to human reality, and the effort to locate personal identity 
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exclusively in one or the other, according to Sartre, is a project in bad faith.” Beginning 

from within this understanding, Butler (1986) argues that Simone de Beauvoir explores 

how gender and sex are connected so that there isn’t necessarily a body distinct from 

gender, or cultural inscription. The process of ‘becoming’ a woman is thus occurring in 

relation to gender and power-relations pre-existing the body (Butler, 1986). 

Butler (1993) unpacks this process further arguing that discussions of the extent 

to which gender and sexuality are constructed or determined are often overtly 

Manichean in nature. She states that understanding performativity is highlighting the 

complexities involved in the construction of identity. To Butler (1993, 59) 

“Performativity is neither free play nor theatrical self-presentation; nor can it simply be 

equated with performance.” Your identity is not something that you can pick and choose 

the way you might an outfit in the morning (see preface to Butler, 1999, Salih, 2002), 

and whilst someone might acquire or renounce Zimbabwean citizenship, on the other 

hand being Zimbabwean, acting in a Zimbabwean manner and having Zimbabwean 

experiences is not something that is as easily acquired or renounced. Yet, Butler (1999) 

argues, that agency and resistance is possible, locating both in performativity; pointing 

towards how variations of the iteration of norms, narratives and discourses unsettles 

them. It is useful here to briefly return to Bhabha’s work on the subject, which overlaps 

with how Butler conceptualises agency, before looking further at how social ordering 

can be interrupted through performativity.  

Ilan Kapoor (2008) captures the similarities between Bhabha’s and Butler’s 

understandings of how people act whilst imbued, and/or constituted through norms, 

narratives and discourses. To explain this Kapoor (2008) distinguishes between, what he 

calls, ‘performative’ agency (where performative is not used in a Butlerian sense) and 

expressive agency. The difference between ‘performative’ and expressive agency is that 
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the latter “reveals an ontological subject with intentions, morals and consciousness, as 

opposed to [the former] in which these subjective qualities are ‘acted out’ by the agent, 

not given cut and dried beforehand” (Kapoor, 2008, 125). Kapoor (2008) argues that 

both Bhabha and Butler think about agency as ‘performative’ in this sense. Discussing 

this further Kapoor (2008, 133) highlights that this means that Bhabha and Butler are 

moving away from ideas about the Enlightenment subject towards an agency that: 

 

“refers to being able to act only within a discursive context: the (social or political) 

script to which you respond is given to you; it is your inheritance whether you like 

or want it or not. How you act it out, however is up to you. The discursive text 

enables you to act, no matter whether it is relatively benign or repressive; but on the 

other hand, you cannot act from somewhere ‘outside.’” 

 

A ‘performative’ reading of agency re-directs my empirical research to the actions taken 

by the stand-up comedian as opposed to the reasons for taking them. It also speaks to a 

resistance that rather than being reductive works in productive ways through the ‘acting 

out’ of norms, narratives and discourses. This changes the way in which I think about 

how stand-up comedy can intervene politically, as it identifies a resistance, and a way to 

interrupt social ordering, through the way that the comedian repeats norms, narratives 

and discourses.  

The way that this move towards agency as an ‘acting out’ can aid our discussion 

of how stand-up comedy interrupts the construction of Zimbabwean-ness is clearly 

demonstrated in Bhabha’s (1992, 1994) exploration of Toni Morrison’s book Beloved 

(1987). Reading Morrison’s book, Bhabha captures how attention to the way in which 

norms, narratives and discourses are repeated helps us understand the subject’s role in 

political intervention. Beloved follows the women and children that live at 124 
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Bluestone Road, particularly former slave Sethe who at one point committed 

infanticide. Telling Sethe’s story, Morrison, in Bhabha’s (1994, 8) words “revives the 

past of slavery and its murderous rituals of possession and self-possession.” Engaging 

with Morrison’s book, Bhabha (1992, 1994) pays particular attention to the repetition of 

the number ‘124’ (which is the address where Sethe lives), illustrating how in, and 

through, the writing process linear time is unsettled, and meanings are re-negotiated. 

Repeated throughout the book ‘124’ is not spoken about in ‘home-y’ terms or given a 

‘proper’ name, as Bhabha (1992, 60) illustrates by quoting Morrison: “124 was spiteful. 

Full of baby’s venom. The women in the house knew it and so did the children.” 

Engaging with this quote, Bhabha argues that the address is personalised through its 

actions; haunted by Sethe’s child. The repetition of ‘124’ is thus, according to Bhabha, a 

re-inscription of slave history in the (narrative) present; a re-articulation that disrupts 

linearity. The number breaks-up the narration within Morrison’s novel providing a 

dissembling of time: “The number as a sign […] can add without adding up but may 

disturb the calculation” (Bhabha, 1992, 60). 

 In choosing not to speak of history linearly but having ‘124’ ‘act out’ that 

which it contains Morrison produces a space, a void, of continuance; a break in the 

narration of history and slavery within which Bhabha locates the subject’s ability to act 

(Bhabha, 1992). Highlighting how the repetition of ‘124’ in Morrison’s book unsettles 

static narrations of the world around us, Bhabha (1992, 58) describes how agency is 

enacted through “a third space that does not simply revise or invert the dualities, but 

revalues the ideological bases of division and difference” (original emphasis). Bhabha 

(1994, 2011) unpacks what he means by this third space in later writings. Reading 

Joseph Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness (1899), for example, Bhabha (2011) usefully 

explores the third space through Conrad’s description of an encounter between the 
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book’s protagonist Marlow and ‘a native’ in the Belgian colonised Congo. Bhabha 

illustrates how Conrad’s narrative approach allows for a different identification and 

witnessing of the situation. A third space ensues from the narration as Marlow comes 

physically closer to the supposed ‘native enemy.’ As the physical space decreases 

Marlow begins to view ‘the native’ differently. Expecting to see an enemy he instead 

finds himself to be curious about a worsted around ‘the natives’ neck. Through 

Marlow’s questions about why ‘the native’ carries the worsted as an accessory, and 

where he has come from, a different space of interrogation opens up within which ‘the 

native’s’ ‘otherness’ becomes ambivalent. Through Marlow’s gaze the worsted is at 

once an accessory and a reminder of economic and colonial exploitation. Marlow’s 

witnessing of ‘the native’, similarly to Morrison’s repetition of ‘124’ thus produces a 

temporal pause (the time-lag) within which new ways of narrating history can open-up. 

This type of temporal pause, and re-narration can result from the stand-up comedian’s 

decisions about what stories to tell onstage, what to emphasise to make those stories 

funny, and what they choose to wear onstage. These choices, like the repetition of 

‘124’, or Conrad’s witnessing of the meeting between ‘the native’ and Marlow, can 

create a temporal break, a space for narration and re-negotiation through the production 

of a third space of difference. Taking a Bhabhaian and Butlerian perspective on agency 

as ‘acting out’, thus broadens our understanding of how, and where, and by whom, 

resistance is enacted, and disruption in social ordering happens.   

To explain how resistance occurs through this ‘acting out’, Butler (1993) draws 

our attention to the baselessness of the authority with which norms, narratives and 

discourses speak by looking at the relationship between the law and the judge.15 

 
15 Bhabha makes a similar claim in his investigation of stereotypes. This is emphasised already in his 
definition of the stereotype as “a form of knowledge and identification that vacillates between what is 
always ‘in place’, already known, and something that must be anxiously repeated” (Bhabha, 1994, 94-95).  
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According to Butler (1993, 70), the authority the judge has to exercise the law is not 

derived from the judge as a subject; “the judge does not originate the law or its 

authority, rather he ‘cites’ the law, consults and reinvokes the law, and in that 

reinvocation, constitutes the law.” It is not the judge that ascribes the law with authority; 

s/he is not the reason that we hold their judgement to be legitimate; instead authority is 

derived from its constant repetition and constitution (Butler, 1993). As expressed by 

Butler (1993, 70) “[the judge is situated in the] midst of a signifying chain, receiving 

and reciting the law and, in the reciting, echoing forth the authority of the law.” Akin to 

how Butler (1993) describes gender through de Beauvoir, the law bases its authority on 

its own continuous iteration - it functions by bringing itself about. When the law 

operates as “ordinance or sanction” it invokes that which it prescribes (Butler, 1993, 70). 

Resistance, according to Butler, is thus a process wherein the groundlessness of norms, 

narratives and discourses’ claims to power is made explicit - through their performative 

‘acting out’.  

Butler (1999) has demonstrated how this can work by looking specifically at 

drag. Introducing what she refers to as parodic recontextualization, she illustrates how, 

by enacting norms in an unanticipated way, drag disrupts perceptions of gender and 

sexuality in society. Butler (1999, 187) states that drag presents three “contingent 

dimensions of corporeality […] anatomical sex, gender identity and gender 

performance.” Assuming that all three dimensions are distinct from one another the 

performance of drag illustrates the discord between gender and sex. Drag, according to 

Butler (1999, 187-188) provides a parody of gender norms claim to originality; by 

unsettling “the very notion of an original.” The play on gender in drag reveals the self-

constituting basis of gender as a phenomenon; where, in a similar fashion to how the 

judge and the law base their authority upon one another, gender is self-grounding.  
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Significantly, this type of disruption is not occurring from outside of norms, narratives 

and discourses:  

 

“If the rules governing signification not only restrict, but enable the assertion of 

alternative domains of cultural intelligibility, i.e., new possibilities for gender that 

contest the rigid codes of hierarchical binarisms, then it is only within the practices 

of repetitive signifying that a subversion of identity becomes possible.” 

 (Butler, 1999, 198-199, original emphasis)  

 

Drag still operates within misogynist culture, and continuously cites (and reinforces) 

certain features as feminine (Butler, 1999).  

Butler further helps us unpack how this type of performative resistance can aid 

our assessment of Zimbabwean stand-up comedy broadening her discussion by, 

crucially, looking into fantasy as a concept. Butler (2004, 29) argues that fantasy “is not 

the opposite of reality; it is what reality forecloses, and, as a result, it defines the limits 

of reality, constituting it as its constitutive outside” (Butler, 2004, 29). Fantasy does not 

operate beyond ‘reality’ instead, drawing on the norms, narratives and discourses in 

society, it re-configures them in imaginative ways; “Fantasy is what allows us to 

imagine ourselves and others otherwise; it establishes the possible in excess of the real; 

it points elsewhere, and when it is embodied, it brings the elsewhere home” (Butler, 

2004, 29). Imagining a different Zimbabwe, or another way of being Zimbabwean is 

thus not about speaking outside of discourse but about re-articulating norms, narratives 

and discourses in novel ways.   

Indeed, stand-up comedy has been shown to be deeply embedded in social 

ordering, drawing upon it as a tool to make the audience laugh (see Weaver, 2010a, 

2010b, 2011, Seirlis, 2011, Kar Tang, 2013). Viewing stand-up comedy through the lens 
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of a performative resistance acknowledges the insights of previous scholarship on the 

genre and provides a way to further explain how this works. It allows me to look at how 

comedians through their choices onstage can repeat norms with a variation – whether 

that is as a result of norms that we normally do not associate with one another being 

iterated together (a good example of this can be found in Kar Tang, 2013) or due to 

other ways in which the arbitrary and un-foundational aspects of social ordering is being 

highlighted. Performative resistance usefully acknowledges the intertwined nature of 

power and subversion, and thus the complexities of interrupting social ordering. 

 Investigating stand-up comedy through this lens I locate the genre somewhere in 

the intersection between Butlerian performativity and theatrical performance. The 

comedian cannot choose their identity, nor can they strip themselves of that identity 

when they leave stage, however as expressed by Joanne R. Gilbert (1997, 317) when 

discussing her own stand-up comedy, the comedian can emphasise certain aspects of 

their identity - “[l]ike any comic, I was performing a version of myself that suited the 

audience and the occasion […] select[ing] bits and pieces of [myself] to share” (1997, 

317). The ‘acting out’ of these choices are what Bhabha and Butler refer to as agency; as 

the comedian through these repetitions can disrupt norms, narratives and discourses 

from within. Turning towards a Bhabhaian and Butlerian understanding of the subject 

and agency thus allows for an approach to Zimbabwean stand-up comedy, that sees it as 

imbued in social ordering, and stand-up comedians as constituted through it. 

Investigating how stand-up comedy resists, this theoretical approach asks me to look at 

the way in which the genre acts-out norms, narratives and discourses. Indeed, Bhabha 

and Butler show that it is in this enactment that agency and resistance is located. 

Perceiving the subject as imbued in, and constituted through, the ‘system of meaning’ 

that underpins social ordering, I approach analysing my empirical material in the 
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following chapters by looking at how stand-up comedians add a variation to the 

repetition of norms, narratives and discourses. I look at how this alteration of their re-

articulation (corporeal and oral) of norms, narratives and discourses enacts and 

highlights their ambivalence and un-foundational claim to power. In order to do so I 

make sure to contextualise norms, narratives and discourses within the broader social 

and political environment seeing how they interact with one another through stand-up. 

Looking closer at Bhabha’s work on mimicry in the next section it will become even 

clearer how the repetition of norms, narratives and discourses can interrupt social 

ordering, thus highlighting the significance of looking at these reiterations to 

understanding the complex and nuanced ways in which Zimbabwean stand-up comedy 

intervenes politically.  

 

The enactment of ambivalence: interruption, mimicry and the subject  
 
In this section I will continue to explore how Bhabha and Butler helps us understand 

how stand-up comedy interrupts by interrogating, primarily, what Bhabha refers to as 

mimicry. The way that Bhabha (1994) conceptualises mimicry proves to be especially 

useful to our understanding of how stand-up comedy interrupts social ordering. This is 

because it acknowledges the way in which resistance can work alongside reinforcement. 

As Bhabha (1994, 122) puts it:  

 

“Within the conflictual economy of colonial discourse which Edward Said 

describes as the tension between the synchronic panoptical vision of domination –

the demand for an identity, stasis – and the counter-pressure of the diachrony of 

history – change, difference  – mimicry represents an ironic compromise.” 
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Here it is not only the subject that is imbued in, and/or constituted through discourse, 

also resistance is almost inextricably intertwined with power - as it is the result of a 

repetition of an ambivalence which is inherent to the norms, narratives and discourses 

that underpin social ordering. To demonstrate this, I will explore Bhabha’s (1994) 

examination of ambivalence and mimicry through colonial authority. Bringing the 

discussion back to Butler, I will also examine how norms, narratives and discourses base 

their authority on their own iteration further unsettling their claim to power. Finally, I 

will illustrate that mimicry is a useful theoretical tool to our reading of stand-up comedy 

in Zimbabwe, emphasising how it operates as a productive resistance within norms, 

narratives and discourses, through repetition (with a variation) rather than confrontation 

or opposition. Drawing on mimicry when analysing original empirical material gathered 

during fieldwork helps me unpack how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy highlights and 

enacts ambivalence through its repetition of norms, narratives and discourses.  

Applying Bhabha’s conceptualisation of mimicry to stand-up comedy shows 

how resistance and reinforcement are intertwined in the genre and demonstrates the 

ways in which it goes about interrupting social ordering. Bhabha (1994) conceives of 

mimicry slightly differently from its common day-to-day usage where it denotes a form 

of comical imitation. Indeed, Bhabha (1994) argues that mimicry is not simply a form of 

imitation but a way to disrupt colonial authority. To explain how mimicry can do so he 

defines colonial mimicry as the “desire for a reformed recognisable other, as a subject of 

difference that is, almost the same but not quite” (Bhabha, 1994, 122, original 

emphasis). According to Bhabha (1994, 122) this type of mimicry is able to interrupt 

colonial discourse due to an inherent ambivalence; “in order to be effective, mimicry 

must continually produce its slippage, its excess, its difference.”  
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Bhabha (1994) explains the ambivalence of colonial discourse, and mimicry’s 

claim for an ‘Other’ that is almost the same, but not quite, by introducing a distinction 

between imitation and identification. He states that the child holding the newspaper like 

the parent is imitation, whilst the child learning how to read is identification (Bhabha, 

1989). Applying this to colonial discourse he argues that the articulation of colonial 

discourse purports that the coloniser wants to help the colonised become like them 

(identification) (Bhabha, 1989). This can be seen, for example, in rhetoric about 

colonialism as a civilising mission. Yet, in order for the power-relations upon which 

colonial discourse is built to be upheld this cannot become the case. As David Huddart 

(2006, 40) explains “these ideologies [of colonial discourse] assume that there is a 

structural non-equivalence, a split between superior and inferior which explains why any 

one group of people can dominate another at all.” If the coloniser managed to help the 

colonised become like them, their difference, the basis of the power distinction, would 

cease to exist. This is where imitation comes into play. The colonised that imitates the 

coloniser will never completely become them, they will always be somehow, and 

somewhat, other. This leads colonial discourse to endeavour to produce an ‘Other’ that 

is almost the same, but not quite (Bhabha, 1994). In doing so, Bhabha (1994) argues, 

colonial discourse attempts to mend the incoherent claims of difference and possible 

similarities between coloniser and colonised. It is this process of reparation that Bhabha 

(1994) calls colonial mimicry. 

Highlighting the ambivalence already contained in colonial discourse, by 

reiterating the discourse itself, mimicry draws attention to its incompleteness. This 

makes mimicry a form of resistance that operates through repetition: “The authority of 

that mode of colonial discourse that I have called mimicry is therefore stricken by an 

indeterminacy: mimicry emerges as the representation of a difference that is itself a 
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process of disavowal” (Bhabha, 1994, 122). Applied to stand-up comedy, mimicry can 

describe how the (re)iteration of norms, narratives and discourses, whilst repeating the 

language of social ordering, can also disrupt it. It allows us to point out that when stand-

up comedy iterates these norms, narratives and discourses in order to induce laughter 

they often do so in a manner that emphasises its ambivalence - perhaps even using it as 

comedic value. Mimicry thus helps us explain why to resist, it sometimes appears that 

the stand-up comedian has to reinforce, and equally, why in reinforcing they may find 

themselves resisting.  

It should be noted that mimicry is not solely an effect of colonial discourse but 

also operates within other aspects of social ordering. Key to this thesis, given its focus 

on how stand-up comedy intervenes in the construction of Zimbabwean-ness, is the way 

in which mimicry is entangled with the norms, narratives and discourses of the nation. 

The ambivalence required for mimicry to become a source of resistance has also been 

identified by Bhabha (1994) in regard to the narration of the nation. Bhabha (1994, 201) 

argues that the nation “As an apparatus of symbolic power […] produces a continual 

slippage of categories, like sexuality, class affiliation, territorial paranoia, or ‘cultural 

difference’ in the act of writing.” Returning to the linguistic metaphor, he describes how 

the nation requires a “’doubleness’ in writing” (Bhabha, 1994, 202). In other words, to 

encompass all of that which it claims to hold, the narration of the nation needs to be 

malleable and able to alter back and forth between different aspects of society and 

culture. Yet, if it achieves this, then it will, in Bhabha’s (1994, 202) words “disperse the 

homogeneous, visual time of the horizontal society.” The nation is thus faced by two 

incompatible claims; that of a fixed society, with a particular temporality, and origins 

(which Bhabha associates with the work of the historian), and that of its multiplicity and 
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diversity of people, processes, moments and experiences. It is this that, according to 

Bhabha (1994, 204), is the ambivalence of the nation, and its narration: 

 

“It is indeed only in the disjunctive time of the nation’s modernity – as a knowledge 

caught between political rationality and its impasse, between shreds and patches of 

cultural signification and the certainties of a nationalist pedagogy – that questions 

of nation as narration come to be posed.”   

 

Applying this notion of the narration of the nation to the construction of Zimbabwean-

ness lays the foundation for a study of the ambivalences inherent in its construction, and 

an interrogation of how this operates in stand-up comedy in the country. It prompts me 

to look for resistance in the repetition of norms, narratives and discourses. Further it 

allows me to focus on the ways in which the choices made by stand-up comedians 

(re)iterates norms, narratives and discourses in such a way that they highlight the 

ambivalence of the construction of Zimbabwean-ness. This re-focuses resistance from 

binary notions, and destructive accounts, towards the notion of an interruption that 

operates in productive ways, creating and building through its challenge. Taking this 

approach responds to Achille Mbembe’s (1992, 2001) call to look beyond the binary 

structures through which domination and subordination is often conceptualised in the 

Postcolony. Indeed, this understanding of how social ordering can be interrupted fits 

with scholarly accounts of how stand-up comedy reproduces power (see Gilbert 1997, 

Russell 2002). It also explains how comedy can resist both societal power-relations and 

the state whilst not removing the latter’s material might (Bakhtin, 1984, Mbembe, 1992, 

2001, de Goede, 2005, Weaver 2010a, 2010b, 2011, Brassett and Sutton, 2017). 
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This conceptualisation of resistance through mimicry has received critique as it 

appears to eliminate the subject from the process of interruption. Indeed, the way that 

Bhabha (1994) understands mimicry seems to imply that power and resistance are so 

intertwined that only power itself can resist. Robert J.C. Young (2004) has argued that 

mimicry is one way in which colonial discourse produces its own demise. This reading 

of mimicry leads Young (2004, 188) to hold that it produces an “agency without a 

subject […] a sameness which slips into otherness, but which still has nothing to do with 

any ‘other’.” Young (2004) interprets mimicry as a loss of control for the coloniser 

where the process of imitating the structure of domination produces a circle of 

disavowal of colonial power, exposing its flaws. The problem that Young (2004) 

emphasises here is that Bhabha’s (1994) exploration of mimicry appears to evoke the 

colonised subject as a vehicle for change, rather than a purposeful actor in the process of 

it. Bhabha (1994) appears to argue that subversion of colonial discourse lies within the 

colonial condition itself. Yet, thinking about stand-up it appears counter-intuitive to 

argue that the comedian who writes, edits and performs the set plays no part in its 

potential resistive properties, or how it interrupts social ordering.  

To explain how the comedian can have agency, and stand-up can resist through 

mimicry, I return to Kapoor’s take on ‘performative’ agency. Kapoor (2003) argues that 

significant to Bhabha’s understanding of resistance and agency within discourse is the 

idea of repetition. Rather than, as Young (2004), argues, holding that resistance through 

repetition insinuates an assimilation of subversion by power, Kapoor (2003, 566) states 

that “subaltern agency is about exposing the doubling and constructedness of 

discourse/power, while domination, to be domination, is about fixing or hiding them” 

(original emphasis). Additionally, Kapoor (2003, 566) points out that “Bhabhaian 
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politics are a kind of variation on a (discursive) theme: mimicry is not just returned, it is 

returned as mockery.”  

I have discussed the implications of Kapoor’s reading of Bhabha together with 

Carl Death (Källstig and Death, 2020) in our examination of Trevor Noah’s stand-up 

comedy. Building on Kapoor’s discussion we argue that “Contrary to many accounts of 

non-Western subaltern subjects, comedians like Noah explicitly enact and display the 

ambivalence of colonial discourse rather than just anxiously repeat them, and they 

derive power and publicity from this enactment” (ibid, 8; original emphasis). This notion 

of resistance as an enactment of ambivalence and agency as an ‘acting out’ which 

returns mimicry as mockery aligns with Butler’s (1999) take on the subject and 

subversion. She argues that agency occurs through the addition of a ‘variation’ to the 

habitual repetition of norms; the constitution of the subject “a consequence of certain 

rule-governed discourses that governs the intelligible invocation of identity […] 

‘agency,’ then, is to be located within the possibility of a variation on that repetition” 

(Butler, 1999, 198). 

Recognising how these norms, narratives and discourses derive power from their 

own repetition changes the way in which it is possible to conceptualise how stand-up 

comedy intervenes politically. It becomes enough to demonstrate the un-foundational 

claim that these norms, narratives and discourses make to power, or to highlight the 

ambivalence of those which attempt to produce the world in a fixed way. Stand-up 

comedy can thus intervene into social ordering through an enactment of the ambivalence 

of the norms, narratives and discourses through which it is constituted. Mimicry, and 

performativity, provide useful ways of exploring how this is done as they refocus our 

investigation of how stand-up comedy intervenes to the way in which it interrupts by 
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repeating with a variation (what I am calling ‘repetition with a difference’) - 

encompassing both a reinforcement and a resistance.   

 

Repetition with a difference 
 

To answer the central research question and explore how stand-up comedy intervenes 

politically by doing something to social ordering this thesis thus engages with Bhabha 

and Butler when interrogating the empirical material gathered. Doing so, it looks for the 

way that stand-up comedy intervenes by identifying how it interrupts social ordering 

through ‘repetition with a difference’; a concept which is unpacked through Bhabha’s 

conceptualisation of mimicry, as well as his emphasise on ambivalence, and Butler’s 

understanding of performativity. To locate ambivalence within the stand-up comedy 

setting I engage with norms, narratives and discourses also beyond the comedy setting. 

After all, the power-relations that exist outside of the stand-up comedy stage are also 

present in it. The presence of power in all spaces where the subject exists is emphasised 

by both Bhabha and Butler as they describe how norms, narratives and discourses are 

continuously repeated, in the latter case, also corporeally as identities and subjectivities 

are constituted. 

Engaging with what Bhabha refers to as the time-lag I will, thus, identify the 

ambivalence of norms, narratives and discourses and how the subject can act through 

them by looking at how they fit within the wider societal context. Combining this focus 

on ambivalence with Bhabha’s conceptualisation of mimicry and Butler’s understanding 

of performativity I look further at how stand-up comedy interrupts (resists and 

reinforces) as it repeats norms, narratives and discourses with a difference – 

highlighting their ambivalence. Applying this theoretical approach, which draws on 

ambivalence, mimicry and performativity, I am thus able to, in the following chapters, 
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assess my empirical material to answer how stand-up comedy intervenes politically, 

looking at what the genre does to social ordering as it interrupts it through ‘repetition 

with a difference’, rather than attempting to identify how it critiques political leaders, 

parties or decisions. I will start by doing this in the next chapter where I examine how 

stand-up comedy intervenes politically by interrupting state narratives. Here, I will look 

particularly at how stand-up engages with ‘tribal’ narratives and homophobia in the 

country, demonstrating how in repeating these narratives comedians can interrupt state 

constructions of Zimbabwe has homogeneous, as well as the production of patriarchal 

power-relations in the country.  
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Chapter 3 Interrupting state constructions of Zimbabwean-ness: 
homogeneity, ‘tribal’ narratives, sexuality and gender 
 
The construction of nation-ness has been important to the Zimbabwean government. 

This became especially evident in the early 2000s when the governing party, the 

Zimbabwean National Union - Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF), faced by increased support 

for the opposition party, the Movement for Democratic Change (MDC), began to 

formulate a version of the country’s past that legitimised their authority (Ranger, 2004, 

Kriger, 2006, Raftopoulos, 2007, Tendi, 2010a, 2010b). This narration of the past, 

referred to as Patriotic History, in several ways re-invokes the country’s struggle for 

independence and land since the British South Africa Company arrived in the 1800s 

(Ranger, 2004, Tendi, 2010a, 2010b). It attributes heroic status to ZANU-PF, who were 

said to have been victorious in the country’s independence struggle against the British, 

as well as the war veterans who fought on their side, simultaneously purporting that the 

liberation struggle was an ongoing fight, and that this was why the governing party 

must continue to lead the country (Kriger, 2003, 2006, Dorman, 2006, Raftopoulos, 

2007). Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013) captures how such narratives have been used 

to legitimise the authority of the government stating that state narratives of the past 

were deployed “to claim primal political legitimacy by ZANU-PF that needs no renewal 

every five years via holding of free and fair elections, since the party received prior 

permanent oracular blessings from spirit mediums during the struggle for independence 

in the 1970s.”16 Highlighting the liberation struggle, and what has been referred to as 

the country’s revolutionary tradition, these narratives have constructed those in power 

 
16 Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2013, 157) is talking particularly about what he refers to as Chimurenga ideology, 
which he describes as “[identifying] colonialism as the enemy of every black person and anti-colonialism 
as the rallying point of African unity and the basis for imagination of a postcolonial nation.” 
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as inviolable claiming, for example, that “nothing intrinsically inadequate, demeaning 

or bad can be done or happen to those in power, particularly [President Robert] Mugabe 

who over the years has been christened the ‘Messiah’, Moses’ and the ‘big Mountain’” 

(Siziba and Ncube, 2015, 524). Making fun of president and party, comedy is viewed as 

dangerous given that it, in Achille Mbembe’s (2001, 109) words about laughter in the 

Postcolony, “[kidnaps] power and force[s] it, as if by accident, to examine its own 

vulgarity.”17 Delving into the nuances of how stand-up comedy interrupts state 

narrations of Zimbabwean-ness this chapter will emphasise how state power can be 

resisted, at the same time as its narratives are reinforced, by exploring jokes that 

highlight contradictions and ambivalences within state autobiographies.  

 Jelena Subotić (2016, 611) defines state autobiographies as “stories states tell to 

and about themselves.” According to Will K. Delehanty and Brent J. Steele (2009, 523) 

state autobiographies “draw upon national histories and experiences to provide 

continuity and ‘substance’ to a state’s conception of Self-identity.” In other words, state 

autobiographies are a way in which states construct collective identities distinct from 

external ‘Others.’ Relying on these autobiographies’ states make sense of, and justify, 

their actions both internally and externally. Molly Patterson and Kristen Monroe 

Renwick (1998, 322) capture this in relation to national identity, stating that “[s]tories 

about the origin and development of a nation provide a shared sense of who we are, 

where we came from, and how we fit together. These narratives permeate culture and 

are essential to any kind of collective functioning.” Julia Gallagher (2017) has examined 

the construction of collective identity in Zimbabwe. She argues that the international is 

key to “domestic meaning and coherence” in the country - where narrations of self are 

 
17 I explore further the relationship between the state and comedians in the country in Chapter 4. In this 
chapter I show how the government has harassed, arrested and intimidated comedians who have made fun 
of the party and the president.  
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tied up with colonial history, and reinvocations of a destructive foreign ‘Other’ (ibid., 

2). Engaging with state autobiographies in this chapter allows me to unpack how stand-

up comedy intervenes into the construction of Zimbabwean-ness - how people view 

themselves, others, and their nation. Embracing the ambiguity of stand-up comedy, and 

the messiness of state autobiographies that are not always coherently, or unanimously, 

articulated, this chapter highlights contradictions and ambivalences in the construction 

of Zimbabwean-ness, and how comedy can act these out in familiar but also in 

unexpected ways through ‘repetition with a difference’ (see also Dorman, 2016).  

 Applying the theoretical approach outlined in the previous chapter, I am going to 

interrogate how stand-up comedy interrupts state autobiographies by exploring their 

ambivalence with the help of what Bhabha refers to as the time-lag and looking at how 

they are resisted and reinforced by engaging with Bhabhaian mimicry and Butlerian 

performativity. Drawing particularly on transcripts of jokes, contextualised through 

semi-structured interviews with comedians, I will demonstrate how stand-up comedy 

highlights narrative contradictions by repeating state autobiographies with a difference, 

and how they by doing so divulge the ambivalence of state constructions of national 

belonging. Making this argument, the chapter is divided into two main sections. The 

first looks at how stand-up comedy interrupts as it repeats state autobiographies of unity 

through, and in relation to, ‘tribal’ narratives. It starts by outlining narrative 

contradictions between how state autobiographies construct the homogeneous nation, 

and ‘tribal’ narratives. Looking at jokes by Ntando Moyo and Mukudzei Kandoro 

Majoni, known onstage as King Kandoro, it argues that whilst the binary between the 

Shona and Ndebele people is continuously reinforced, the jokes these comedians tell do 

question what the existence of these ‘tribes’ mean for the cohesion of the Zimbabwean 

state. Following that, the second section looks at how stand-up comedy interrupts 
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gendered narrations of society through a repetition of homophobic state autobiographies 

with a difference. Examining a joke by Wencelacy Katuka, whose stage name is Kadem 

the Comic, I argue that he, through a homophobic joke, puts his anxieties of women’s 

place in society on display, enacting the ambivalence of patriarchal power-relations. 

Interrogating how stand-up comedy interacts with state autobiographies, I thus show, in 

this chapter, how people in Zimbabwe intervene politically in complex ways, that are 

not necessarily obvious, or operating in the realm of the ‘serious.’  

 

Zimbabwe: A homogeneous Shona nation 
 
Zimbabwean society is divided into what is referred to in the country as ‘tribes’. The 

two major denominations are the Shona and the Ndebele. Jokes about these two ‘tribes’ 

were a re-occurring theme in Zimbabwean stand-up comedy during my time in the 

country in 2018 and 2019. Joking about the Shona and/or the Ndebele, comedians would 

play out stereotypes and rivalries between the capital city Harare (associated with Shona 

people) and Zimbabwe’s second city Bulawayo (often seen as the capital of the former 

Ndebele kingdom), as well as, on occasion make jokes directly addressing stereotypes of 

the ‘tribes’ themselves. A Harare-based stand-up comedian that I interviewed in 2019, 

for example, has a joke about what it would be like to be robbed by people from 

different countries and ethnicities, playing with how he would react to a Ndebele person 

robbing him given that he does not understand the language. However, jokes addressing, 

unsettling, and reinforcing ‘tribal’ narratives are not always this explicit. Another 

Harare-based stand-up comedian, Tanya Sena, known onstage as Tanya Alex, subtly re-

invokes ‘tribal’ narratives in her 2020 stand-up performance at Simuka Comedy’s online 

festival (Sena, 2020, Simuka Phakama Episodde 1 - Tanya Alex). In a joke about her 

take on leadership she plays with narrations of the nation’s past that describes former 
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Ndebele king, Khumalo Lobengula, as a participant in the colonisation of Zimbabwe; he 

is said by some to have ‘sold his country’ to the British South Africa Company 

(Lindgren, 2002, see also Majoni, Whatsapp voice-note, January 22, 2020 quoted in the 

next section). Amongst Shona families this version of the past has developed into a story 

about how King Lobengula sold his country for a packet of sugar, a tale which Sena 

calls upon in her joke:  

 

“I have come down to a preferred method of leadership. I believe in colonisation… 

yes, we can all do it! I want to find a man and introduce him to Jesus, so he always 

has a higher power to answer to [points to herself]. Yes man think about it, stay 

woke! And then I will give him some sugar for all his land, and then I’ll build an 

army and we will raid, and then we will pillage and take over his property: yes, 

hey, me and the kids are going to have so much fun. Their poor dad won’t even see 

it coming. He’s going to think I’m a peaceful settler until one day all his traditions 

have changed.”  

    (Sena, 2020, Simuka Phakama Episodde 1 - Tanya Alex)  

 

Talking about how she would give her husband sugar for his land Sena plays into 

narratives of the Zimbabwean past that hold that the Ndebele king is partially 

responsible for its colonisation by selling the country to the British South Africa 

Company (see Lindgren, 2002). Looking particularly at two jokes, one by Bulawayo-

based comedian Ntando Moyo, and one by Harare-based comedian Mukudzei Kandoro 

Majoni, known as King Kandoro onstage, this section will argue that although the jokes 

Zimbabwean stand-up comedians tell do not resist the Shona/Ndebele divide, what they 

are doing is putting on display the ambivalence of the stories ZANU-PF tell about these 

‘tribes’ in its version of the state autobiography. 
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Whilst the Shona and the Ndebele ‘tribes’ are being reproduced as ever-present, 

with the former as the ‘original’ people living in Zimbabwe, there is some discussion as 

to whether this is the case. Gerald Chikozho Mazarire (2009, 2) for example, states that 

“[the] term [Shona] was not used before the nineteenth century, and even then it was 

seen as an insult, a term used by one’s enemies; no one thought of themselves as 

‘Shona’.” He argues that, in fact, the landmass that today is referred to as Zimbabwe 

was part of “a large region of broadly similar languages, beliefs and institutions” 

(Mazarire, 2009, 2). James Muzondidya and Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2007) 

describes how ‘tribal feeling’, and the animosity that is often linked to it can be 

attributed to Rhodesian colonialism, where hierarchies were constructed based on 

people belonging to different ‘tribes’, and the country’s territory divided accordingly. 

Mahmood Mamdani (1996) helps us unpack this explaining how domination under 

colonialism in the African continent also included indirect rule. An aspect of this type of 

rule, which was often applied to the “’free’ peasantry”, was that “tribal leadership was 

either reconstituted as the hierarchy of the local state, or freshly imposed where none 

had existed as in the ‘stateless societies’” (Mamdani, 1996, 146; see also Ranger, 2019). 

Looking particularly at South Africa as a case study Mamdani (1996, 150) points to 

how this division continues to impact politics in the continent, arguing that rural 

protests are often “framed in the language of ethnicity.” The impact of ‘tribal’ divisions 

in Zimbabwe was also present in my interviews with stand-up comedians in 2018 and 

2019, especially those from Bulawayo who often pointed towards what they perceived 

as the benefits of being based in Harare particularly in terms of paid performance 

opportunities.  

The division between Shona and Ndebele has come to permeate politics in 

independent Zimbabwe. ZANU, a party that was linked to the Shona ‘tribe’, won most 
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of the parliamentary seats in Zimbabwe’s first ever election in 1980 (Bratton, 2016, 

Mpofu, 2017). PF-ZAPU, which was associated with the Ndebele people, was the 

second largest party (Bratton, 2016). PF-ZAPU was later absorbed by ZANU to become 

ZANU-PF, in what is called the Unity Accord 1987 (Bratton, 2016). However, even as 

ZANU-PF, the emphasis has been put on Shona culture, traditions and practices as the 

party has attempted to create a party-nation and one-party state (Ndlovu-Gatsheni and 

Willems, 2009, Willems, 2013, Dorman, 2016). It is from within this environment that 

ZANU-PF narrates the nation in a way that both emphasises unity and Shona culture 

(Alexander, McGregor and Ranger, 2000, Tendi, 2008, Willems, 2013, Bratton, 2016, 

Dorman, 2016). This section will be divided into two parts, the first will explore how, 

what Bhabha refers to as, the time-lag is produced in the meeting of state autobiography 

and ‘tribal’ narratives in the country, the second part will then examine how the jokes 

that stand-up comedians tell interrupt these narratives by highlighting contradictions 

through a ‘repetition with a difference’. Through this discussion it will be concluded 

that whilst the jokes Zimbabwean stand-up comedians tell do not resist the 

Shona/Ndebele divide, what they are doing is putting on display the ambivalence of the 

stories ZANU-PF tell about these ‘tribes’ in its version of the state autobiography.   

 
The time-lag in Zimbabwean state autobiography 

As is true of many states, it has been important to the Zimbabwean state to write itself 

as a unified country. According to Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2008, 28), Robert 

Mugabe, who was the president until 2017 told Daily News in 2005 that:  

 

“Zimbabwe is one entity and shall never be separated into different entities. It is 

impossible. I am saying this because there are some people who are saying let’s do 
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what Lesotho did. There is no Lesotho here. There is one Zimbabwe and one 

Zimbabwe only.”  

(Mugabe, in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2008, 28). 

 

In August 2019, current President, Emmerson Mnangagwa similarly asked that 

Zimbabweans “dedicate ourselves to peace, as violence, tribalism, regionalism and 

corruption must be rejected and have no space in the new Zimbabwe […] Zimbabwe 

remains a unitary state, full stop” (The Zimbabwe Mail, 2019 – see also The Herald, 

2018).  In this part of the section, I am going to demonstrate how a time-lag is produced 

in the meeting of ZANU-PF narratives about the nation, and ‘tribal’ narratives, 

producing the foundation for Zimbabwean stand-up comedy to interrupt.   

The Zimbabwean government has attempted to write the state autobiography of 

a homogenous country. Whilst they do not deny the existence of other ‘tribes’, they 

emphasise, particularly, Shona language, practices and culture (Alexander, McGregor 

and Ranger, 2000, Tendi, 2008, Willems, 2013, Bratton, 2016, Dorman, 2016). When 

Mugabe, during his presidency, visited Matabeleland he would speak Shona, not having 

any translator present (Ncube and Siziba, 2017). Indeed, according to Wendy Willems 

(2013) Mugabe would also use Shona in his Independence Day speeches as a way to 

signal the difference between the in-group (Zimbabwean Shona speakers) and out-group 

(people who do not speak Shona). Gibson Ncube and Gugulethu Siziba (2017) have 

demonstrated how this Shona hegemony affects artists in the country who feel they have 

to perform in Shona in order for their art to be accessible, yield an income, as well as 

for them to become recognised. This experience was shared by some of the Bulawayo-

based comedians that I interviewed. In fact, one Bulawayo-based stand-up comedian 

told me in an interview in 2019 how he once was informed only minutes before 

stepping onstage at Harare International Arts Festival that he could not perform in 
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Ndebele but had to perform in Shona or English. Another one talked to me about 

Shona-privilege, and a couple of Bulawayo-based stand-up comedians, as previously 

mentioned, told me in interviews in 2019 that their perception was of Harare as a city 

where there are more paid opportunities for comedians.  

The idea of a single, unitary Zimbabwe can be uncomfortably contrasted with 

the simultaneous iteration of ‘tribal’ identities in the country. Although there are 

attempts to reconcile ZANU-PF’s aims for unity and Shona hegemony, the production 

of both narratives creates an ambivalence within Zimbabwean state autobiography. 

ZANU-PF are not alone in producing narratives within the territory referred to as 

Zimbabwe. Movements such as Umhlabo WeSizwe SikaMthwakazi not only oppose the 

Zimbabwean state but argue in favour of a separate Ndebele state (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 

2008). They reproduce a state autobiography for the Ndebele people as separate from 

Zimbabwe with the latter as a colonising country (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2008). Significant 

in how these two state autobiographies are produced is the way that the massacre, 

referred to as Gukurahundi, is narrated. Gukurahundi was a massacre that occurred in 

the Matabeleland and Midlands regions of Zimbabwe between 1983 and 1987 (Catholic 

Commission for Justice and Peace and the Legal Resources Foundation, 2007, Bratton, 

2016, 55). The massacre killed at least 20 000 people and was committed by the North 

Korean trained, Fifth Brigade, an arm of the government’s military (Bratton, 2016). The 

Fifth Brigade was sent by the government to the region, ostensibly to deal with 

dissidents (Bratton, 2016). However, they ended-up killing a lot of innocent people and 

committing atrocities (see Catholic Commission for Justice and Peace and the Legal 

Resources Foundation, 2007).  

The Zimbabwean state has taken two approaches to narrating these events. The 

first is arguing that the Fifth Brigade went rogue and was not acting on government 
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instruction (Dorman, 2016). This has been contradicted by a report from the Catholic 

Commission for Justice in collaboration with the Legal Resources Foundation (2007) 

that indicates that the Zimbabwean state was aware of the Fifth Brigade’s actions. The 

second approach has been to attempt to erase these events from the country’s 

autobiography. This was part of a broader re-narration of Zimbabwean history, referred 

to as Patriotic History. Blessing-Miles Tendi (2010b, 238-239), highlights how Patriotic 

History omits and attempts to silence events which do not fit within ZANU-PF’s 

version of the state autobiography: 

 

“Patriotic History is silent on those historical events which are perceived as 

detrimental to its attempt to ‘unify’ Zimbabwe and glorify nationalism. […] 

Patriotic History is silent on the Gukurahundi and Mhanda narratives, guerrilla 

fighters’ arbitrary violence against alleged sell-outs in the liberation war period, the 

contribution of Ndabaningi Sithole to independence, and the importance of civil 

and political rights in the liberation struggle.“ 

    

As such, Patriotic History exemplifies what Bhabha talks about when he refers to the 

time-lags that are produced in the narration of the nation. As explained in chapter 2, 

Bhabha (1994) demonstrates how understanding time as not necessarily linear allows 

for the possibility of (re)negotiating the meaning of past events in the present. Patriotic 

History is an excellent example of such a negotiation, where the Zimbabwean 

government attempts to re-write and alter the meaning of the ‘past’ in ‘the present’. In 

omitting and threading together a narrative of the country’s past, the government is 

always going to face inconsistencies. The time-lag that occurs “between the event of the 

sign [ie. Gukurahundi] and its discursive eventuality [ie. The state autobiography]” 

allows for resistance (Bhabha, 1994, 263). David Huddart (2006, 61) eloquently 
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explains how this resistance comes to be, highlighting the ambivalence produced in the 

time-lag as the narrative is “not quite one with [itself], and receives uncertain 

confirmation of [itself] from ‘the future’.”  

Attempts by the Zimbabwean state to silence alternative narrations of, for 

example, Gukurahundi, has extended to the arts. As recently as 2018, the Zimbabwean 

government put pressure on filmmaker Zenzele Ndebele, intimidating him and bringing 

him in for police questioning, to avoid the airing of a documentary about the atrocities 

(Burke, 2018). Whilst I have not been made aware of any such attempts to silence 

comedians talking about Gukurahundi in particular, comedians have told me about how 

they have been harassed, intimidated and arrested as a result of their comedy, and the 

only Harare-based stand-up comedian to mention Gukurahundi explicitly in their 

interview with me did so only to tell me that this was one of the topics that the 

government did not want people to talk about. These risks associated with performing 

stand-up in Zimbabwe are discussed in further depth in chapter 4.  

The government’s silence regarding Gukurahundi is reflected in most of my 

interviews with Harare-based stand-up comedians. The following quote from my 

follow-up interview with Harare-based stand-up comedian Tinaye Chiketa in 2019, is 

an excellent example of this. Here he speaks about Gukurahundi without at any point in 

the interview mentioning it by name, simply referring to it as ‘a sensitive issue’ 

(emphasis added):  

 

 “That is a sensitive issue for them, for the Ndebele people. Yeah, yeah, I can, I 

have seen comedians joke about that yeah. […] I don’t see the funny, or I wouldn’t 

joke about that, for that reason. […] People get offended because they are like a 

minority, so especially if I go there and ah, I might not come back [laughs]. 

Sikhayniso [Harare-based comedian from Bulawayo] can come and do… It’s like 
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me coming to the UK and making fun of white people, they might laugh. But if a 

white person comes here: ‘ehhh slave trade, what, what, ahh.’ You know like that 

is the story it is all about, it’s similar.”  

(Interview with Chiketa, September 20, 2019).   

 

Whilst Chiketa attempts to side-step talking about Gukurahundi he does still speak 

about ‘tribal’ differences. The reference to Ndebele people as ‘them’ and ‘a minority’ is 

a striking example of this.  

 In Bulawayo, on the other hand, stand-up comedians would often talk about 

‘tribal’ differences, and language issues, when telling me about the demography of 

audiences. Gukurahundi was here referred to as a genocide and is an important part in 

how people understand the country’s past, present and future, just as Ndlovu-Gatsheni 

(2008, see also Lindgren, 2005) has emphasised in his research on Ndebele nationalism. 

These multiple co-existing autobiographies, and continuous attempts to narrate the 

country’s past, opens-up time-lags between the events, and in Bhabha’s (1994, 261) 

words, their ‘discursive eventuality’. Within these time-lags jokes told by stand-up 

comedians can disrupt the state autobiography. Next, I will look at how jokes by 

Bulawayo-based comedian Ntando Moyo, and Harare-based comedian Mukudzei 

Kandoro Majoni, known onstage as King Kandoro, interrupts state autobiographies as 

they repeat them with a difference, highlighting these types of ambivalences which 

exists in the construction of Zimbabwean-ness. 

 
Leaving Zimbabwe: the king who sold his country for a package of sugar 
 
In my interview with stand-up comedian Ntando Moyo he not only referred to 

Gukurahundi as a genocide, but he also describes how people in Bulawayo distanced 

themselves from Zimbabwe:  
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“There is this statement that people say when they are going to Harare from here, 

they saying: ’I’m now going to Zimbabwe’ […] call someone and they are in 

Harare and they are like: […] ‘I’m in Zimbabwe right now, I will call you when I 

get back”  

(Interview with Moyo, October, 24, 2019). 

 

In this statement, Moyo captures how people will co-opt the state narrative of a unified 

Zimbabwe and the foregrounding of Shona languages and practices, but then re-

negotiate the meaning by separating Bulawayo from Zimbabwe. In this part of the 

section, I am going to look at how such re-interpretation of past events occurs in 

Zimbabwean stand-up as comedians repeat state autobiographies with a difference. 

 In Moyo’s 2013 stand-up comedy performance at Bulawayo Theatre, he 

explores the complicated relationship between ZANU-PF narratives about a unified 

nation, and ‘tribal’ affiliations through his opening statement:   

 

“Do we have any Ndebele ladies in here? I know we’ve got Zimbabweans, I know 

we have many races, do we have any Ndebele sisters in here?”  

(Moyo, 2013)  

 

Moyo’s question about whether there are any Ndebele ladies in the audience highlights 

the ambivalence of narratives about a unified Zimbabwe. In this statement Moyo enacts 

two contradictory narratives as if they were conducive with one another. Ignoring the 

tension between the idea of a unified Zimbabwe (‘I know we’ve got Zimbabweans’) and 

a distinct (separate) Ndebele identity he curiously acts out and draws attention to the 

ambivalence of the state narrative. Reading Moyo’s opening statement through 
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Bhabhaian mimicry thus illustrates how he highlights the ambivalence of ZANU-PF 

narratives of the homogeneous nation, by recognising the existence of a unified Shona 

Zimbabwe, apart from the Ndebele state/kingdom. This is not a rejection of state 

autobiographies, but rather a play upon different ways in which society is ordered. 

‘Acting out’ state autobiographies through ‘repetition with a difference’, Moyo 

interrupts claims to originality and universality by highlighting the contradiction 

between Zimbabwean state autobiographies, and Ndebele independence - all the while 

reinforcing the basic trope of the state version of Zimbabwean-ness; that the country is 

unified.  

 Similarly, to Moyo, Mukudzei Kandoro Majoni, known as King Kandoro, 

interrupts state constructions of Zimbabwean-ness by repeating them with a difference. 

Majoni, who is a Harare-based stand-up comedian, performs the following joke 

addressing, like Sena at the beginning of this section, a story told by Shona people about 

the second Ndebele King, Khumalo Lobengula, in 2019. The transcription of the 

segment below is based on a WhatsApp voice note that Majoni sent to me 22 January 

2020 and is a recording of a set that I have watched him perform live during my 

fieldwork in 2019 (unfortunately I do not have the date of the original performance):  

 

“ZANU-PF has one of the most powerful things ever, the quality of propaganda 

that ZANU-PF [chef’s kiss]. The quality is just too much! The quality… These 

days it’s a little bit shaky cause there is new guys. Jonathan Moyo [former Minister 

of Information] days – eeehh! Jonathan Moyo days, that was brilliant! We could 

export him to the Olympics, that’s how good the propaganda was.  

 Cause I grew up… one of the things we grew up hearing, and the thing that 

divided us most, cause we are a divided nation; the Shonas, the Ndebele, the colour- 

we can never come together because there is propaganda amongst us. 
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 One of the things that I grew up hearing as a Shona kid was, there was a guy 

called Lobengula who sold this country for a packet of sugar. I’m pretty sure you 

guys heard it too [audience mm in agreement]. But as I grew up, I started realising, 

this story it doesn’t make sense, it doesn’t make sense. Because I was sitting alone 

at home and thinking kuti [Shona filler word] – ‘nooo, noo.’   

Because even if Lobengula had done that, even if Lobengula had sold the whole 

country for a packet of sugar – how is that a bad thing? Can you imagine being the 

only guy with sugar? No, no, no, can you imagine? Can you imagine, the amount of 

power that you are the only guy drinking maheu [local brew made of maize] with 

sugar. I can’t imagine having that level of responsibility. I would be making 

peoples’ wives test - like -‘hey come here, come here…’ No just to make her 

understand, just to make you understand, that’s like being the only person with 

electricity right now, that’s the level of responsibility. How is that a bad thing?”  

 (Majoni, WhatsApp voice-note, October 22, 2020).  

 

In this joke Majoni interrogates a story told in Shona families about King Lobengula, to 

ultimately, in the punchline, question the implication of the tale; that the king was so 

‘stupid’ that he sold the country for a packet of sugar. He does this by re-contextualising 

stories told about Lobgengula in his joke.  

Lobengula is a key figure in state narrations of the country’s past as his fate has 

been tied by historians in different ways to the beginning of colonisation and by some to 

the end of the Ndebele kingdom (Lindgren, 2002). Molly Patterson and Kristen Renwick 

Monroe (1998, 322) remind us that a country’s history, which is often passed down 

through the education system is meaningful to how collective identities are constituted; 

“who we are, where we came from, and how we fit together […] play a significant role 

in the broader popular culture.” The way in which Khumalo Lobengula is narrated in 
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relation to history is significant to how Zimbabwean-ness is constructed through popular 

culture, and plays the backdrop to Majoni’s joke, as he explains to me in a WhatsApp 

voice-note: 

 

“[T]he Lobengula joke it relies mainly on Zimbabwean history which tells us that 

the people that colonised Zimbabwe entered primarily from Matabeleland. And in 

Matabeleland there was a king, called King Lobengula. So, John Smith, Moffat, 

Charles Rudd, some of them they created a friendship first and then they 

manipulated those friendships into convincing Lobengula into signing concessions 

and treaties that would allow these guys to come in and mine and not allow anyone 

else to mine.”  

(Majoni, Whatsapp voice-note, January 22, 2020) 

 

King Lobengula is here narrated as having been tricked into allowing the colonisation of 

Zimbabwe. This reduces the important leader of the Ndebele kingdom to someone who 

was easily manipulated, and the reason Zimbabwe could, eventually, be colonised. This 

feeds into state autobiographies that emphasise the significance of ZANU-PF and the 

Shona people to Zimbabwe’s independence. In his 2019 set, Majoni interrupts these 

constructions.  

Recalling my discussion of how performativity can resist through Judith Butler’s 

understanding of fantasy as that which “reality forecloses” in chapter 2, I want to 

suggest that Majoni imagines the world through social ordering, not apart from it. 

Indeed, Majoni draws on norms, narratives, discourses, and realities in Zimbabwean 

society to contextualise the Shona story in a different way without altering the basic 

plot. He does this by re-telling the Shona story that claims that Lobengula sold his 

country for a packet of sugar, whilst contextualising it in 2019 Zimbabwe. In 2019, the 
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Zimbabwean government had recently changed the country from being a dollarized 

economy to using its own currency (Muronzi, 2019a). In August 2019 the IMF was 

already estimating that the Zimbabwean dollar had an annual inflation of 300%, and 

rising (Muronzi, 2019b). Prices increased frequently, and in late October 2019 – during 

my fieldwork – I observed prices in stores changing on a weekly basis, and exchange 

rates fluctuating daily. There was a lack of electricity in the country, and significant, 

frequent, and unpredictable load-shedding meant that most households were 

disconnected from electricity a majority of the day (see also Banya, 2019). This was a 

situation which led stores to having to alter their opening hours, as a lack of fuel 

prohibited them from using generators, and solar power is expensive to come by and 

install (Dzirutwe, 2019). The country’s economic and political situation, together with a 

drought has also led to a lack of food (Munhende, 2020, see also Moyo and Gladstone, 

2019).  

Majoni’s repositioning of Lobengula in modern times allows for a moment of 

witnessing similar to that which Bhabha (2011) explores in his explanation of the third 

space which I discuss in chapter 2 as a ‘revaluing’ of the foundation for difference, and 

a way in which the subject acts. Through his joke, Majoni, ‘meets’ and ‘witnesses’ his 

childhood story and the actions taken by King Lobengula with a similar curiosity to that 

with which Bhabha describes how Marlow met the ‘native’ in Joseph Conrad’s book 

The Heart of Darkness (1899). When Majoni finally, in the punchline, asks himself, as 

much as the audience, why Lobengula’s actions are “a bad thing?” he opens up a third 

space of interrogation; a new interpretation of Lobengula signing over mining rights to 

the British South Africa Company. This comedic punchline mimics state 

autobiographies and introduces new perspectives that contain traces of other narratives, 

but nevertheless are different to them. In these narratives of Zimbabwe, the continued 
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(present, past and future) existence of ‘tribes’ appears to be taken for granted. Indeed, 

what is questioned is not the existence of Shona and Ndebele people, what is questioned 

is how to understand Zimbabwean history, and identity in relation to this. Specifically, 

what is interrogated is ZANU-PF’s attempts to write the country as one of unity, 

pushing the importance of Shona language, people and practice. Furthering this 

discussion, the next section will look at how Wencelacy Katuka, known as Kadem the 

Comic, finds himself, in a Butlerian way, performing gender anxieties that interrupts 

patriarchal constructions of the Zimbabwean nation whilst reinforcing heteronormative 

state autobiographies.  

 

Bluetooth sex, black magic, and homosexual experiences  
 

“We ask was he [Barack Obama] born out of homosexuality? We need continuity in 

our race, and that comes from the woman, and no to homosexuality. John and John, 

no; Maria and Maria, no. They are worse than dogs and pigs. I keep pigs and the 

male pig knows the female one”  

(Mugabe, Al Jazeera, 2019a).  

 

This statement by Robert Mugabe from an interview on ZBC radio in 2015 emphasises 

the importance of heterosexuality for the nation. Homosexuality is perceived as a ‘white 

man’s disease’ brought to the country through colonisation (Epperecht, 1998). 

Dismissed as ‘un-natural’, homosexuality is tied to gendered narratives about women as 

mothers and carers, and sex as key for reproduction (Youde, 2017). This construction of 

gender feeds into patriarchal power-relations in the country where women are 

understood to be subordinate to their male counterparts. I will argue that stand-up 

comedian Wencelacy Katuka, known as Kadem the Comic, disrupts patriarchal power 

relations in the country by re-iterating and re-instituting homophobic narratives about 
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the nation as “not gay” and in doing so highlighting his anxieties about women’s 

position in social ordering. 

There are topics in Zimbabwean society that are peculiarly both written and 

erased from the state autobiography. Examples of these are sex and sexuality which are 

simultaneously both talked about and silenced in public discussions (see chapter 5). It is 

in this air of silence on sex and sexuality that an acceptance has developed for publicly 

condemning homosexuality – something that has been described by Mugabe as ‘un-

Zimbabwean’ (Aarmo, 1999, Al Jazeera. 2019). Mnangagwa, has not made such strong 

condemnations of homosexuality, however, he has told international press that it is his 

job to uphold the Zimbabwean constitution which holds that same-sex sexual acts are 

illegal, and that it is up to others to advocate for change if they wish to do so (Quest and 

McKenzie, 2018). 

Through the public homophobic discussions of Zimbabwe as a nation that is ‘not 

gay’, narratives of heterosexuality, and men and women’s role in society are also being 

constructed (see Philips, 2000). Godwin Makaudze (2015, 140-141) ties women’s 

sexuality to larger societal structures and customs, stating that women are viewed as the 

“weaker sex”, understood as belonging “to the man who commands her that she must 

respect him and satisfy his sexual needs each time he desires because he paid bride 

wealth [lobola].” Molly Manyonganise (2017, 154), who discusses sex and sexuality in 

relation to HIV/Aids prevention in the country emphasises that the “[d]ominant ideology 

of femininity in Zimbabwean society casts women in subordinate positions with 

virginity, chastity, motherhood, moral superiority and obedience as key virtues of the 

ideal women.” 

It is from within this context that stand-up comedian Wencelacy Katuka, known 

as Kadem the Comic, in 2018, made a joke about what would happen if homosexuals 
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where given access to black magic. The following transcription is made from a 

WhatsApp voice note sent to me by Katuka on 15 January 2020, I have also watched 

performances of this joke live:  

 

“So, I learnt at a boys high, Marist Brothers, and you know there was nothing much 

really to do to the extent that we ended-up playing sports, like spin the bottle, yeah 

like Tinashe kissed Tendi for two minutes [laughs]. You guys, you know, you guys 

know that I am joking right? Yeah, it was just 20 seconds. But you know what hey, 

hey come on I, I, I, I, I don’t judge gay people you know, I don’t judge gay people, 

but the thing is you know, I respect Bluetooth, I respect WIFI, including mubobobo 

[black magic wherein a man has sex with a woman without having any physical 

contact, also referred to as Bluetooth sex due to the lack of physical contact], yah if 

you don’t know what mubobobo is, it is an African hotspot.  

But you know, in as much as I don’t hate gay people, I just pray that they will 

never get hold of mubobobo. Because if they do hey, my brother we are dead! Like 

dead, dead like hey! 

Because imagine you are in a kombi [local commuter bus] you are going home 

and you are seated, you tired seated next to this guy hmm, then all of a sudden: 

‘mudhara, yamuri kuita ndeipi [man, what the hell are you doing!?]’, and some 

crazy situation [jumps off seat].  

And so, you know that I don’t hate gay people don’t get me wrong. I actually 

wish that my son was gay, yeah, yeah, don’t judge me! I wish my son was gay, yes 

in case [someone] ever don’t want to return back my money I will just send him to 

them: ‘hey son, you know’.” 

(Katuka, WhatsApp voice-note, January 15, 2020).    
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Reading this segment from Katuka’s stand-up comedy routine, through Bhabhaian 

mimicry it becomes evident that he is ‘acting out’ norms pertaining to sex and sexuality 

normally ascribed to women in a way that is almost the same, but not quite (Bhabha, 

1994). In this joke, Katuka engages with homosexuality and homosexual experiences 

through mubobobo, a form of black magic where men “obtain magical muti [traditional 

medicine]” from traditional healers “which enables them to have sexual intercourse with 

a woman without any physical contact” (van Schalkwyk, 2018, 87). Mubobobo is 

gendered, in that the victim is generally a woman, the perpetrator most often a man 

facilitated by a traditional healer (often a woman) who provides the magical muti or juju 

needed. Samantha van Schalkwyk (2018) has investigated stories about mubobobo told 

by Zimbabwean women who live in South Africa. Her investigation focuses particularly 

on Shona women that she engaged with through focus groups (2018, 86-87). She argues 

that considering that female sexuality is not a topic widely discussed in Zimbabwe 

mubobobo is a way through which women can “express aspects of [their] sexual 

subjectivity” (van Schalkwyk, 2018, 94). It can usefully be thought of as “a narrative 

strategy through which [women] break the moulds of patriarchal power” (van 

Schalkwyk, 2018, 108). Katuka, in his joke, uses mubobobo in a similar way to these 

women, speaking about sexual experiences that in other circumstances would be taboo.  

 The setting that Katuka chooses for his story, a kombi, is a space within which it 

is well-known that women in Zimbabwe are subject to sexual harassment and violence. 

When the Zimbabwean state brought back the state-owned buses in 2019, at lower prices 

than the private kombis, they quickly became overcrowded (Phiri, 2019). A 

Zimbabwean hairdresser told the Thompson Reuter Foundation that "[t]he buses are 

crowded, as would be expected, but there are creeps who ride the buses to fondle women 

[…] you just feel a hand feeling you up and then disappearing” (Phiri, 2019) Another 
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Zimbabwean woman, Maureen Sigauke writes in January 2019 on CityLab, an online 

news page with the goal of “creating cities for the future”, about her journey into town 

to buy groceries. She states that “[t]oday, […] I am mostly worried about the harassing 

kombi conductors (mawindi) constantly yelling for passengers and at many of the 

women walking by.” According to Zimbabwean newspaper DailyNews (2018), the 

national police spokesperson, Charity Charamba spoke at an event organised by Plan 

International in late 2018, stating that: 

 

“The police are aware of random thefts, touting, uncouth conduct by commuter 

omnibus [kombi] drivers that pose danger to the general public and affect women 

and children in particular, and we are conducting operations to curb such unruly 

behaviour.” 

 

In 2019, Auxilla Sibanda, an assistant inspector with the Zimbabwe Republic Police 

confirmed that rapes and sexual harassment on buses are increasing (Phiri, 2019). In 

other words, kombis are a known space in Zimbabwean society where women 

experience sexual harassment. Katuka’s exploration of what would happen if 

homosexuals had access to mubobobo puts on display the reality faced by many women 

in Zimbabwean society. 

 Imagining what it would be like if homosexuals had access to mubobobo, 

Katuka’s joke parodies claims of fixity in gender norms in the Zimbabwean state 

autobiography. Katuka imitates Zimbabwean society in a way that is “almost the same, 

but not quite” (1994, 122). He reinforces and displays anxieties of homosexuals in 

Zimbabwe, and reproduces scenarios faced by women. However, he recontextualises 

these narratives; allowing the possibility that the man is the victim of mubobobo; 

pondering what it would mean to occupy a space where an ‘invisible’ perpetrator might 
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attack you, Katuka “reworks the norm, and makes us see how realities to which we 

thought we were confined are not written in stone” (Butler, 2004, 29). This parodic 

recontextualization, an imitation of what is, in an unexpected way, ends up questioning 

“what is real and what must be” (Butler, 2004, 29).  

As such, Katuka’s joke appears to arbitrarily highlight fears of having to live in 

the world that women inhabit in Zimbabwe, where they do not necessarily feel safe in 

public. The tension, and ambivalence, between male acceptance of this reality for 

women, but fear of it being their own is what is articulated, enacted and highlighted 

through this segment of Katuka’s stand-up comedy set. This ambivalence in the 

narrative construction of women’s role in Zimbabwean society, as opposed to men’s, is 

highlighted by a female stand-up comedian to me in an interview in 2018:  

 

 “They [she is speaking particularly about black men] will pretend like they don’t 

understand consent and then once you introduce a homosexual man into it, they are 

like: ‘oh, no, no, no.’ Suddenly it is important that I never led you on, suddenly they 

understand the fact that it is not about what you wear, suddenly [they] understand 

the fact that you need to ask for consent, but when it is about us, they are like: ‘well 

oh you know these things are just natural’, and I’m like ‘well it’s still natural if you 

are gay’.”  

 

This disruption of gender roles, through the acknowledgment of anxieties about 

women’s position in social ordering in the country is significant to state autobiographies 

in Zimbabwe. Women’s place in the Zimbabwean social ordering is contested. Deborah 

S. Ballard-Reisch, Paaige K. Turner and Marcia Sarratea (2001, 70) remind us that 

“[t]he struggle for independence as constructed by President Mugabe over twenty years 

ago embodied claims that 1) liberation for Zimbabwe meant reclaiming traditional 
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African values and 2) liberation was co-determinate with the emancipation of women.” 

Sita Rachod-Nilsson (2006) argues that calls for women’s emancipation that became 

part of ZANU’s party programme towards the end of the independence struggle 

probably stems from dealing with sexual abuse in the liberation group’s camps, where 

women were involved in the fight for independence, amongst other things, as 

combatants. She also points out that calls for women’s liberation where not without 

ambiguities, and differing experiences across liberation groups and camps meant that 

there was not clear agenda once independence had been reached in 1979. Women’s 

position in Zimbabwean society has thus been both contested and imagined in different 

ways.  

Whilst Katuka’s joke is deeply homophobic, and both indulges in, and 

reinforces anti-gay sentiments in the country, it simultaneously, in the way that it 

marries different narratives, enacts the ambivalence inherent in the stories the 

Zimbabwean government tells about women. This is done through a parodic 

recontextualization of different narratives, where Katuka acts out his anxieties of 

women’s role in Zimbabwean society. This demonstrates, how even when Zimbabwean 

stand-up comedy is deeply reinforcing, the uncertainty of narratives allows jokes to, in 

Alan Sinfield’s (2000, 105) words, “[play] back the dominant manner in a way that 

discloses the precariousness of its authority.” Enacting his anxieties about women’s 

place in society, Katuka is able to unsettle the state autobiography, by questioning the 

fixity of gender norms in society.  

  

Messing with matters of state 
 
Zimbabwe is actively in the process of constructing its state autobiography. Julia 

Gallagher (2017, 153) reminds us that “[b]ecause [many African states are] new, 
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because collective selfhoods are uncertain and in flux, with tensions and anxieties much 

closer to the surface, an African state might be particularly active in its search for a 

sense of self and other.” This can be seen in Zimbabwe, where the ZANU-PF 

government has actively engaged in the construction of national identity through what 

has been termed Patriotic History, including propaganda campaigns, such as those seen 

in the early 2000s when the Minister of Information, Jonathan Moyo composed jingles, 

and drew on pre-existing historical narrations to justify the land reform program. This, 

sometimes more visible, search for self-identity does not make Zimbabwe “exceptional 

in how or why it does this […] [but] instructive for an exploration of state subjectivity 

more generally” (Gallagher, 2017, 153).  

In the process of putting together a funny joke, comedians play with the 

narratives that constitute society, managing to draw attention to their ambivalence. 

Homi K. Bhabha reminds us that all modern nations are constructed in an ambivalent 

manner, their claims to consistent histories and ever-present existence are contrasted by 

the evolving nature of society. In Zimbabwe such narratives can be found in relation to 

‘tribalism’ and sexuality, the former a construction that is so ingrained that most people 

take it for granted, and the latter a complicated narrative landscape where silence meets 

public discussions and taboos. Applying the theoretical approach outlined in chapter 2, I 

have shown that jokes told by stand-up comedians, whilst sometimes iterating societal 

narratives, are able to subvert the state autobiography. Enacting the ambivalence of state 

narratives, in different ways, these jokes interrupt official constructions of 

Zimbabwean-ness, not by opposing it, but rather through a repetition that draws upon 

the ambiguities of social ordering, embracing the messiness of stand-up comedy. 

Exploring this further, the next chapter will turn from state autobiographies towards 

both state and societal constructions of the national subject. Recognising the limitations 
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put on peoples’ freedom of expression it will illustrate how stand-up comedy can 

interrupt constructions of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean subject through articulations of 

the everyday.  
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Chapter 4 Interrupting the everyday: the state, citizens and 
constructing a national subject  
 
The exploration in this thesis of how Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes 

politically continues in this chapter by looking at how the genre interrupts both state and 

societal constructions of the ‘authentic’ national subject. Julia Gallagher (2017, 100-

101) who has investigated international relations through peoples’ imagination of the 

state in the country explains that: “Zimbabwe’s population is diverse, comprising groups 

whose members speak several languages and see themselves as ethnically different, 

some expressing close affinity to people on the far side of the country’s border with 

whom they share cultural linguistic and historical ties.” Speaking to these diverse 

belongings in the country, Gallagher (2017, 101) points out that Zimbabweans have 

experienced “tough economic conditions and political divisions [and that] sometimes it 

is difficult to know how to be Zimbabwean in such conditions.” In this context, the 

governing party, ZANU-PF, has played an active role in attempting to construct an 

‘authentic’ national subject. Since the country’s inception in the 1980s the party has 

made moves towards a Zimbabwe that is a one-party state and party nation; equating 

party-support and national belonging (Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Willems 2009, Siziba and 

Ncube, 2015, Dorman, 2016). Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2009) describes how 

President Robert Mugabe exacerbated divisions in the country through his rhetoric 

where he implemented a Manichean distinction between those who belonged, supporters 

of ZANU-PF, and those who did not, opposition supporters and co-conspirators with 

‘Western’ imperialist nations. This rhetoric, according to Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2009, 1140) 

“enabled a politics of exclusion of a large number of people from the nation and the 

authorisation of violence against those who were written out of the nation.” My 

discussion of Gukurahundi in chapter 3 captures a situation where the state attempted to 
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use this type of rhetoric to authorise violence. In this chapter I will explore both state 

and societal narratives addressing what it means to be Zimbabwean. I will focus on how 

the national subject is articulated thematically in narratives that construct Zimbabwe 

both in terms of a one-party nation, and by structuring society patriarchally. Discussing 

these themes through interview material and excerpts from stand-up comedy shows I 

will argue that by turning the genre into an autobiographical performance form, 

comedians are able to interrupt social ordering, enacting the ambivalence of monolithic 

narratives of the national subject. 

 It is significant that stand-up comedy in Zimbabwe has become a space of self-

expression and autobiography. Although the Zimbabwean constitution guarantees 

peoples’ freedom of expression, and freedom of artistic expression, in practice 

censorship, and self-censorship is widespread (see Ncube and Siziba, 2017). Many of 

the stand-up comedians that I talked to told me how they had been harassed, intimidated 

and arrested for making fun of the ‘wrong’ political party, policy or person. To 

legitimise such intervention the Zimbabwean state relies on a set of laws that infringes 

upon peoples’ freedom of expression (see also Thram, 2006a, Dorman, 2016, Siziba and 

Ncube, 2017). These include the Censorship and Entertainment Control Act (1967), the 

Law and Order Maintenance Act (1998), and the Public Order and Security Act (2002) – 

which together regulate peoples’ artistic expression, right to assemble, and increase 

police powers. To add to this, in 2002, the Zimbabwean government made it illegal to 

undermine the authority of, or insult, the president.18 These laws are all regulated by the 

feared Central Intelligence Organisation (CIO) whose confidential informants roam the 

street, meaning you do not know who to trust – people have been arrested for what they 

have said in commuter buses and in family WhatsApp group chats (Willems, 2010). 

 
18 See footnote 2 
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Within this context, where freedom of expression is severely limited, and peoples’ 

speech acts are under constant surveillance, the fact that stand-up comedy appears to 

embolden people to speak out in front of a crowd is unusual and significant.  

Drawing on the theoretical approach outlined in chapter 2, specifically 

Bhabhaian mimicry and Butlerian performativity, I am going to interrogate the 

construction of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean in relation to narratives that produce the 

country as a one-party nation and a patriarchal society. Drawing particularly on 

interview material, and looking at segments from stand-up comedy shows, I will 

demonstrate how by performing themselves onstage, stand-up comedians highlight 

narrative contradictions and enact the ambivalence of state and societal construction of 

national belonging. To make this argument, I will begin by highlighting the risks of 

being a comedian in Zimbabwe where people have been harassed, arrested and abducted 

as a result of their comedy (see Mahomed, 2018, Burke 2019a, Moyo, 2019). I will show 

that aware of these risks, Zimbabwean stand-up comedians feel emboldened to speak out 

onstage, and that this has allowed the genre to transform into an autobiographical 

performance form. I will then turn to the state’s construction of an ‘authentic’ 

Zimbabwean, illustrating how the national subject is viewed in binary terms (Ndlovu-

Gatsheni, 2009, Willems, 2013). Looking at stand-up comedy sequences from 

Wencelacy Katuka, known as Kadem the Comic, and Munyaradzi Guramatunhu, known 

as Munya, I will demonstrate how being themselves onstage they add nuance and 

complexity to the states’ Manichean narratives. Finally, in the third section, I turn to the 

construction of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean in regard to gender. Exploring the 

patriarchal nature of Zimbabwean society, I argue that stand-up comedy is able to 

interrupt such productions by ‘acting out’ contradictory narratives of femininity and 

artistry. I demonstrate how female stand-up comedians in Zimbabwe ‘act out’ both the 
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‘rebellious’ artist and the (submissive) decent woman (Chitauro et al, 1994, Chitando 

and Mateveke, 2012, Manyonganaise, 2017, van Schalkwyk, 2018), in a way that is 

almost the same, but not quite (Bhabha, 1994). Emboldened to be themselves onstage 

stand-up comedians intervene politically by repeating both state and societal notions of 

the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean with a difference - highlighting other ways of being in the 

nation. 

 
Looking for kryptonite  
 
Despite severe limits to freedom of expression and a difficult economic situation 

comedy in Zimbabwe continues to grow. As expressed by Zimbabwean artist Samm 

Farai Monro, also known as Comrade Fatso, comedy in the country is “quite unique 

even […] in the arts industry in Zimbabwe, in terms of managing to speak truth to power 

[in] a very tight controlled political context and also managing to still thrive in a 

completely dis-functioning economy” (interview with author, October 19, 2018). 

Moreover, stand-up has grown in Zimbabwe. Whereas Edgar Langeveldt (2000) claims 

to have been the only stand-up comedian in the early 2000s, in 2018 there were over 20 

stand-up comedians in Harare and regular monthly comedy shows; and a year later 

Simuka Comedy had registered as a company in the country managing a growing 

number of comedians. At the same time, in Bulawayo when I visited in 2019 there was 

already two stand-up comedy clubs operating in the city. Looking at how the genre has 

evolved in Zimbabwe I will, in this section, show how stand-up has developed into an 

autobiographical performance form, demonstrating that despite an awareness of the 

risks, comedians feel emboldened to be themselves onstage.  

 To be a stand-up comedian in Zimbabwe is not without consequence. Several of 

the stand-up comedians that I talked to had been intimidated, harassed and arrested as a 

result of their comedy (see also Monro, 2015, Burke, 2018, Mahomed, 2018 Burke, 
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2019, Moyo 2019). In the first nine months of Emmerson Mnangagwa’s presidency at 

least four comedians were arrested (Moyo, 2019). In February 2019, comedians 

Samantha Kureya, known as Gonyeti, and Sharon Chideu, known as Magi were brought 

into Harare Central Police station and charged a fine for criminal nuisance in relation to 

a 2016 comedy skit that they had posted online (Sharon Chideu, stand-up comedian, 

interview with author, October 28, 2019 – see also BBC, 2019, AllAfrica, 2019). In the 

satirical skit Kureya is wearing a costume that the police argued resembled one of their 

uniforms and acts out a scene where she is beating people by the road, whilst Chideu 

speaks to the camera about how ‘Western imperialists’ have created false videos of 

police violence (Allafrica, 2019). In August 2019, another incident occurred when 

Kureya was abducted from her home at gunpoint. She was beaten, stripped naked, 

forced to drink sewage and left at the side of the road (Burke, 2019). Talking to a source 

close to her a couple of months after the abduction I was told that Kureya had also been 

ordered to perform military exercises the way that ‘they’, the abductors, would usually 

do - something that had led people close to her to assume the abductors were either 

police or military personnel. These types of incidents are not new. Indeed, they were 

common during the Mugabe-era (see also, Monro, 2015). Although a brief reprieve 

following his removal in November 2017 had people hoping that this was the start of a 

freer society, this has not been the case (Mahomed, 2018).   

Despite the risks involved with being a stand-up in Zimbabwe several of the 

comedians that I interviewed reported feeling emboldened onstage - as if in those 

moments they were untouchable. Chideu, prior to her February 2019 arrest, and the 

August 2019 abduction of her co-star, described the sensation of stepping onto stage, in 

an interview with me, like “wearing a superman costume and the only thing that can get 

you is kryptonite, and by now you are like: ‘ah, there is no kryptonite here’” (Sharon 
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Chideu, stand-up comedian, interview with author, October 10, 2018). Continuing to 

describe this sensation she highlights how onstage she will joke about matters that she 

would not address in her day-to-day life:  

 

“You can talk about your sex-life onstage, like straight-up, your mum could be sitting 

in the audience but you’re like: ‘I’m onstage, I’m working’ - that’s that [laughs]. 

And also, I‘m like: ‘You don’t really know if I’m telling the truth or if I’m lying.’ 

You’d be like: ‘ah its stand-up comedy’. But yeah, there is an element of truth in 

there. Politics as well, you, you can joke about politics. [W]hen you’re not on stage 

you […] start talking in hushed tones, […] you’re worried about who’s listening. 

But onstage you’re shouting it out […] so yeah, that’s what happens. It’s different, 

stage and off-stage. You get this bravado from nowhere, once you’re off its gone.” 

(Sharon Chideu, stand-up comedian, interview with author, October 10, 2018) 

 

Following the incidents in 2019, Chideu’s tone had altered slightly. Re-interviewing her 

at the end of October that year, she explained that comedy was how she made money 

and supported her family - and that stopping was not an option as it would render her 

unemployed. Further she highlighted the importance of not “letting them [the 

government] win” and argued that these situations provided good source material for her 

comedy. Her perseverance, and boldness is evident watching her perform - in a set in 

October 2019, only a couple of months after Kureya’s abduction she is onstage making 

fun of the incident and her own fears as they relate to it. 

 The emboldened feeling described by Chideu and other comedians can be traced 

back to them having some level of control. A quote from my interview with stand-up 

comedian Brian Mafuso on October 13, 2018 captures this in relation to the risk of arrest 
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experienced by Zimbabwean stand-up comedians. He argues that as a comedian he has 

the opportunity to manage the risks by choosing how he addresses an issue:  

 

“I mean there, there are moments, even especially politically wise, there are things 

that you can say: ‘ah nah this one is messing up no.’ But on stage you can have a 

kind way of saying it, you wouldn’t necessarily like put it blank because 

sometimes, you know, you get concerned about like - ‘oh today I think I really want 

to sleep in my bed, I don’t want to get arrested and everything’.” 

 

The type of indirection that Mafuso speaks about here is common in Zimbabwean stand-

up. I was told by several comedians that this was a way in which they could mitigate the 

risks of performing. As Sara Rich Dorman (2017, 3) has explained: “Paradoxically the 

regime’s seemingly fetishistic adherence to legal mechanisms also provided a space for 

contestation, which in later years would prove to be remarkably effective.” In other 

words, being able to say that your joke was not about Robert Mugabe, or Emmerson 

Mnangagwa but your uncle or old relative could get you out of trouble, as could 

imitating them without using their name, as this allowed the comedian to claim 

innocence in relation to the law.  

Apart from having a level of control, being onstage also involves a rush. As one 

stand-up comedian explained to me after a show, and I paraphrase, he felt invincible, 

like nothing could touch him and he wanted to get back onstage immediately. This 

feeling is further explained by Philip Auslander (1993, 317) who reminds us that 

comedy is “inextricably linked to social power and dominance.” This holds true for 

stand-up, even those that describe the genre as a dialogue with the audience will agree 

that the comedian has more control of their set than the audience (Quirk, 2010). The 

comedian picks the topics discussed, decides on the premises and perspectives that will 
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be considered and in other ways ‘manipulate’ the situation, for example, simplifying 

certain issues (Quirk, 2010). The comedian’s power is further enhanced by the use of a 

microphone. As, mentioned in chapter 1, Ian Brodie (2016) has highlighted how the 

comedian’s voice, through the microphone, overpowers that of the audience. Stand-up 

comedy thus affords the comedian a certain type of power, even if ever so briefly.19  

This feeling of empowerment has had important consequences for stand-up 

comedy as a genre in Zimbabwe. It has allowed it to develop into an autobiographical 

performance where it is almost expected that you speak about yourself. Several of the 

stand-up comedians that I interviewed in Zimbabwe made the point that stand-up 

comedy was a space for self-expression - to tell humorous stories from the comedian’s 

life. This way of approaching stand-up comedy was also taught to students at Simuka 

Comedy Academy (a free Friday school where youths are taught stand-up comedy). 

Attending classes during my fieldwork in 2019 I was taught that a stand-up comedian 

makes fun of their own experiences. As homework we were told to observe Mawindi 

(conductors of local commuter buses – kombis) or street vendors and write a joke based 

on our own experiences. When one of the students asked if he could joke about being 

married, the immediate response was only if he was himself married. Drawing on your 

own experiences is seen as a way to both make your comedy unique and more relatable. 

Stand-up comedian Ian Phiri explained this to me in an interview in 2018, telling me 

how more experienced comedians had mentored him after one of his first shows:  

 

“[They told me:] ‘okay what you are doing is nice, you are creative, and you are a 

bit intellectual, but what we want you to do is stop being American, be Ian Phiri.’ 

That’s when [I] started having a different perception towards stand-up comedy[,] I 

 
19 I will explore further how stand-up facilitates discussions of topics that are silenced normally in chapter 
5, discussing some of the tools that allows the comedian to approach sensitive topics.  
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started being analytical about what they were saying, [and] I learnt stand-up 

comedy is self-expression[;] everything else has been done except your life. And 

then I started, eh, bringing my […] own life experiences into my stand-up comedy 

and, uhm, my own observations like my political view, everything like, I was, I 

didn’t have any fear.” 

(Interview with author, October 20, 2018).  

 

The move towards stand-up comedy as a site of self-expression is facilitated by the 

genre’s tendency to operate as if the stories told onstage are autobiographical. 

Attempting to define the genre, Oliver Double (2014, 19-20) has highlighted how stand-

up involves putting a comedian on “display in front of an audience, whether that person 

is an exaggerated comic character, or a version of the performers own self.” Talking 

about her own experiences as a stand-up, academic Joanne R. Gilbert (1997) underlines 

Double’s argument. Gilbert explains how during her time as a stand-up comedian in 

New York in the 1980s club owners would tell her that she had too happy a childhood to 

be a stand-up comedian. This, according to Gilbert (1997, 317) was another way of 

saying that she “was not performing enough autobiography.” What both these scholars 

do, that many stand-up comedians that I interviewed in Zimbabwe did not, was to talk 

about the comic persona as a version of themselves, or as a comic persona apart from 

the self that is performed as if it is your identity. Indeed, in Zimbabwe, most of the 

comedians I interviewed argued that they aimed to be truly themselves onstage.  

The reason that stand-up comedians in Zimbabwe gave me for being themselves 

onstage was that it facilitated a comedy performance where the material is original, 

relevant and funny. To explain this, in my 2018 interview with Chideu she referred to 

the cholera outbreak that had been in Harare that year, telling me how many comedians 

were making the same joke - “have you heard about the recent cholera outbreak, it’s a 
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shitty situation.” However funny this may be the first time, Chideu points out that after a 

while it will get repetitive. A comedian that talks about their own experiences of the 

cholera outbreak will avoid this, as no one else will have exactly the same take on it. 

Adding on to this, Sikhanyiao Mlambo (interview with author, October 17, 2018), 

known as Cknayniso Dat Guy, a stand-up comedian and teacher at the Simuka Comedy 

Academy, told me that a good way to ensure that local audiences would not compare 

you to international talent was to draw on your own experiences - setting yourself apart. 

Further to this, to experienced stand-up comedian Victor Mpofu, known was Doc 

Vikela, this was a question of professionalism, and making sure that you do not steal 

other peoples’ jokes. Again, your own experiences, it was argued, will always be unique 

(interview with author, October 12, 2018). Mentoring one another, Zimbabwean stand-

up comedians have thus developed the genre into an autobiographical performance form, 

and one of the few spaces in the nation where people feel emboldened to be themselves 

and express their opinions in front of a crowd. In the next section I will look at how 

performing themselves like this, stand-up comedians disrupt state notions of what it 

means to be Zimbabwean. To do this I will particularly explore the construction of an 

‘authentic’ Zimbabwean in relation to the conflation of party, state and nation.  

 

My party, my nation  
 
The Zimbabwean government articulates a narrow, yet complicated, view of what it 

means to be a national in the country (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009, Willems, 2013). In the 

early 1980s ZANU was making moves towards transforming the multi-party nation into 

a one-party state (Dorman, 2016). Although they did not manage to legally implement 

this policy (see Dorman, 2016), as noted by Guguletu Siziba and Gibson Ncube (2015, 

523) “Zimbabwe has since the 1980s been a one-party state simulating multiparty 
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structures and rituals.” The implications of this are also visible in how ZANU and later 

ZANU-PF (following the Unity Accord 1987) produces Zimbabwean-ness and the 

Zimbabwean subject. Here, the narrow view of party and state as one and the same 

extends to the nation - meaning that to be a patriotic citizen is also to be a supporter of 

ZANU/ZANU-PF (Willems, 2013). All of this is perhaps most evident looking at the 

early 2000s, when ZANU-PF was facing opposition from the Movement for Democratic 

Change (MDC); a party, which in the elections in the early 2000s was challenging 

ZANU-PF’s claim to power, holding only one percentage less seats in parliament after 

the 2002 elections (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009). At this point in time, ZANU-PF was 

making several moves to control who was legally a citizen, as well as who was narrated 

as part of the nation (Dorman, 2016). However, the government’s attempt to create 

Zimbabwean-ness through binary rhetoric has not always been successful. Indeed, Julia 

Gallagher (2015) in her exploration of the 2013 election, won by ZANU-PF, has 

explained that having lived with the Government of National Unity (a compromise 

where ZANU-PF and MDC governed together) the electorate in Zimbabwe moved away 

from viewing the political landscape through polarisation towards ambivalence. The 

MDC was no longer perceived as the ultimate ‘Other’ to ZANU-PF after having been in 

government. Zimbabweans during the 2013 election and its aftermath, in Gallagher’s 

(ibid., 47) words: 

 

“did not feel neutral or indifferent to what party rules them, or the kind of state they 

expected from it. Rather, Zimbabweans, in a moment of critical national 

introspection, appear to recognise that they have chosen a form of state that 

embodies the instrumentalism of violent prebendalism and patronage, and a welfare 

state that understands and embodies collective identity. It is a ‘good’ state and a 

‘bad’ state.” 
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Looking at how ZANU-PF was constructing the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean through the 

conflation of nation and state I will explore how stand-up comedians interrupt social 

ordering by performing themselves and their experiences onstage in a way that 

highlights the ambivalence of the government’s monolithic narratives.  

 In the early 2000s ZANU-PF was making several moves to secure who was to 

count as part of the nation’s citizenry. Legally, they were introducing amendments to the 

Citizenship Act making it more difficult to renounce foreign citizenships in order to 

keep Zimbabwean nationhood. It was illegal, at the time to hold dual (or multiple) 

citizenships (Dorman, 2016). Making these legal changes, according to Sara Rich 

Dorman (2017, 150), “was […] highly significant in creating and reinforcing ideas about 

‘outsiders’ and foreigners versus ‘authentic’ and ‘patriotic’ Zimbabweans”, as well as 

regulating who could legitimately participate in the ‘political life’ of the nation. As 

James Muzondidya (2004, 221) has argued:  

 

“in the few definitions of nationalism and constructions of citizenship that were 

proposed in the post-independence period, it was apparent that subject minorities 

[such as descendants of immigrants from neighbouring countries and mixed-race 

people] were not viewed as part of the post-colonial state.”  

 

This was true also of white Zimbabweans, whom, as Gallagher (2017) has pointed out 

came to represent, in Mugabe’s rhetoric, the foreign (British) ‘Other’ on the inside. 

Indeed, Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2009) explains that at this time “[c]itizenship was 

redefined in nativist terms that excluded white races.”  

 Rhetorically, Mugabe was thus further dividing the country into binary 

categories. According to Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2009, 1140), Mugabe’s speeches set out 
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nationhood in terms of party membership: “Those who had voted for the MDC became 

categorised as traitors, sell-outs, puppets and enemies of Zimbabwe. Only those who 

voted for and belonged to the ruling [ZANU-PF] qualified as patriots and ‘authentic’ 

national subjects.” Wendy Willems (2013, 23), similarly points to this black and white 

approach to national belonging stating that ZANU-PF “[mediated] their official version 

of the nation that defined ‘Zimbabwean-ness’ in terms of everything that the MDC was 

not - as a historically revolutionary, black, rural nation.” Indeed, Gallagher (2017, 39) 

has highlighted how "Mugabe’s rhetoric and policy attempted to purge political social 

relations of heterogeneity and to establish coherence around a simplified and 

ideologized Zimbabwean identity.” This construction of Zimbabwe and Zimbabweans 

took place in the re-writing of history, political speeches, national day celebrations, as 

well as through arts, music and televised propaganda (Ndlovu-Gatsheni and Willems, 

2009, Tendi, 2010b, Willems, 2013). Blessing-Miles Tendi (2010b) has illustrated how 

the government used public intellectuals as a way to institute their version of past, 

present and future.   

A key division in this construction of belonging in Zimbabwe was that between 

patriots and sell-outs. This distinction can be traced back to colonial Zimbabwe 

(Rhodesia) and the liberation struggle (Tendi, 2010b). The term ‘sell-out’ was at this 

point used to refer to those who were part of, or cooperated with, the colonial settler 

state (Tendi, 2010b). Gallagher (2017, 38) has highlighted the significant role of the 

British as the ultimate ‘Other’ in this narration, pointing out that “Mugabe conflated 

‘sellouts’ or ‘outsiders’ with foreignness, and in particular the British.” Whilst who 

counts as a ‘sell-out’ has altered throughout the years, at different points referring to, for 

example, the colonial state, ZAPU, ZANU, and/or the Ndebele people, the binary 

distinction between the two categories, whomever belongs to them, remains – and was 
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further re-invoked in ZANU-PF’s rendition of Patriotic History (Tendi, 2010b). 

Addressing this distinction within Patriotic History, Tendi (2010b, 154) captures its 

significance to ZANU-PF and their claims to legitimacy: 

 

“To be typecast as [‘sell-outs’, ‘puppets’, ‘un-African’ and ‘pro-colonial’] is to be 

rendered ‘illegitimate’, ‘alien’ and a saboteur of revolutionary Chimurenga 

principles defined by ZANU PF. This evokes a ‘state of emergency’ for ZANU PF, 

in which extra legal means and political violence against ‘counter-revolutionary’ 

elements is ‘legitimate’. To be cast as a ‘sell-out’ is to lose one’s right to 

Zimbabwean citizenship. It is to lose the right to one’s heritage.”   

 

Whilst nuances have changed, with new President Emmerson Mnangagwa, for example, 

appealing to white farmers for support in the election – including them again into 

national belonging – the divisionary rhetoric of the early 2000s continues to have effect 

(BBC, 2018, Deutsche Welle, 2018). Fred Muvunyi writing for Deutsche Welle in 

August 2020 captures Mnangagwa’s divisionary rhetoric. Talking about political 

opponents and protestors he is said to have “warned that he would ‘flush out’ the people 

he called ‘bad apples’ who have attempted to divide Zimbabweans and weaken the 

country’s system.” This is not an isolated incident, in 2015, Mnangagwa is said to have 

addressed a crowd of people in the Midlands telling them that “we have come to cleanse 

you of the sins of the MDC.” In the article Muvundyi (2020) quotes Vanguard Africa’s 

(a non-profit pro-democracy initiative) director Jeffery Smith as having pointed out that 

“This sort of incendiary rhetoric may seem shocking, but in fact it’s the norm for 

Mnangagwa well before he was president.”  

 The construction of this restricted view of what it means to be Zimbabwean, as 

divided along the lines of party-membership, is interrupted by stand-up comedy. Indeed, 
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performing their identities and experiences onstage, stand-up comedians are able to 

provide alternative ideas about what it means to be an ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean. In the 

following joke, by Wencelacy Katuka, known as Kadem the Comic, he blurs the lines 

between the governing party, and the opposition by performing a persona that appears to 

belong to both parties and neither at once:  

 

“So you know what, I did a joke on Morgan Tsvangirai [former leader of MDC], 

and then he passed on the same day. It was scary. 

I did a joke on Winnie Mandela, she passed on two days later [pause] I’m telling 

the truth!  

So tonight, I just want to do some Emmerson Mnangagwa [current president] jokes, 

just to see what will happen to him [anticipated laughter]. 

Ey, ey, ey, I just did that joke to expose the MDC! So the CIOs [Central 

Intelligence Officers], everyone who laughed, that’s MDC for you.” 

     (Wencelacy Katuka, WhatsApp voice-note, 2 December, 2019). 

 

In this joke Katuka iterates a person that does not fit in the government’s construction of 

the ‘authentic’ national subject. He is first a sell-out insinuating that he wants 

Mnangagwa dead, and then also patriot helping to weed out the conspirators of the 

MDC. He is difficult to categorise because he mimics, in a Bhabhaian sense, state 

autobiographies, repeating them with a difference, highlighting their ambivalence and 

begging the question - what about those that are not either, or, but neither?  

 However, stand-up comedy does not have to be this explicitly party political to 

interrupt government constructions of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean. Through their 
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autobiographical stories, stand-up comedians iterate another possible version of the 

national subject, that whilst connected to party politics does not explicitly address it. 

This can be seen in Munyaradzi Guramatunhu’s 2019 set, particularly a segment where 

she speaks about a trip she made to Europe. In the segment Guramatunhu uses several 

examples to explain the bizarre in what has become ‘normal’ in Zimbabwe, including 

how in the country if you are having problems with electronic transfer at a store you can 

make a ‘deal’ with the person behind you in the queue. This, Guramatunhu realised, was 

not the case in Europe. Attempting to ‘deal’ with the person behind her in the queue in 

France, instead of finding a solution, she was given a look as if to say: “I don’t speak 

poor.” In another example, Guramatunhu tells the audience about a crush that she had on 

the trip. To overcome the language barrier between her and her crush she decided that 

they could connect via “the universal language of music.” Guramatunhu describes how 

she had saved an adapter that you could insert into your music device and then connect 

two headphones to it. The only problem was, she needed a second pair of headphones to 

connect to it, and so she asked people on the bus if they had a spare. In the punchline of 

the joke Guramatunhu captivatingly recounts how everyone on the bus turned to look at 

her with airpods in their ears as if to say “I don’t speak poor.” Repeating how during the 

trip she is faced by people looking at her as if to say “I don’t speak poor”, Guramatunhu 

carves out Zimbabweans as ‘Other’ from Europeans; a narrative that is not controversial 

to the government who often places ‘Westerners’ as a malevolent other through which to 

see the self (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2013 – see also Christiansen, 2009, Gallagher 2017).  

Rather than ascribing blame though, Guramatunhu draws on this comparison to 

look at social ordering in Zimbabwe differently. Through this comparison she articulates 

the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean, allowing the audience to question, in Butler’s words “what 

is real, and what must be” (2004, 29). The ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean, in Guramatunhu’s 
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joke, is not defined by who they vote for, instead, they are defined by having a certain 

set of experiences and skills, which, to utilise her own term, is equated elsewhere with 

‘speaking poor’.  Defining Zimbabwean identity in this way, Guramatunhu subtly 

unsettles the link between national belonging and party politics. Mimicking, in a 

Bhabhaian sense, state narratives of the ‘Western’ ‘Other’, and performing experiences 

from her day-to-day life, she displays a version of Zimbabwean identity that is not 

aligned with domestic politics, instead it is related to having a set of experiences that 

people foreign to the country might not. Guramatunhu’s set thus speaks within social 

ordering and through government narratives, interrupting them by letting them interact 

with her everyday experiences.  

 Attempting to divide the nation into those who belong, supporters of ZANU-PF, 

and those who do not, supporters of MDC and their ‘Western’ co-conspirators, the 

government narrative disregards nuances and complexities within Zimbabwean society 

(Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2009). These nuances are brought to the fore as Zimbabwean stand-

up comedians perform themselves, and their experiences onstage. Feeling emboldened 

to talk about what they have been through stand-up comedians interrupt the monolithic 

construction of the national subject articulating, in not so many words, other ways of 

being in the nation. As such, Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes into social 

ordering in the country, by, telling stories from their day-to-day lives. Through these 

stories they repeat state and societal norms, narratives and discourses with a difference – 

divulging their ambivalence – and as such interrupting the construction of Zimbabwean-

ness. Next, I will explore how stand-up comedy interrupts constructions of the 

‘authentic’ Zimbabwean woman.  
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Rebelling against the patriarchy 
 
Zimbabwean women are constructed in society as subordinate to men.20 Chipo Hungwe 

(2006, 42) describes the ideal Ndebele and Shona women as “self-effacing, restrained in 

[their] public behaviour, family-oriented and caring towards [their] male partner and 

relatives.” Jane Parpart (2008) captures how this perception of Zimbabwean women 

translates to politics in the country. Looking at masculinities in Zimbabwe, she explains 

how despite women’s active role in the liberation struggle, they were still cast as those 

who should be ‘protected’, whereas men were seen as the ‘protectors’. These patriarchal 

gender narratives, it is argued by Lene Bull Christiansen (2009, 177), continues to 

feature in Third Chimurenga discourse where: “public figures, especially politicians, 

have had to perform gendered identities that relate to their role in the country’s history, 

most notably the liberation struggle, in order to gain legitimate authority.” The impact 

on political narratives on Zimbabweans everyday life has been highlighted by Marjoke 

A. Oostreom (2019) exploring how youth in the rural district of Murewa are affected by 

the repressive environment in the country. Oostreom (2019, 507) points out that:  

 

“social navigation by youth in Murewa was informed by their embodied 

knowledge of ‘politicized youth’. This in itself was a product of their regime’s 

strategies for consolidating its power; the ways in which it has contributed to 

constructions of youth as violent as well as ‘born-frees’ and ‘sell-outs’.”   

 

Godfrey Maringira (2016) has similarly highlighted how the repressive environment in 

Zimbabwe affects peoples’ everyday life and choices. Exploring the Zimbabwean 

military through life-history interviews and focus groups with soldiers Maringira (2016) 

 
20 I discussed gender in relation to sexual harassment in chapter 3, and will discuss gender further in relation 
to sex-talk in chapter 5. In both chapters I also discuss patriarchal gender norms.  
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illustrates how soldiers also in their day-to-day lives in the barracks were expected to 

support ZANU-PF. Thus, capturing further how peoples’ everyday lives are affected by 

political narratives, and the repressive environment in the nation. Following from this, 

this section looks at how narratives of the ‘submissive Zimbabwean woman’ meet 

notions of the ‘rebellious’ artist, I will argue that female stand-up comedians’ ‘act out’ 

both roles with a difference, performing them in a way that is almost the same, but not 

quite (Bhabha, 1994). In doing so, I will demonstrate how female stand-up comedians 

interrupt patriarchal power-relations in Zimbabwe.  

 Patriarchal gender norms are ingrained in Zimbabwean political life. Blessing-

Miles Tendi (2016) outlines this in his discussion of Joice Mujuru’s bid for presidency 

in Zimbabwe. He examines how gendered surveillance practices were used to 

delegitimise Mujuru by Military Intelligence Leadership supporting Mnangagwa as the 

person who should take over ZANU-PF after Mugabe. Claims were made to have 

footage of Mujuru naked and performing witchcraft (a gendered practice in Zimbabwe) 

against Mugabe (Tendi, 2016). The patriarchal nature of politics in Zimbabwe is further 

captured in discussions about, and framing of, actions taken, both by former first lady 

Grace Mugabe, and, at the time of writing, current first lady Auxilla Mnangagwa in the 

transition of power between their husbands (Dendere, 2018). Grace Mugabe, who had 

showed political intentions during her husband’s regime, was depicted as his downfall, 

smeared on national TV, at the same time as it was quickly announced that Auxilla 

Mnangagwa would step down from her political positions and focus on being ‘the 

mother of the nation’ (Dendere 2018). This demonstrates how views of the ‘authentic’ 

Zimbabwean woman as submissive to men oppresses attempts at claiming (political) 

power by women.  
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These patriarchal gender norms also affect the performance arts. In Zimbabwe the 

performance arts are generally seen as men’s purview. An exception has been made for 

performances in church where women are invited to join in. This, Nhamo Anthony 

Mhiripiri (2011) believes, is due to the spaces in which performance arts takes place - 

bars for example are understood as a male space and dangerous to women (stand-up 

comedy in Harare during my fieldwork in 2018 and 2019 predominantly took place in 

theatre spaces rather than bars). Ezra Chitando and Pauline Mateveke (2012, 43) 

contextualise the relative absence of women in the arts in Zimbabwe, stating that: 

  

“Given the patriarchal control of women, it is not surprising that Zimbabwean 

women have found it difficult to pursue careers in the arts. The sharp distinction 

between decent, married women (madzimai) and ‘prostitutes/loose women’ 

(Chimhundu 1995, 151) has prevented many talented women from venturing into 

the arts […] women who venture into entertainment industry are regarded as 

dangerous because they dare to access spaces that are defined as masculine.”  

 

Moreblessings Chitauro, Caleb Dube, and Liz Gunner (1994) have interviewed a female 

musician in Zimbabwe who argues that if you want a career in the arts you should not 

get married as your partner might stop you from continuing performing. This aligns with 

what I heard about the experiences of an actress in Zimbabwe who was due to leave the 

performance arts as her husband did not like the male attention she was receiving.   

 Interviewing female stand-up comedians, they provided me with a slightly 

different perspective. Speaking to how she experienced gender norms as someone who 

was already in the arts, stand-up comedian Tanya Sena, who goes by Tanya Alex 

onstage, explained that there were a lot of ‘sexual connotations’ with the arts in 

Zimbabwe (interview with author, September 3, 2019). She stated that it is expected that 
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women in the arts act the same way as men supposedly do for the brief period that they 

can be expected to be artists before becoming mothers.21 She then provides a range of 

explanations as to why women might engage in these activities, none of which grants 

women agency in their own right, but rather assumes that they are affected by the male 

presences around them: 

 

“men are allowed a lot of stuff, like they are allowed to drink, they are allowed to 

smoke, they are allowed to, they are allowed to be womanizers, it’s normal. So, 

when you are caught up in the same industry people would expect you to act the 

same, because when it’s just guys they do it, right, and they influence each other, 

and guys will be guys. […] So, they automatically assume that a woman in the 

same industry probably does the same things because she’s alone there and she’s 

probably being pressured to do this stuff […] like peer pressure […] so they expect 

that you drink, smoke, probably sleeping with all the guys in the comedy company. 

So, they will give you some, they will give you like a grace period and then after 

some time they will be like, when is she gonna leave? You are allowed to have your 

fun, but you need to leave, you need to go get married and settle down and have 

kids.” 

(Interview with Sena, September 3, 2019).  

 

The ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean woman is a mother and a carer, someone who is 

subservient to a man, and the masculine space of stand-up and the arts is ‘rebellious’ and 

‘promiscuous’ (Youde, 2017, Manyonganise, 2017, Dendere, 2018, Ncube, 2020). An 

active female stand-up comedian thus inhabits an ambivalent in-between space as my 

interview with Sena illustrates. Attempting to reconcile different messages making room 

 
21 Key research on expectations of women to be mothers: Youde, 2017, Manyonganise, 2017, Dendere, 
2018, Ncube, 2020a.  
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for why it is that female artists ‘should be’/are assumed to be both subservient and 

respectful, as well as ‘promiscuous’ and ‘rebellious’ provides a space where they are 

able to ‘act out’ social ordering in a way that is almost the same, but not quite, drawing 

attention to ambivalence in the norms, narratives and discourses that construct the 

‘authentic’ national woman as subservient, as well as allowing women to speak about 

matters, especially in regard to sex-talk, that they would otherwise not be able to 

address.22  

 Looking at my interview with Guramatunhu the agency that stand-up comedians 

have in performing themselves onstage becomes apparent. Talking to Guramatunhu she 

highlighted to me – see discussion below – the ways in which gender norms affects the 

practicalities of stand-up, showing how she reiterates them in her outfit choices, but also 

how she possesses agency through the way that she ‘acts out’ these norms:  

 

“Male stand-up comedians have the: either you are in a suit and pretty well done 

up, or you are very casual. I have never seen a woman step out to do stand-up 

comedy in a ball gown [laughs], or office attire [which] would be the equivalent of 

their suits, because that’s too much: […] if you’re in heels everybody is judging 

how you are walking, if you are in heels and a skirt everybody is like: ‘ohh and then 

we could see up her skirt, and she was dressed so appallingly.’ And then if you are 

dressed too casually: ‘no wonder she is a stand-up comedian, she doesn’t take 

herself seriously she probably has all these jokes she makes with her cats, with her 

six cats or something.’ Like it’s just, a, lot – because now this is also one of the few 

times you are onstage as yourself.”  

 (Munyaradzi Guramatunhu, stand-up comedian, interview with author, October 15, 2018) 

 
22 Chapter 5 looks particularly at how stand-up comedy facilitates sex-talk, focusing on both male and 
female comedians.  
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This process of picking an outfit for her stand-up performances is a clear example of 

Butlerian performativity, as Guramatunhu’s choices, in this case of clothing, iterates 

societal norms. Indeed, Guramatunhu shows how she, and here I am borrowing an 

expression from Joanne R. Gilbert’s (1997, 317) explanation of stand-up, 

“simultaneously perform[s] both self and culture.” Guramatunhu’s outfit choice 

becomes a re-iteration of gendered norms in Zimbabwean society, as her audience will 

read her identity through the iteration of everything from her mannerisms, gestures and 

jokes (that is not to say that she is picking and choosing her identity but rather that her 

choices impact what and how she reproduces norms, narratives and discourses). 

Crucially, though, Guramatunhu still has agency in her ability to choose. As this quote 

from her 2018 interview with me demonstrates she is acutely aware of how each of these 

choices may be read by her audience and is picking an outfit with this in mind. Referring 

back to my discussion of Bhabhaian agency in chapter two, particularly his exploration 

of Toni Morrisons’ book Beloved (1987) what Guramatunhu is doing through her choice 

of clothing is to ‘act out’ the norms, narratives and discourses which produce the 

‘authentic’ Zimbabwean woman. Repeating these norms, narratives and discourses in 

this way, Guramatunhu can still interrupt constructions of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean 

woman. This can be done, for example, by performing jokes that do not align with 

peoples’ perception of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean woman/the woman she invokes 

through her outfit.  

 This type of an interruption is evident as Chideu in her 2018 set performs both 

narratives of Zimbabwean women as care-givers, and the role of the ‘rebellious’ artist 

expressing herself through stories from her day-to-day life. In the set, Chideu jokes 

about engaging in what she refers to as ‘situationships’, casual sexual relationships, as 

well as being a single mother. At one point she jokes that when her child first was born 
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it was ‘ugly’; stating that the baby looked just like her mother-in-law. She then quickly 

added that the child has grown to become cute. In the meeting between these two 

clauses, it is possible to see mimicry at work. The first statement, which arguably fits 

within the way Zimbabwean society narrates artists is mediated through the second 

statement in which Chideu reverts back to more ‘maternal’ characteristics promoted by 

the social construction of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean woman, so that Chideu finds 

herself performing, in a Butlerian sense, a version of both the ‘promiscuous’ artist, and 

the nurturing mother in a way that highlights how both are incomplete. Through her 

joke, Chideu performs herself as almost the same, but not quite; almost the 

‘promiscuous’ artist, but not quite, almost the nurturing mother, but not quite (Bhabha, 

1994). In doing so, Chideu draws attention to the ambivalence of both narratives.  

 This very same process can be seen in a joke that Sena performs in her 2019 set. 

In this joke Sena ends up ‘accidentally’ flirting with a cashier at Pick n’ Pay (a local 

convenience store). Re-counting the story, Sena tells us how the cashier asked her if she 

needed a plastic (a term used to refer to both plastic bags and condoms) for her ‘big 

package’ and offered to take it to the car. Sena tells us that she thought they were talking 

about her groceries, until he told her when he finished work and she realised he had been 

flirting. In this joke Sena plays out the narrative of artists as ‘promiscuous’ and 

‘rebellious’, whilst simultaneously altering it to fit within the narrative of the submissive 

woman. Sena was not flirting, she was ‘accidentally flirting’. In adjusting the narrative 

to fit the gendered nature of societal constructions of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean 

woman, Sena, similarly to Chideu, simultaneously performs narratives of womanhood 

and artistry, in a way that is almost what these narratives preach, but not quite, 

highlighting the ambivalent portrayal of artists and women.  
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Performing themselves onstage female stand-up comedians are able to disrupt 

society’s construction of the ‘authentic’ national subject. They do this by marrying 

norms, narratives and discourses that construct women as subordinate, with those that 

produce performance arts as a male space of rebellion and promiscuity. Already being 

artists Zimbabwean society attempts to mitigate the ambivalence ascribed to each of 

these narratives by the other. In doing so a space is created for the female stand-up 

comedians to ‘act out’ in a way that interrupts both; intervening into the construction of 

Zimbabwean-ness in the country through the iteration of social ordering in a way that is 

almost the same, but not quite (Bhabha, 1994, 122). This gives female stand-up 

comedians an opportunity to interrupt patriarchal gender norms by performing 

themselves and their experiences onstage. The ability to interrupt social ordering 

through an autobiographical performance is significant in Zimbabwe where freedom of 

expression is severely limited, and people have been arrested due to statements made in 

public spaces.  

 

Being myself, performing other 
 
The removal of Robert Mugabe and election of Emmerson Mnangagwa as president 

offered some of the stand-up comedians that I interviewed hope of better times ahead, 

where they would be free to perform their comedy without risk of getting arrested. 

However, this has not been the case (Mahomed, 2018). Despite a Permanent Secretary 

of the Ministry of Information stating that the government “supports freedom of 

expression as enshrined in our constitution; [where] artistic expression, satire or even 

dark comedy, is part of that freedom” (Moyo, 2019), several comedians have been 

arrested since Mnangagwa’s election, with one comedian being abducted at gunpoint 

(see also Monro, 2015, Burke, 2018, Mahomed, 2018 Burke, 2019, Moyo 2019). 



 

 148 

Legislation limiting peoples’ freedom of expression remains in place, and Mnangagwa’s 

regime has quashed protests and strikes with internet shutdowns (Al Jazeera, 2019b). In 

this environment stand-up comedy has turned into a site of self-expression with stand-up 

comedians continuing to perform whilst aware of the risks this entails. Performing their 

everyday experiences onstage stand-up comedians are able to interrupt monolithic 

constructions of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean, in a repressive environment where 

peoples’ speech-acts are restricted.   

Looking at how autobiographical performances interrupts monolithic perceptions 

of the Zimbabwean national as someone who votes for ZANU-PF (see Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 

2009, Willems, 2013 Siziba and Ncube, 2015), and the ‘authentic’ woman as someone 

subordinate to their man (see Hungwe, 2006), this chapter has illustrated how 

performing their everyday experiences, stand-up comedians repeat societal norms, 

narratives and discourses as well as state rhetoric with a difference. Doing so they 

displace the fixity and certainty by which state and society constructs Zimbabwean-ness; 

providing alternative ways of being in the nation. This move interrupts the construction 

of an ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean national highlighting ambivalences within the norms, 

narratives and discourses through which it is produced. Stand-up comedy in Zimbabwe, 

thus, intervenes politically by constructing another way of being in the nation that 

interrupts monolithic narratives of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean by both state and society. 

Building on the emboldened feeling that Zimbabwean stand-up comedians have onstage, 

and looking closer at patriarchal hierarchies in the country, the next chapter explores 

how the genre enables comedians to discuss topics that are normally silenced. Focusing 

particularly on sex-talk it will show how stand-up turns a public performance into 

something that feels like a private conversation and how through this process comedy is 

able to interrupt gendered constructions of the public/private divide in Zimbabwe  
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Chapter 5 Interrupting gendered orders: sex, intimacy and 
Zimbabwean values 
 
As we reach the final empirical chapter of this thesis, I turn my discussion of how 

Zimbabwean stand-up comedy intervenes politically to the norms that regulate what 

people should and should not do in society. Looking specifically at sex-talk, I examine 

how stand-up comedy interrupts the construction of Zimbabwean values, and how 

society is ordered thereafter. In Zimbabwe sex is a sensitive, or even taboo, topic. 

Talking about sex openly tends to cause discomfort. This is captured in the British 

government’s travel advice to the country on 10 March 2020, which states that “Public 

displays of affection may cause offence, regardless of gender and sexuality.” Molly 

Manyonganaise (2017, 154) explains that “In Shona culture, any public discussion about 

sex and sexuality is considered vulgar. When one dares say the Shona terms for ‘penis’, 

‘vagina’ or even the sexual act itself, people shy away, unless those contexts are 

deliberately ‘sexual’ among peer-groups, particularly men’s peer groups.” Public 

discussions of sex are thus rare, but not a non-existent occurrence. Marc Epperecht 

(1998) in his historical examination highlights how sex-talk amongst the Shona can be 

acceptable when done through ‘ribald humour’. In this chapter I will look at two 

instances where sex was addressed by stand-up comedians, one where the audience 

appreciated jokes on the topic and another where it led to more discomfort. Discussing 

these instances in relation to interview material, conversations with audience members 

and my own experience of the performances, I will argue that stand-up comedy can 

interrupt wider gender norms through which the public/private divide is narrated in 

Zimbabwe. Making this argument, the chapter will show how Zimbabwean stand-up 

comedy intervenes politically by interrupting the gendered way in which society is 

ordered in the public/private divide.   
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 There is a gendered dimension to silences about sex in Shona communities. It is 

more acceptable if men talk about sex than women. Men are not, as women are, 

“expected to be ignorant of sexual issues” (Manyonganaise, 2017, 154). Tinashe Dune 

and Virginia Mapeszahama (2017, 19) explain in their study of Zimbabwean, 

particularly Shona, migrant women’s experiences of sexual education in Australia that 

Shona women “are taught to never express interest in sex otherwise she risks being 

labelled as one of ‘loose morals’, thus bringing shame upon her family.” These views 

are exemplified by an opinion piece in Zimbabwean newspaper The Chronicle, where 

the author, Tsungai Chekerwa-Machokoto (2016a) attended a workshop entitled 

“SuperGirls of Zimbabwe” in which women try to teach other young women about sex 

(again note the same-gender nature of this encounter). Talking about what she learnt at 

the workshop Chekerwa-Machokoto (2016a) points out that “Sex is still taboo and 

parents and children blush profusely if they even see two consenting adults on a 

television show making out.” This resonates with my interviews with female stand-up 

comedians as several of them emphasised that people in Zimbabwe did not think women 

should talk about sex, or that women enjoying sex was important.  

 Framing my discussion through the theoretical approach outlined in chapter 2, 

especially ambivalence, Bhabhaian mimicry and Butlerian performativity, this chapter 

will show how jokes and discussions about sex that emerge in the stand-up comedy 

setting can highlight uncertainties around the gendered way in which the public/private 

distinction is narrated in Zimbabwe. To make this argument, this chapter is divided into 

three sections. The first section will examine the 2019 set of stand-up comedian 

Munyaradzi Guramatunhu, also known as Munya, looking specifically at her 8 October 

2019 performance. Exploring how Guramatunhu manages to get her audience to laugh at 

sex-jokes, this section will illustrate that stand-up comedy is an ambivalent space that 
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blurs the boundaries between the public/private distinction. The second section will 

deepen this discussion. It will interrogate how Guramatunhu interrupts the public/private 

divide, and thus social ordering, by performing her gender identity in ambivalent ways, 

for example through authentic inauthenticity as someone who is a lady/not a ‘whore’ 

even though she says things that gender norms in Zimbabwean society holds that 

‘whores’ do. This displaces how Zimbabwean society conceptualises women in politics 

as either mothers (when they have done something that re-institutes patriarchy) or 

‘whores’ when they claim power (as a way to remove them from the ‘political sphere’). 

The third and final section will then look at a performance by Kudakwashe Museta in 

2019 where he struggles to get his audience to laugh at sex-jokes. Examining 

particularly a conversation that I had with male audience members after the show 

wherein they described why Museta’s set had been uncomfortable to them I illustrate 

how a form of mimicry is produced as they try to ‘save the situation’. I explore how 

these male audience members repeat narratives normally used to supress women’s 

ability to act in the ‘public sphere’, in a way that is almost the same but not quite, to 

explain Museta’s missteps. Doing so these audience members draw attention to the 

ambivalence that exists in the reasons given for why women should or should not 

behave in certain ways. As such, they highlight the misplaced certainty with which the 

public/private divide is gendered in Zimbabwe.  

 
Ambivalent performances of sex in the intersection of the private and the public 
 
Munyaradzi Guramatunhu headlined Simuka Comedy’s ‘Divas Night’ on 9 October 

2019. The show was part of Mitambo International Festival meaning the audience 

included both people based locally and abroad (other acts were given free tickets to the 

shows). Amongst people who identify as Shona sex is often a sensitive topic, so it may 

be somewhat surprising to some to find out that in her 2019 set Guramatunhu makes 
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several jokes on the topic, and that the three Zimbabwean audience members that I 

talked to after the show stated that sex-jokes were their favourite part of the night. 

Exploring one of the sex-jokes that Guramatunhu made that night, I will show how she 

manages to have the audience laugh at what is a controversial utterance by turning a 

public performance into something that feels like a private conversation. Interrogating 

how she does this, I will illustrate how stand-up comedy ambivalently places sex-talk 

done onstage between the private and the public sphere, as Guramatunhu interrupts 

gendered conceptions of when and how women can talk about sex.  

Guramatunhu makes several explicit sex-jokes during her 9 October set. At one 

point she jokes that she had read online that if you don’t use your muscles for an 

extended period of time they might wither away, and that she was now worried that this 

might happen to her vagina. In another, longer segment Guramatunhu insinuates that she 

learned how to perform blowjobs during her time in private school, querying how she 

was still single. I have summarised this joke in my fieldwork notes from an earlier show 

on 25 September 2019, where Guramatunhu performed the same joke:  

 

”[Guramatunhu stated] that she went to private school, did anyone else in here go to 

private school? She said in private school she was taught how to be a lady. So, she 

sang in the choir. Not an African choir [Guramatunhu acts out what a 

‘stereotypical’ African choir might look like], no, a white choir. Where you are 

taught how to stand and sing with your mouth open [Guramatunhu illustrates by 

singing and pulling down her jaw] [one person in the audience applauds]. […] The 

second thing she was taught in private school was to not have any crazy hair styles, 

your hair should be neatly tied up and out from your face. The third thing she was 

taught in private school was that that your skirt should be down to your knees. 

[Guramatunhu explains that] they used to have checks where you had to sit down 
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on your knees and make sure your skirt covered it. And so, she said, I was taught to 

sit down on my knees [she demonstrates], with the hair out of my face, [again she 

demonstrates by sitting on her knees and pulling her hair back], and my mouth open 

[she opens her mouth and holds the microphone in front of it] – and still I am single 

[end of set].”  

 

The explicit sexual nature of these jokes stands in contrast to the silence that exists on 

the subject in Shona culture, especially amongst women (see also Epperecht, 1998, 

Dune and Mapeszahama, 2017, Manyonganaise, 2017). As previously discussed, there is 

a gendered dimension to who can talk about sex, and how, in Zimbabwe 

(Manyonganaise, 2017, 154). In order to not be labelled ‘loose’, and to be considered 

‘decent’ and ‘respectable’ gendered norms on sex-talk regulate that women in particular 

should not address the subject, especially not in public, and not to talk about the pleasure 

of the act (see also Dune and Mapedzahama, 2017). Yet, talking to local audience 

members after the show they stated that sex-jokes were the best part of it. Audiences’ 

appreciation of sex-jokes was confirmed by stand-up comedian Sharon Chideu in an 

interview with me in 2018. Chideu explained that she will talk about sex onstage in a 

way that she would not do in her day-to-day life for reasons probably connected to the 

emboldening aspects of stand-up performances as discussed in chapter 4. Telling me 

how narratives pertaining to gender, sex, tradition and culture limit sex-talk Chideu 

explains that onstage there appears to still be room for laughter when a woman jokes 

about sex:  

 

“Okay, traditionally, culturally, especially with us women, joking about sex – ‘what 

do you know you’re a woman!?’ Don’t enjoy sex, you’re a female, you are just 

there to make babies, you are just there to be a wife, and you don’t enjoy sex, don’t 
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have partners […] that you sleep with, and one-night stands, don’t cheat that’s for 

guys. […] When you [are] talking [onstage] about how [you] had sex, and you can 

sense the reaction, like: ‘wow, she is talking about that.’ […] The initial thing is 

like: ‘What!? She is going there?’ and then they laugh.”  

      (Interview with Chideu, October 10, 2018). 

 

Gerard Matte and Ian McFayden (2011) have explored how it is that stand-up comedians 

are able to joke about sensitive topics onstage by looking at Joan Rivers. Drawing on 

Penelope Brown and Stephen C. Levinson’s theory on how to manage offensive acts 

they highlight how stand-up comedy is not just framed as a conversation but can feel 

like a private conversation. This sense that stand-up comedy is a private conversation, 

and that this facilitates discussions of sensitive issues has further been highlighted by Ian 

Brodie (2014, 141) who explains that when “the audience accepts the performer as an 

intimate [they], as we do among friends, [permit] him or her a certain latitude in 

opinions and the freedom to express them, for the audience knows that, like our friends, 

the comedian means well” (Brodie, 2014, 141, see also Mintz, 1985). Significantly, in a 

Zimbabwean context, transforming a public performance into a private conversation 

situates sex-talk done onstage ambivalently both within the public and the private.  

 Transforming a public performance into something that feels like a private 

conversation, stand-up comedy thus interrupts wider norms about public/private 

divisions in Zimbabwe. Peter Ekeh (1975) in his seminal piece, Colonialism and the two 

publics in Africa: A theoretical statement, argues that ‘Western’ understandings of 

society as divided into the private and public realm does not explain state-society 

relations in the continent. Instead, Ekeh argues that African societies, as a result of 

colonisation, are characterised by two publics, one primordial in which morality 

operates, and one civic, which is amoral. Achille Mbembe (2001, 102) takes this even 
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further arguing that whilst the Postcolony is “chaotically pluralistic; it […] nonetheless 

[has] an internal coherence.” According to Mbembe (2001, 103) to understand this 

internal coherence we must look beyond binaries such as “state vs. civil society.” 

Instead, what is key is the ‘system of meaning’ that the state participates in constructing 

(producing themselves in the form of a fetish), which is turned “into part of people’s 

‘common sense’ […] [integrated] into the period’s consciousness” (Mbembe, 2001, 

103). Julia Gallagher (2014) has explored the relationship between state and society 

through a discussion of peoples’ perception of the ‘good’ and the ‘bad’ state in 

Zimbabwe. Gallagher (2014) argues that Zimbabweans’ understanding of both the 

‘good’ and the ‘bad’ state is affected by the colonial ‘Other’ (even when they have 

‘physically’ left). She points out that “pace Ekeh, the state is inextricable from the 

personal ethical realm. Instead of being a source of material benefit, the civic public has 

become a cause of deprivation; instead of inadvertently supporting the primordial public, 

it is undermining it” (Gallagher, 2014, 69). Indeed, Gallagher highlights that also the 

civic public is imbued with morals in Zimbabwe.  

 The way in which the supposed private and public is linked to the moral can be 

seen in Zimbabwe by looking at the way in which sex-talk in both realms are regulated 

by gender norms. Gibson Ncube (2020a) has pointed out that patriarchal power-relations 

in Zimbabwe have led public spaces to generally be narrated as masculine, whereas the 

private is characterised by domesticity and femininity. Women who operate in public 

spaces, attempting to claim political power, are thus, according to Ncube (2020, 29) 

sexualised and designated as ‘whores’:  

 

“the sexualisation of Grace Mugabe highlights the fact that men and women 

politicians are not held to and judged by the same moral standards. Whilst male 

politicians can say and do the most outlandish and aberrant of things, women 
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politicians are expected to safeguard and maintain a certain level of respectability 

and domesticity.”  

 

This demonstrates how norms penetrate discussions of Zimbabwean politics where 

gendered power-relations attempt to “put women in their place” outside of party-politics. 

Here gender norms about how a Zimbabwean should act is used to narratively dismiss 

women in politics. Examples of this have been discussed in chapter 4, where I outline 

how sexualised narratives have been used to disempower Joice Mujuru, Auxilla 

Mnangagwa, and Grace Mugabe. These distinctions, however, are blurred by 

Guramatunhu when she manages to make a public performance feel like a private 

conversation. Empowered by the stand-up space she is able to speak in public about 

matters that normally ‘belong’ to the private, and enact the ambivalence of how society 

is ordered, in this case, on the basis of gender.  

Throughout her set Guramatunhu thus, pushes the boundaries for when women 

can talk about sex, whilst still in her blowjob joke conforming to how women are 

supposed to talk about sex in those exceptional circumstances where it is considered 

permissible. She does this by relying on insinuation and indirection in her blowjob joke 

where she never explicitly uses words like, penis, vagina, or blowjob for that matter (van 

Schalkwyk, 2018). Pauline Mateveke’s (2017) study of the use of Shona and English 

words by Zimbabweans during sexual intercourse highlights how women use indirection 

when speaking about, and during sex. Mateveke (2017, 130) notes that both men and 

women find Shona words to be ‘dirtier’ than English words when used during sex, she 

argues that one possible explanation for this can be found in cultural dynamics which: 

“control women’s sexuality”: she states that  “while men have always been sexually 

liberated and were at liberty to use sexual expression during sex, for most women, it was 
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a controlled discourse and she could not easily say these words, instead she had to use 

metaphorical language.” Joking about sex in front of an audience in the ambivalent 

stand-up comedy space that is created as the performance is turned into a private 

conversation, Guramatunhu interrupts constructions of gender norms that limit women’s 

role in politics in Zimbabwean public life. Guramatunhu re-claims narratives of sex, and 

promiscuity which have been used as a way to delegitimise female political actors (see 

also Tendi, 2016, Dendere, 2018, van Schalkwyk, 2018, Ncube, 2020a, Ncube, 2020b). 

Taking charge of their articulation through an ambivalent enactment of the 

private/public divide Guramatunhu interrupts gendered conceptions of when and how 

women can talk about sex. The way in which Guramatunhu interrupts gendered 

narrations of the public/private divide will be explored in the next section where I 

examine how she reiterates her gender identity ambivalently onstage.  

 

Having a “boy’s name” and ambivalent gender enactments of the public/private 
divide 
 
Like many stand-up comedians, Guramatunhu starts her 9 October 2019 performance by 

introducing who she is to the audience. She does this by referencing one of her joke 

sequences from her 2018 set where she used to spend some time on the fact that her first 

name, Munyaradzi, is ‘normally’ seen as a male name in Zimbabwe. In the 2019 version 

of the set, this sequence has been significantly shortened, and I describe it in my notes 

from her show on 25 September 2019 in the following way:  

 

“[Guramatunhu] started off her set as she did last year with a joke sequence about 

her name. This time around she asked how many people in the audience were 

expecting a guy. Not many people raised their hands. She still managed to play out 
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the sequence well, looking at her audience saying: ‘ah, it looks like you are getting 

to know me by now’.” 

 

Introducing herself to her audience, Guramatunhu establishes a connection with them. 

This contributes to building an intimacy which can turn the public performance into 

something that feels like a private conversation (Matte and McFayden, 2011). After all, 

friends are people that we know at least something about. Investigating how 

Guramatunhu performs an ambivalent gender identity, I argue that she interrupts 

gendered constructions of who can talk about sex, by mimicking narratives describing 

decent women as people who do not (see also Dune and Mapeszahama, 2017, 

Manyonganaise, 2017, van Schalkwyk, 2018). Highlighting the ambivalence of gender 

norms that have been used to limit women in politics by describing them as either 

‘mothers’ or ‘whores’ Guramatunhu interrupts patriarchal power-relations in politics.   

Becoming an ‘intimate’ or friend of the audience involves introducing your 

comic persona to them (Quirk, 2015). In Zimbabwe, where stand-up comedy is 

autobiographical, that means highlighting and displaying certain aspects of your identity. 

Guramatunhu does this, by elaborating on her positionality as a woman with what is 

‘traditionally’ a boys-name. By identifying herself as a woman with a ‘boys-name’ 

Guramatunhu iterates narratives and norms through which her gender identity is 

constituted with a difference. As Judith Butler (1993, xvii) has pointed out, naming is 

not without discursive consequence: “naming is at once setting of a boundary, and also 

the repeated inculcation of a norm.” In regard to Guramatunhu we thus see the repetition 

of female norms, and a ‘girling’, but also male norms as expectations of her audience 

might first be set, or confused already by, the MC introducing ‘her’ as ‘Munya.’23 

 
23 An MC is the Master of Ceremonies, the person that acts as a host in a stand-up comedy show. In 
Zimbabwe they are commonly another comedian performing a few jokes before introducing the next act.  
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Speaking from within this ambivalent position may afford her some leniency in terms of 

talking about sex. More than being marginal due to her status as a female stand-up 

comic, Guramatunhu seems to perform a marginalised gender identity.24 Involved in 

Bhabhaian mimicry when she performs, in a Butlerian sense, her identity, the emphasis 

on her name as a ‘boys name’, as well as the invocation of other ‘female’ norms, for 

example her pronoun, leads Guramatunhu to iterate gender norms in a way that is almost 

the same, but not quite (Bhabha, 1994).  

This production of her gender identity, and comic persona, does not end 

following her introduction. As Sophie Quirk (2015) has argued, the stories that the 

stand-up comedian tells to build up to a punchline also lets the audience know who they 

are, and allows them to provide the required knowledge, and build the intimate 

relationship needed for them to be able to address sensitive issues. Quirk (2015) 

demonstrates this process through an exploration of a joke sequence by Stewart Lee 

where he manages to get his audience to applaud the IRA (Irish Republican Army) for 

being ‘good’ terrorists. Quirk (2015, 110) points out that in order for Lee to get this 

reaction he has to deliver the joke “within a logical order and time frame which allows 

the audience to gradually warm up to the point where, around eighteen minutes into the 

show, he can request and be granted applause for IRA terrorism.”  

This type of build-up also exists within Guramatunhu’s stand-up where she early 

on frames her set as discussing the difficulties that exists for people living in Zimbabwe 

at that point in time. Guramatunhu establishes common ground with, and between 

audience members, by discussing everyday occurrences that most people in the country 

 
24 Joanne Gilbert (1997, 2004) has written about how it is seen as a benefit being marginal as a stand-up 
comedian. Located on the margin a comedian can speak from the ‘inside’ of several ‘belongings’. In 
Zimbabwe this was the case for some stand-up comedians, such as female comedians like Guramatunhu, 
but also stand-up comedians who had one parent who was Ndebele and one parent who was Shona. 
However, the vast majority of stand-up comedians in Harare in many ways represented the ‘everyday’ 
Zimbabwean.   
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will have had, queueing for petrol, only to have to join a queue that you watched form 

whilst in another queue, saving up to buy something only to find that the price has 

doubled by the time you have the money, and the difficulties trying to online date in a 

country where this is not yet well established – as Guramatunhu inquires with her 

audience – “have you ever reached the end of the internet? I have.” Interwoven between 

these stories is the narrative of a single woman trying to have sex in Zimbabwe, a story 

that slowly becomes more explicit as the audience get to know her. 

The ambivalence in Guramatunhu’s enactment of herself onstage, and the 

consequence this has for what the audience will allow her to say about sex, is usefully 

unpacked through Raúl Pérez (2013) work. Pèrez introduces authentic inauthenticity 

conceptualising it through a discussion of his own experience attending a stand-up 

comedy class in Los Angeles. Concentrating on the way that stand-up students were 

taught to joke about race, Pérez (2013, 483) defines authentic inauthenticity as the 

illusion that “I am not a racist even though I say racist things.” This notion resonates 

with how Bhabha (1994, 122) describes mimicry as almost the same, but not quite. What 

Pérez (2013) argues that the stand-up comedy teacher is asking their students to do, is to 

play out jokes in a way that the comedian appears as almost the same as a racist, but not 

quite. By being almost the same, but not quite, Pèrez argues that stand-up comedians can 

get away with joking about subjects that they otherwise would not be able to address 

because they are sensitive topics within the context where the joke is performed. This 

because the comedian is, in Pérez (2013, 496) words, “[performing] strategically by 

creating distance and denying racism; (2) [performing as] a ‘perceived’ member of that 

group, even when deliberately misrepresenting reality; and (3) [when what they say] was 

funny.”  In Guramatunhu’s case, this means establishing that she does not have ‘loose 

morals’ or is someone who brings shame upon her family, that rather she belongs to the 



 

 161 

category of women who are indeed decent. Presenting herself in this way then skews 

what she says when she talks about sex in a way that is considered indecent.  

Looking back at Guramatunhu’s blowjob joke through this lens, it becomes 

apparent how she engages in authentic inauthenticity by early on in the joke establishing 

a distance to the notion that she is indecent, but then performing ‘indecent’ things. 

Stating that she went to private school where she learnt how to act like a lady, 

Guramatunhu is essentially telling her audience that ‘she is not racist’, or in this instance 

‘she is a lady’. The use of indirection throughout the joke continues to emphasise this 

notion and create a distance between her and ‘loose women’. In the process of creating 

this distance, and denying being ‘loose’, Guramatunhu is also ‘acting out’ her 

membership of the ‘desired group’ of decent women. Her ability to do so is perhaps 

more apparent to women who have also attended private school. A female audience 

member that I talked to after the show, for example, who had gone to private school 

stated that the blowjob joke was her favourite that night. She explained that she could 

relate to the experiences that Guramatunhu was talking about in the joke; like singing in 

the choir and having to have their skirt be a certain length. Things that they had also had 

to do in order to learn how to behave like a lady. Having established this community 

Guramatunhu acts the joke out with a twist, her body enacting another type of sexual 

narrative, that she confirms, and destabilises, in the final sentence, when she states that 

“and still I am single.”  

Performing the joke sequence in this way Guramatunhu mimics multiple 

discourses about women in Zimbabwean society in a way that is, and where she is, 

almost the same but not quite (Bhabha, 1994). She is almost a lady, but not quite. 

Throughout the joke she highlights the ambivalence of gendered narratives on sex-talk 

that produce Zimbabwean women both as people who should not know, talk about, or 
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have sexual intercourse - for pleasure, and most certainly not before marriage. As stated 

by Dune and Mapedzahama (2017, 19) women should only have sex “within the 

boundaries of socially approved heterosexual marriage […] for either procreation 

(especially for women), and or for male gratification (i.e. the ‘good wife’ provides sex-

on-demand to her husband).” At the same time Guramatunhu hints at having to learn 

how to have sex, through some other way than experience. Performing her identity in 

this way, Guramatunhu creates a connection with the audience that contributes to her set 

feeling like a private conversation. Further, in setting herself up to be able to talk about 

sex, and thus unmuting silences on the topic, she also performs, in a Butlerian sense, her 

gender identity in a way that interrupts gendered narratives on who can/should engage in 

sex-talk. Guramatunhu does not necessarily dismiss the notion that women should not 

talk about sex but, iterating narratives and norms containing women’s speech-act, she 

performs herself as a marginal in-between character able to talk about sex because she 

also inhabits male characteristics.  

Performing herself ambivalently in this way interrupts gender norms, and 

gendered narrations of the, so called, ‘public sphere’ of politics. Indeed, through her 9 

October 2019 set, Gurmatunhu enacts, through the norms, narratives and discourses that 

underpin social ordering, an instance that is not accounted for by the gendered norms 

that regulate the public/private distinction in Zimbabwean society. Guramatunhu’s 

performance can thus be read as questioning and highlighting the ambivalence of the 

gendered production of private and public spheres in Zimbabwe. The way in which 

stand-up comedy engages with norms regulating sex-talk, and interrupts the narration of 

private versus political, will further be investigated in the next section, where I look at a 

set where Kudakwashe Museta performs sex-jokes.  
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How to delegitimise a political actor: sex, cheating, and going ‘too deep’ 
 
In October 2019, stand-up comedian Kudakwashe Museta performed a set at the 

University of Zimbabwe addressing cheating. The set, which re-tells the story of his 

most recent relationship moves from him not wanting to cheat on his girlfriend to 

learning that he needs to do so in order to not end up cheating on his wife. Playing on 

sex at several points throughout the set, Museta tells his audience that he met his ex-

girlfriend for the first time in the university library joking that it was: “lust at first sight.” 

Explaining how he fell in love he contends that this made him stupid. Instead of 

listening to his friends’ advice and cheat on his girlfriend he opted to remain faithful:  

 

“[Museta] talks about how all his friends told him that he needed to cheat on her, 

because it was not going to last. They told him he needed to ‘spread his 

investments’ in case it ended so that he still had someone else to go to, but he says: 

‘I was so in love.’” 

       (Fieldwork notes, October 2019) 

 

Following on from this experience, Museta explains to the audience that he has learnt a 

lesson: 

 

“’Cause you know, all guys cheat. And I don’t want to cheat on my wife, so instead 

I cheat on my girlfriend. That way I can make sure I don’t cheat on my wife.”  

       (Fieldwork notes, October 2019) 

 

Despite playing into common Zimbabwean conceptions that all men cheat (see Njovana 

and Watts, 1996) this set yielded mixed reactions. There was a tense atmosphere in the 

room with some of the audience members laughing, others audibly disagreeing, and 
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some jokes leading to an uncomfortable silence. Exploring this set, I will, in this section 

show how, whilst repeating gendered conceptions of masculinity and cheating in his set, 

Museta struggles to get his audience to laugh at his sex-jokes. Reflecting on a 

conversation that I had with a few male audience members after the show, I demonstrate 

below how in explaining Museta’s impropriety when talking about sex, these audience 

members engage in a form of mimicry where they repeat narratives commonly used to 

suppress women’s ability to act in the ‘public sphere’ in a way that is almost the same, 

but not quite. Doing so they draw attention to the ambivalence of gendered norms that 

regulate how women should or should not act, thus interrupting patriarchal power-

relations in Zimbabwe.   

To understand Museta’s set, it is important to know that in Zimbabwe it is 

considered normal for men to cheat. Eunice Njovana and Charlotte Watts’ (1996, 49) 

capture this explaining that men are seen as unable to control their urges, making 

women responsible to ensure that they do not have an opportunity to cheat: “Whilst 

strict controls are placed on women, men are permitted substantial freedom both within 

and outside of marriage. Nowadays, it is commonly accepted that men will have sexual 

relationships outside of marriage.” Lene Bull Christiansen (2013) elaborates on this in 

her study of literary works addressing HIV and cheating in Zimbabwe. She explains 

that, most often, the person seen as responsible for men’s cheating is the mistress (in 

Zimbabwe referred to as the ‘small house’ with the ‘main house’ being the wife), as 

“Self-worth is […] ascribed to the married women, while ‘small houses’ appear to suffer 

its lack” (Christiansen, 2013, 520).  

This conception of cheating is ambiguously placed within other narratives in the 

country emphasising the significance of virginity. The tension between these narratives 

is captured in an opinion piece written by Tsungai Chekerwa-Machokoto (2016b) in 
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Zimbabwean newspaper The Chronicle. She argues that both men and women should 

remain virgins until marriage (thus also launching a critique on the idea that men can 

have sex before marriage). However, she points out that this is not the prevalent attitude 

in the country, stating that: “The man who has a child before marriage is [seen as] ‘a 

well-functioning man.’ A well functional woman would be the one who accepts the 

husband’s past and makes a home for his children before she even has any of her own” 

(Chekerwa-Machokoto, 2016b). Despite Museta’s set speaking to this prevalent 

conception that men cheat, and that this is not their fault, the atmosphere during the set 

is tense.  

This uncomfortable atmosphere in the room can perhaps begin to be explained 

by looking at how a distance is created between Museta and the audience. When Museta 

steps out on the stand-up comedy stage he alters his voice. Instead of conversing with 

his audience he projects his voice in a theatrical manner coming across, in my opinion, 

as rather animated; or as an audience member told me after a show in September 2019, 

he lacks stage presence and struggles with using the microphone to his advantage. Ian 

Brodie (2014) has highlighted the significance of the microphone to stand-up comedy. 

He argues that it allows the comedian to talk normally, facilitating the feeling of a 

private conversation, whilst remaining in control as they can use the entire register of 

their voice (even whispering) and still be louder than their audience (Brodie, 2014; see 

also Matte and McFayden, 2011).25 This contributes to the creation of an intimacy 

between the audience and comedian and helps lay the foundation for a circumstance 

where the comedian can address sensitive issues (see also Mintz, 1985; Scarpetta and 

Spagnolli, 2009). Struggling to do this, Museta, instead, creates distance between 

 
25 This significance of the microphone has been registered by Zimbabwean stand-up comedians. When at 
one point the organiser of a show I attended had forgotten to set up the microphone the comedians chose 
not to perform as they worried that the audience would not hear them.  
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himself and the audience. This sense of distance was exacerbated by the fact that he 

tended not to interact with them.  

 Museta further entrenches the feeling that he is performing a character onstage 

towards the end of the set where he changes his stance on cheating. Having first enacted 

a joke sequence that seems to argue that all men should cheat, he towards the end of the 

set articulates another view. This segment, less of a joke and more of speech, renders 

more applause than the previous section. These two different views emphasise the 

feeling that Museta was actually playing a role during the first part of his set, and that 

maybe in this latter segment his true self and views are coming out. Key to this, is that 

when he articulates the view that people should not cheat, he heightens his energy, and 

in contrast to the previous part of the set appears less animated (see Pèrez 2013). The 

impression that I got as an audience member was that the final speech articulated the 

view of the comedian off-stage as opposed to the character onstage. Here I would like to 

highlight a comment made by an audience member at a show on 28 August 2019, stating 

that authenticity is essential to a set being funny: “When it is real to the comedian it 

resonates” (emphasis added; fieldwork notes, 28 August 2019). Appearing to perform a 

character, Museta thus struggles to get his audience onboard with the jokes he is telling 

(see Double, 2014 on how authenticity is what separates stand-up from theatre). Instead 

of disrupting norms on cheating Museta’s set seems to ambiguously reiterate them.  

 The result of this uncomfortable atmosphere is also that Museta’s sex-jokes are 

not received well by his audience. This is captured in a conversation that I had with 

some of his male audience members after the show, I have summarised it as follows in 

my fieldwork notes:  

 

“[Museta’s] comedy was specifically pointed out as having gone ‘too deep’. 

Someone joked that: ‘the women were horny instead of laughing at the end of the 
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performance.’ They said that it was not okay to be touching yourself like that 

onstage [at one point in Museta’s set he swings the microphone in front of his 

scrotum as if it was his penis]. The reason that people should not joke about sex 

according to these audience members was that people take their beliefs seriously – 

so it’s okay to touch upon these topics but you should not go overboard. […] 

Further it was stated that people felt embarrassed about this because of 

Zimbabwean culture – that talking about sex this way went against it.” 26 

 

This demonstrates how in this instance Museta’s sex-talk was seen as a transgression, 

and rather than interrupting silences on the topic it appears to entrench them as the 

audience members explain to me what is problematic about the way in which he talks 

about sex (it is important to state here that I did not bring up sex but simply asked the 

audience what they thought about the show).  

 However, exploring the audience response further through the theoretical 

approach outlined in chapter 2, it becomes apparent how in the process of explaining to 

me why Museta should not joke about sex, gender norms and gendered narrations of, so 

called, ‘public spaces’ are interrupted. Here, it is useful to return to my discussion of 

mimicry in chapter 2. Remember, when Homi K. Bhabha (1994, 122) first articulated 

mimicry it was as a way in which colonial discourse attempted to deal with its 

ambivalence, hiding it through a repetition that was almost the same, but not quite. As 

Bhabha (1994, 122) himself so eloquently explains “Mimicry is, thus, the sign of a 

double articulation; a complex strategy of reform, regulation and discipline, which 

 
26 Similarly, to the audience reaction at Museta’s set, another group of male audience member that I talked 
to after a show earlier in 2019, also expressed discomfort at stand-up comedians (both male and female) 
joking about sex. They also pointed out that such explicit sex-talk went against their culture, and further 
explained that it meant they did not feel comfortable bringing female friends, partners, or relatives to a show. 
Amongst the audience members that I talked to this discomfort with sex-jokes was quite common and 
brought up on a few occasions, but notably not after Guramatunhu’s show.  
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‘appropriates’ the Other as it visualizes power.” Examining the response of Museta’s 

audience members we can see such a mimicry operating as they ‘act out’ gendered 

narratives commonly used to suppress women’s sexuality in a way that is almost the 

same, but not quite, reverting gender norms (Bhabha, 1994, 122). In this instance, rather 

than men having uncontrollable urges that are to be blamed on the woman, Museta is the 

one eliciting the uncontrollable urges of the opposite sex: “the women were horny 

instead of laughing at the end of the performance.” Here, Museta is the ‘small-house’ to 

blame for women having sexual urges.  

This re-invocation is further entrenched as the audience calls upon Zimbabwean 

culture as a way to highlight the significance of Museta’s transgression. According to 

Tandeka C. Nkiwane (2000, 328) Zimbabwean culture is commonly invoked as a way to 

control women who are “told that they are custodians of cultural and traditional values, 

no matter how perverse or retrogressive, and that they must preserve what little we have 

left that has not been tainted by Western values.” This emphasis put on women as 

having to protect Zimbabwean culture is usefully demonstrated by Christiansen (2009). 

Discussing the debates around a vote for a domestic violence law in the early 2000s she 

highlights the extent to which culture is used to suppress women (Christiansen, 2009). 

She does this by pointing out that it was important to those in favour of the law to show 

that women having rights did not stand in contradiction to Zimbabwean culture: 

 

 “[Mushonga, leader of The Women’s Coalition at the time] […] is here 

challenging the view that women’s rights are a Western influence unbefitting 

African culture […] Simultaneously she attempts to indigenize her own point of 

view by pointing out that she and her organization represent patriotic citizens who 

are challenging the misuse of their culture for the purpose of power and control.” 

        (Christiansen, 2009, 185)  
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Referring to culture in their condemnation of Museta’s sex-jokes, the audience is thus 

invoking a contested and complicated space of debate in regard to women’s rights in 

Zimbabwean society.27 Articulated in relation to a discussion of Museta as having 

unduly aroused women, this reference acts to further the repetition of gendered norms on 

sex in a way that is almost the same, but not quite, thus highlighting the ambivalences of 

these narratives. 

 Exploring further the way in which these male audience members narrate 

Museta’s actions as almost the same, but not quite highlights how they also interrupt 

gendered narratives of the public/private divide in the country. As they cast Museta as 

arousing the female audience members they invoke narratives commonly used to 

delegitimise female politicians who are perceived as not adhering to the construction of 

the private/public divide (see Ncube, 2020a, Ncube 2020b). Indeed, Gibson Ncube 

(2020a) has pointed out how in gendered narrations of the public/private divide women 

who conform are portrayed as ‘mothers’, whereas women who do not are cast as 

‘whores’. Looking specifically at how former first lady Grace Mugabe was narrated 

following the removal of Robert Mugabe in 2017 highlights the similarities in the way 

that the audience describes Museta: “Grace was labelled a prostitute owing to allegations 

that she had become so powerful that she could seduce men on two fronts: in terms of 

money and physically” (Ncube, 2020b, 344). Narrating Grace Mugabe as promiscuous 

delegitimises her as an actor in Zimbabwean party politics (similar narratives about 

Joice Mujuru’s sexuality and use of sex to get ahead were used to delegitimise her bid to 

 
27 In my interview with Munyaradzi Guramatunhu in 2018 she points towards how it is seen as being against 
Zimbabwean culture to show skin, yet, she argues, before colonisation Zimbabwean women used to walk 
around with their breasts out. Another female comedian, further explained how no more than ten years ago 
women who were perceived as not covering-up enough could be subject to sexual abuse and harassment in 
the central business district in Harare.  
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be next in line for presidency in 2014 - see Tendi, 2016). As the audience calls upon 

these narratives in a way that is almost the same, but not quite when explaining to me 

what they did not like about Museta’s set, they invoke the ambivalence of gendered 

narratives which are used to silence female voices in both, so called, private and public 

spheres (see Ncube, 2020a). Indeed, Museta, a man, appearing in public, is said to be 

using his sexuality to further his comedy, something that is reprimanded for being 

against ‘Zimbabwean culture’ and delegitimises his expression. By explaining to me 

why Museta’s set is uncomfortable, these audience members interrupt gendered 

narrations of the public/private divide in Zimbabwe, highlighting the ambivalence of the 

way that society is ordered patriarchally.  

 

Ambivalent enactments of a gendered public/private divide 
 
Stand-up comedy is an ambivalent space that blurs the boundaries between what is often 

articulated as the private/public distinction, and through sex-jokes can interrupt the 

gendered norms upon which this division is constructed. Looking at how sex-talk is 

articulated in this space illustrates how the genre can interrupt the construction of gender 

norms that limit women’s role in Zimbabwean political life. It does this when 

Guramatunhu reiterates her gender identity as ambivalently male/female to then also 

through her sex-jokes iterate herself further through authentic inauthenticity as someone 

who is a lady/not a ‘whore’ even though she says things that ‘whores’ are understood to 

do. This displaces how Zimbabwean society conceptualises women in politics as either 

‘mothers’, when they have done something that re-institutes patriarchy, or ‘whores’, as a 

way to remove them from the ‘political sphere’ (Ncube, 2020a). It further enacts this 

displacement when audience members at Museta’s show attempts to explain away his 

impropriety in talking explicitly about sex. Attempting to explain to me why Museta’s 
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set was uncomfortable, these audience members enact a form of mimicry which ends up 

highlighting the ambivalence of the reasons given for why women should or should not 

act in particular ways in public. This draws attention to the ambivalence of norms, 

narratives and discourses through which patriarchal gender norms are reiterated in 

Zimbabwean political life. Looking at how Zimbabwean stand-up comedians address 

sex, a topic that is generally silenced in public thus draws attention to how the subject 

can act through norms, narratives and discourses. Interrupting the way that public spaces 

are constructed through gendered conceptions of what Zimbabwean women should and 

should not do stand-up comedy intervenes politically in the nation. Exploring 

Zimbabwean stand-up comedy in relation to sex-talk, this chapter has shown how people 

act resistively in the repressive Zimbabwean environment. These questions of resistance 

beyond protest will be taken up in the concluding chapter of this thesis.    
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Conclusion: The nuances of comedic resistance  
 

So, what is the significance of stand-up comedy in relation to politics in Zimbabwe? A 

sceptic might respond to this thesis by querying whether it matters if stand-up in the 

country is performed only in the major cities, if comedians are met by the same group of 

audience members each time, or if at some shows, the venue is empty? If no one shows 

up, or the venue is half full, does that reduce stand-up comedy’s impact on politics, 

compared to, for example, if it was performed to hundreds, or even thousands of 

people? Whilst the audience of course is a central part of a stand-up comedy show, 

these questions miss the central point and argument of this thesis. Across the past five 

chapters I have not attempted to look at why people laugh, rather, I have examined what 

stand-up comedy does to the norms, narratives and discourses which produces a 

particular social ordering in the country. I have identified the ways in which stand-up 

comedy interrupts the construction of this social ordering by highlighting its 

ambivalence – arguing that this process allows for a comedian to exercise agency that 

occurs within norms, narratives and discourses. In other words, I have argued, that 

stand-up comedy is a discursive resistance through which the subject can speak, act and 

disrupt in Zimbabwe also when, and if, no one is looking.  

 The central argument of this thesis is therefore that Zimbabwean stand-up 

comedy intervenes politically when it interrupts social ordering. In other words, when it 

reveals something about the way in which society is structured based on what might be 

called ‘common sense’, or what I have referred to as the ‘system of meaning’ which 

norms, narratives and discourses produce. Looking at how stand-up comedy resists and 

reinforces these norms, narratives and discourses I have argued that the genre interrupts 

social ordering by divulging the ambivalence of Zimbabwean-ness; highlighting 

narrative contradictions, unsettling societal conceptions, and addressing that which is 
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commonly silenced. Telling a story of the politics of Zimbabwean stand-up comedy that 

has not been told in this depth and scope before, or through this theoretical perspective, 

I have enhanced our understanding of the complex, messy and nuanced ways in which 

resistance operates contributing to both literature on Zimbabwean politics, and 

scholarship addressing comedy in critical global politics. In what follows I will outline 

how this argument has been made and the significance that it has.  

 
Main arguments: interrupting social ordering  
 
This thesis has understood the construction of Zimbabwean-ness as a way in which 

society is ordered and structured as it delineates who does and does not belong, as well 

as expectations for how people should or should not act. To understand how stand-up 

comedy interrupts social ordering, I have thus focused on how the genre engages with 

Zimbabwean-ness. I have investigated three sites where Zimbabwean-ness is 

constructed; the production of state autobiographies, the creation of the ‘authentic’ 

Zimbabwean subject, and norms regulating how Zimbabweans ‘should’ behave, here 

explored in relation to sex-talk and the public/private divide. Interrogating stand-up 

comedy in regard to these sites through a theoretical approach developed using Homi K. 

Bhabha and Judith Butler, and an assessment of original empirical material gathered, I 

have been able to illustrate how the genre intervenes politically in several ways.  

In order to argue that stand-up intervenes politically I started by reviewing, in 

chapter 1, the ways in which comedy has been said to resist. This illustrated how 

scholarship within critical global politics, African studies, and stand-up comedy has 

grappled with how comedy both resists and reinforces, sometimes, seemingly at once. 

Developing a theoretical approach, in chapter 2, I drew on Bhabha and Butler as they 

enabled me to explain both the way that stand-up can reinforce and resist. Combining 

Bhabha’s and Butler’s work I advanced a theoretical approach based on the idea that 
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interruption occurs through ‘repetition with a difference’ drawing on ambivalence, 

mimicry and performativity as useful tools to unpack what comedy does to power, 

especially in repressive regimes that attempt to silence their populations. Having 

advanced a theoretical approach that recognises the messy ways in which the subject 

interacts with power, I turned towards my empirical material to investigate how stand-

up comedy intervenes politically.  

In chapter 3 I argued that stand-up comedy can intervene at a state level. 

However, it does this not by removing the state’s material might, but by interrupting 

state autobiographies. These narrations which construct cohesive stories about the 

nation’s past and present are significant in Zimbabwe where ZANU-PF have used them 

as one way in which to legitimise its regime beyond free and fair elections. To explore 

how stand-up interrupts state autobiographies, I looked at two ways in which the state 

constructs itself - as homogeneous and heteronormative. Drawing on what Bhabha 

refers to as the time-lag, as well as Butlerian performativity I illustrate how stand-up 

comedy highlights the ambivalences in state constructions by reiterating ‘tribal’ 

narratives in unfamiliar ways thus disrupting the production of homogeneity, and 

reinforcing heteronormativity in a way that reveals anxieties about women’s place in 

society. This has implications for future studies of the construction of nationalism, and 

the relationship between state and society in repressive regimes as it enforces the 

importance to look beyond ‘traditional’ means of resistance, as well as ‘pure’ opposition 

to understand the power-relations in these environments.  

In chapter 4 I explored further how stand-up comedy can interrupt given the 

repressive environment in which it operates. I highlighted how laws and legislation, as 

well as intimidations and harassment attempt to control peoples’ expression in the 

country. Drawing on empirical material, especially interviews, I argued that stand-up 
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comedians in Zimbabwe, despite being aware of the risks, felt emboldened to be 

themselves onstage. I further looked at how by performing autobiographically stand-up 

comedians are able to interrupt monolithic narratives of the ‘authentic’ Zimbabwean. 

Engaging with stand-up comedy through Bhabhaian mimicry and Butlerian 

performativity I illustrated how stories about other ways of being in Zimbabwe disrupt 

state claims that equate party and patriotism, and interrupt patriarchal power-relations by 

playing out the contradictions between the submissive woman and the ‘rebellious’ and 

‘promiscuous’ artist. This captures the complicated relationship between subject and 

society, as well as highlighting that in order to understand how people resist in 

repressive environments we must look beyond activism, and criticisms of the state to 

look at how people interact with the ‘system of meaning’ produced by both state and 

society. Daring to widen our perspective of how people might act in repressive regimes 

will reveal the ways in which the relationship between dominant and subordinate are 

constantly being (re)negotiated.  

In chapter 5 I turned to look at how stand-up comedy interrupts power-relations 

that exist in society beyond the state. Indeed, in Zimbabwe, women’s ability to operate 

in public spaces are not just regulated by state actions, but also by the gendered norms 

through which the public/private divide is constructed in society - and which give claims 

to, for example sexual promiscuity, a delegitimising ability. Looking at how stand-up 

comedians engage in sex-jokes onstage, in a more or less successful way, I drew on 

Bhabhaian mimicry and Butlerian performativity to show how they interrupt norms that 

produce a gendered public/private divide. Through this discussion, I illustrated how 

techniques such as authentic inauthenticity where the comedian states that they are, for 

example, a lady, even though they say things ladies don’t, enables an interruption of 

gender norms, as well as how audiences attempt at explaining a comedian’s 
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transgression onstage can reveal ambivalences in the way that women’s actions are 

delegitimised. Interrogating the public/private divide, and resistance against a gendered 

political space, this chapter illustrated the significance of looking beyond the public 

sphere to see how people interrupt and act politically. In line with Achille Mbembe’s 

(1992, 2001) work this thesis advances a way to understand systems of power and 

domination in the Postcolony, and how they are interrupted, through a theoretical 

approach that looks beyond binaries, and a site (stand-up comedy) that embraces and 

highlights the ambiguities of society.    

 

An untold story of politics in Zimbabwean stand-up 
 
This thesis has made three contributions: an empirical contribution to research on 

politics in Zimbabwe, and both a theoretical and a methodological contribution to 

studies of comedy in critical global politics. 

This thesis started (chapter 1; a note on Zimbabwe) by highlighting how 

scholarship on Zimbabwean politics has emphasised the significance of the construction 

of nation-ness in the country. Focusing predominantly on nationalism as a tool of the 

state, researchers demonstrated how it has reinforced government claims to legitimacy 

beyond free and fair elections, justified political policy decisions, and explained acts of 

violence. Julia Gallagher (2017) also explores the topic examining how the state is 

constructed through peoples’ imagination of the international. Looking at how the arts 

and politics has interacted in Zimbabwe it has been demonstrated that researchers have 

identified comedy as a potential challenge to state authority. Building on this 

scholarship, I have complexified the discussion of how comedy can resist power. 

Having explored Zimbabwean nationalism through stand-up comedy, a genre that is 

continuing to grow in the country despite economic hardship and a repressive 
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environment, I have shown how constructions of Zimbabwean-ness by state and society 

alike can be interrupted.  

Engaging with empirical material from two rounds of fieldwork in 

predominantly Harare, but also briefly in Bulawayo, during 2018 and 2019, I have 

contributed to the limited scholarship that exists on Zimbabwean stand-up. I have 

shown how the genre can reinforce ‘tribal’ narratives in a way that disrupts state claims 

to national unity (chapter 3). I have demonstrated how homophobic jokes reveal 

anxieties about women’s place in society (chapter 3). I have argued that stand-up has 

developed into an autobiographical performance form, and that through stories about 

comedian’s day-to-day lives it is able to, in a repressive environment, highlight the 

ambivalences of ZANU-PF’s attempt to equate patriotism and party support, showing 

also, how female comedians interrupt patriarchal power-relations by revealing 

contradictions between depictions of them as ‘rebellious’ artists, and ‘submissive’ 

women (chapter 4). Finally, I have examined how transforming stand-up comedy into a 

private conversation situates sex-talk done onstage ambivalently both within the public 

and the private; demonstrating how the genre can interrupt norms that construct the 

private/public distinction in a gendered way in the country (chapter 5). Engaging with 

gender in all three empirical chapters I have emphasised its significance in the country’s 

political landscape, and as such the importance of how stand-up comedy challenges and 

reinforces gendered power-relations. Through these discussions in this thesis, I have 

developed an empirical contribution to research on Zimbabwean politics by looking at 

how stand-up comedy contests, whilst also reinforcing norms, narratives and discourses 

through which Zimbabwean-ness is constructed.  

Telling a story about the politics of stand-up comedy in Zimbabwe that has 

never been told before, at least not to this depth and scope, or from this theoretical 
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perspective, this thesis has deepened our understanding of the nuanced and complex 

ways in which resistance operates in the country. It has highlighted that politics in 

Zimbabwe occurs outside of the ‘serious’ realm of parties, policies and institutional 

decisions. Further, it has showed that stand-up comedy should be understood as a form 

of resistance that occurs outside of organised protests, non-governmental organisations, 

or internal party divisions. Indeed, it has drawn attention to what might be deemed the 

‘unserious’ space of entertainment as a platform through which people not only 

challenge and critique political leaders but participate in an ongoing conversation about 

how society should be structured in the nation. This thesis has demonstrated that politics 

in Zimbabwe is something that happens also through arts. It has drawn our attention to 

the way in which art that does not address parties, policies and politicians is still 

political. Broadening the understanding of politics in Zimbabwe in this way, this thesis 

has demonstrated that the construction of the nation is not always a top-down 

endeavour, and that the state does not have a monopoly on narrating nationhood. More 

than a way in which the Zimbabwean state attempts to legitimise its regime beyond free 

and fair elections, national narratives are also a space in which people contest the way 

that the country is being run.  

Exploring stand-up comedy in Zimbabwe this thesis has thus made a number of 

observations about politics in the country. It has contributed to literature on 

Zimbabwean nationalism which tends to engage with the way in which it is produced by 

state and society alike in relation to binaries – whether that is by contrasting belonging 

to ‘Others’ who are internal or external to the country (see, for example, Ndlovu-

Gatsheni, 2009) – focusing instead on the ambivalences of narratives through which 

nation-ness is constructed. Indeed, this thesis has shown that to understand nationalism 

in Zimbabwe it is important to recognise that it is produced by a diverse set of norms, 
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narratives and discourses that often contradict and contravene one another, sometimes 

in ways that are disruptive. Further, this thesis has shown that to understand gender 

relations in Zimbabwean politics it is important to also examine how women themselves 

talk about what it means to belong. It has illustrated that a space to find such narratives 

in the country is stand-up comedy – which uniquely emboldens its practitioners to speak 

out about issues that they normally would not. Crucially, these stories are not told from 

outside of patriarchal power-relations in the nation but are spoken from within them. 

Finally, this thesis has contributed to scholarship which addresses the patriarchal power-

relations that exists in Zimbabwe by showing that women can re-claim legitimacy as 

political actors in the country through stand-up comedy.  

The implication for future research that results from this is the realisation that to 

understand politics, resistance, and state-society relations in Zimbabwe focus needs to 

be placed also on its entertainment sector. In other words, building on previous 

scholarship, there is a need to broaden the scope of what is researched when trying to 

understand resistance in Zimbabwe to include those areas of social life that are often 

deemed ‘unserious’, and perhaps even ‘unpolitical’. This includes considering those 

acts that disrupt in less than straightforward ways, recognising and embracing the 

complexity of how the subject acts and resists as also part of the story of politics in the 

nation. Indeed, to support democratisation in Zimbabwe, policy experts might want to 

consider not only supporting the arts in general but supporting also those artists that do 

not necessarily engage in political satire, or overt attacks on the regime. There is 

political value in arts that speaks to the everyday, and supporting it provides a space for 

people in the country to develop themselves what they want Zimbabwe to look like, 

rather than having to adapt and adhere to ‘Western’ ideals of what others think their 

nation should be. 
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 More than a story of Zimbabwean politics, this thesis has contributed to 

scholarship within critical global politics through its investigation of stand-up. Indeed, 

as emphasised by feminist scholars, the personal is political, and in the words of 

Cynthia Enloe (2014, 350) “the personal is international.” This has been captured in 

relation to Zimbabwe by Gallagher (2017), who has previously explored how people in 

the nation understand the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ state through imaginations of the ’Other’. 

The way in which the production of the state and nation is intertwined in the 

construction of the international has also been highlighted by James Brassett (2021, 

139), who advances a conceptualisation of resistance within international political 

economy which focuses on British humour to understand global politics:  

 

”Everyday comic resistances perform within a context of global social power 

relations. While certain jokes, in certain circumstances, may question, subvert, or 

otherwise undermine the everyday hierarchies of global market life, others may 

work to affirm such exclusions, or else provide a socially resonant, if potentially 

violent, mode of inclusion. Simply put, comedy does different things in different 

circumstances and that is precisely why it is political.” 

 

Brassett’s (2021) work speaks to other literature within international political 

economy which has looked at how humour can unsettle economic discourses and 

global market life (de Goede, 2005), but also other scholars who have examined 

comedy as a way in which global power structures relating to security (Amoore 

and Hall, 2013), the environment (Mason, 2013), and development (Cameron, 

2015) are disrupted. This thesis has contributed to this literature by developing a 

theoretical approach based on Homi K. Bhabha and Judith Butler which can be 

applied to different contexts in order to unpack, and highlight, the complex, messy 
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and less than straight forward ways in which the subject acts and resists through 

humour in global politics.  

  Making the decision to not simplify the complexity of comedy’s interaction 

with power, but rather embrace the messiness that is humour, this thesis has drawn on 

Bhabha’s and Butler’s work to advance a theoretical approach that looks at 

contradiction and ambivalences in order to study what comedy does to social ordering. 

To explore how stand-up specifically, or humour more generally, interrupts power this 

approach calls for the researcher to look at how sets engage with wider norms, 

narratives and discourses beyond the comedy space in order to be able to situate 

moments of ambivalence. Having located these, the combination of Bhabha’s and 

Butler’s work in the approach usefully highlights how the repetition of norms, 

narratives, and discourses reveals this ambivalence in ways that interrupt. This 

interruptive re-articulation is what I have called ‘repetition with a difference’ and can be 

identified through Bhabhaian mimicry and Butlerian performativity. Pulling together a 

set of useful theoretical concepts this approach helps me assess the complex ways in 

which stand-up operates in the repressive Zimbabwean environment, developing an 

approach that can also be used in future research looking to understand what comedy 

does to social ordering, and how people act through humour in messy and nuanced 

ways.  

 This theoretical approach could be applied to different contexts, both in Africa 

and the global north, to bring out the nuances and messiness of how people act and 

resist through comedy. Drawing on this approach, for example, when exploring civil 

society and humour in Nigeria, Ebenezer Obadare (2009, 2010, 2016) would have been 

able to not only explore how comedy is an ‘actor’ in civil society, but also how people 

through humour can participate in the (re)negotiation of what civil society is in the 



 

 182 

country. In other words, what comedy does to social ordering in Nigeria. Beyond the 

domestic context, this theoretical approach helps us understand the complex ways in 

which comedic stories about the everyday can interrupt global narratives. Indeed, I have 

previously, together with Carl Death (2020), used Bhabha’s understanding of mimicry 

in order to show how Trevor Noah as a non-Western actor, was able to resist global 

narratives on race, disease and poverty that portray the African continent in demeaning 

ways. Building on this, the theoretical approach developed in this thesis, can be used to 

advance our understanding of how comedy performed to international audiences, either 

through shows on streaming platforms, or live performances in comedy clubs or at 

festivals, such as Edinburgh Fringe, interrupts global narratives, not only through what 

is said onstage, but also through its embodied nature. 

Combining both the oral and the corporeal to explore how ambivalence operates 

in humour complicates our understanding of comedic resistance. For example, Grace 

Musila’s (2014) important demonstration of how stand-up in South Africa has become a 

space where the otherwise controversial subject of race is ‘speakable’ can be 

complexified by considering also how norms, narratives and discourses are repeated 

corporeally, and what implications that has for who can speak about race in this context, 

and how it can be done. The complex ways in which embodied identity, and jokes 

operate in stand-up was highlighted to me by South African comedian Angel Campey in 

an interview in 2018 where she told me about what comedian Kagiso Lediga had said 

about her prospects as a performer:  

 

“[Kagiso Lediga said that] Trevor [Noah] is half black and half white so he can talk 

about race to anyone, ‘cause he represents all three - cause coloureds also identify 

with him. And then he [Kagiso Lediga] said: ‘we as a country are now ready to 

hear from white people, we wanna know what it’s like being a white person in 
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post-apartheid South Africa. But it’s too soon to hear from a man, so you’re a 

woman, so you can talk to us about being white and we still don’t find you 

threatening because you’re still a woman’, and so, he is like: ‘you’ve got a unique 

privilege point as a white.’”  

 

Looking at both the way that norms, narratives and discourses are repeated through 

what is said and embodied thus nuances our perception of how comedic resistance 

operates in global politics. Complicating the way in which people act and resist this 

theoretical approach usefully helps us unpack the nuanced and messy ways in which 

comedy intervenes politically doing something to norms, narratives and discourses.  

 As such, the theoretical approach developed in this thesis, also answers a call 

from scholars within the African context who have noted that subversion in postcolonial 

settings does not necessarily adhere to binaries through which it is often conceptualised, 

and that exploring comedy could put on display the complicated ways in which power 

and disruption operates in the continent (see, for example, Mbembe 1992, 2001). As 

Musila (2014, 149) has noted in her exploration of South African stand-up, engaging 

with the questions posed about comedy’s role in society not only: 

 

 “[invites] us to […] rethink the possibilities of humour as a vehicle of resistance, 

but to revisit the very question of resistance, and particularly hegemonic 

understandings of resistance in Africa [where in] recent years, many scholars have 

questioned the conceptual reach of the idea of resistance in making sense of […] 

realities [on the continent].”  

 

Indeed, as Obadare (2016, 62) also comments in his investigation of comedy and 

silences in Nigeria: “humour deserves closer academic scrutiny, […] [it] plays an 
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important, if ultimately ambiguous, role in the relationship between the political elite 

and underclass in Nigeria.” Answering the call by Africanist scholarship to complicate 

the relationship between the dominant and subordinate by developing a theoretical 

approach that looks at how norms, narratives and discourses are repeated with a 

difference, this thesis advances a way to explore humour in different contexts that 

engages with its messy and ambiguous nature and draws on this complexity to 

understand the nuanced ways in which people act and resist on the international arena.  

In line with this theoretical approach, I have also advanced a methodology to 

explore how comedy interrupts, specifically in repressive environments like Zimbabwe, 

that extends beyond often textual or narratively based studies on the topic within critical 

global politics, thus enabling us to see the complex ways in which subject and 

resistance operates in this context. Exploring Zimbabwean stand-up comedy through a 

fieldwork-based approach this thesis has looked beyond the few minutes spent by the 

comedian onstage, deepening our knowledge of how the genre operates politically by 

also examining what happens before and after a show, and how it is situated within the 

broader societal context. Interviewing stand-up comedians and artists, talking to 

audience members, attending shows, and involving myself in the day-to-day practices of 

a Zimbabwean stand-up comedy club, Simuka Comedy, this thesis has looked at how 

the genre operates politically, and is affected by ethnic divisions (see chapter 3), 

patriarchal gender structures (see chapter 3 and chapter 4), a repressive political 

environment where expressing your opinion is risky (see chapter 4) and norms that 

regulate what should and should not be said (see chapter 5). In line with Roxanne Doty 

(2010), I have recognised that the researcher is always present in their writing, even 

when this is through an active absence. I have reflected upon how my being present for 

the minutia of day-to-day activities – writing grants, waiting for shows to start, and 
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negotiating how to organise lunch – all feeds into the way in which the genre is 

understood, and knowledge built around it, in this thesis.  

Taking this methodological approach has allowed for a better understanding of 

how stand-up comedians are located within social ordering yet are able to interrupt. A 

fieldwork-based approach was thus not only useful because it allowed me to access 

material which at the time was not available online, with stand-up sets, as discussed in 

the introduction of this thesis, largely performed live and not recorded, but also because 

it speaks to the located and embodied nature of stand-up comedy. Oliver Double (2014, 

20) in his definition of stand-up comedy, points out that it is a genre that “happens in 

the present tense, in the here and now […] [acknowledging] the performance situation.” 

Stand-up comedians tend to comment on what happens in a room and adapt their 

performances also based on the ‘energy’ in a particular venue, or amongst a particular 

audience (see also Quirk, 2015). This ‘energy’ is something that is experienced during 

the performance by those present.  

Further to this, as illustrated throughout this thesis, stand-up comedy is situated 

within a particular societal context brought into the performance setting by both 

audience and comedian, reiterated through the jokes told, and repeated through the way 

the comedian talks, walks, and gestures. For example, a lot of comedians tend to start 

with jokes that speak particularly to the context they are in, a comedian from Harare 

performing in Bulawayo may comment on something they’ve noticed in the city, just 

like a comedian from the US that has a set in the Netherlands may say something about 

the culture in the country that they have experienced as visitors. This makes it important 

to be both present at the show, and in the cultural context in which it is performed in 

order to understand how stand-up comedy operates politically. Investigating Zimbabwe 

as someone who is not from the country, it is even more important to be able to talk to 
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comedians and people in the country who can explain and locate the humour in relation 

to current news and societal norms.  

Introducing this fieldwork-based approach to investigating stand-up comedy in 

critical global politics, this thesis builds on previous studies which have been mostly 

narrative and discursive. Broadening our understanding of the impact of stand-up 

comedy beyond what happens onstage, as well as emphasising the importance of being 

able to situate stand-up comedy within the venue and societal context that it is 

performed, this methodological approach enables the researcher to further unpack and 

understand the messy and complex ways in which people act and resist through this 

genre. Building on the knowledge gained from previous studies of the genre, applying a 

fieldwork-based methodology of this kind has allowed for a better understanding of 

how stand-up comedians are located within social ordering, yet can also interrupt: this 

adds to a more nuanced understanding of how the subject acts. To further our 

conceptualisation of comedic resistance, especially in repressive environments, this 

thesis has shown the need for future scholarship to go beyond the textual and engage in 

this type of fieldwork-based approach.  

This becomes especially significant as stand-up comedy is growing on the 

African continent, making it an increasingly common way in which people express 

themselves locally, regionally and internationally. Indeed, stand-up comedy currently 

exists as an art form in several African countries including Tanzania, Cameroon, and 

Kenya (Oneya, 2019, Asala, 2020, theBeat, 2020). In countries like Nigeria the stand-up 

scene has produced well-known international performers like Bright Okpocha, known 

as Basketmouth, and in South Africa, stand-up comedians like Loyiso Gola and Trevor 

Noah have launched international careers hosting their own Netflix specials and 

performing to audiences around the world (Noah, 2020, Basketmouth, 2021, Logan, 
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2021). Stand-up comedy has also been used as a way to raise money and awareness on 

the African continent. As recently as 13 December 2020, UNHCR organised “Comedy 

with a Purpose”, a stand-up show bringing together comedians from across the 

continent to raise money for refugees by telling humorous stories from the comedians’ 

day-to-day lives (LuQuluQu, 2021). Stand-up comedy is not only a way to earn a living 

in Africa, but also, according to several of the Zimbabwean stand-up comedians that I 

interviewed, a way for people to tell their version of life on the continent to people 

living in neighbouring countries, or sometimes, as in the case of Zimbabwean stand-up 

comedian Carl Joshua Ncube, even further abroad (see also Ncube, 2021).  

With stand-up comedy growing on the continent and operating as a way in 

which people speak about their day-to-day experiences to local and international 

audiences, this thesis operates as a springboard, providing theoretical and 

methodological tools, as well as a current and informative example of how engaging 

with stand-up comedy can help us unpack, and highlight, the complex, messy and 

nuanced ways in which people act and resist in global politics. As such this thesis has 

contributed to scholarship on Zimbabwean politics, and within critical global politics, 

by turning to the African continent as a source of knowledge to understand resistance 

and agency.  

 

Resisting in Zimbabwe 
 
Resistance in Zimbabwe has been investigated by exploring civil protests. In recent 

years this has meant not only examining mass movements on the streets, but also online 

opposition (Ndlovu-Gatsheni, 2020). The power of social media as a tool in resistance 

has been investigated by scholars in Zimbabwe engaging particularly with the online 

#MyFlag protest (Gukurume, 2017, Matsilele and Ruhanya, 2020, Mpofu and Mare, 
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2020). This social media protest started to move from the internet on to the streets when 

the instigator Pastor Evan Mawarire challenged John Mangundya, Reserve Bank of 

Zimbabwe governor, to a public debate on the introduction of bond notes (Gukurume, 

2017). However, the ‘landmark’ event was a day of ‘national stay away’ called 

‘Shutdown Zimbabwe’ on July 6 2016 (Gukurume, 2017). Hearing about this type of 

protest in Zimbabwe you might ask why it has not led to long-term change in the 

country. A reason given by critics of protest movement in Zimbabwe, according to 

Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni (2020), is that people in the country tend to accept 

superficial solutions and then adapt to the new circumstances. Blessing-Miles Tendi 

(2016) in a widely cited piece in The Conversation Africa has pointed towards the need 

for not only online, or even offline protest but also a political agenda in order for long-

term change to happen. He argues that it is crucial to know what you want the change to 

lead to, what will happen when, for example, the president is removed. There have been 

attempts to create such a national agenda beyond party politics. For example, after the 

removal of Mugabe, the organisation Citizens’ Manifesto held events to create an 

environment where Zimbabweans could meet and imagine what they wanted the future 

for their country to look like; “our Zimbabwe dream” (Citizens Manifesto, 2018).  

 Focusing on stand-up comedy as interrupting and resisting through a productive 

process I view the genre also as part of an ongoing discursive negotiation of what it 

means to be Zimbabwean. This differs from the current literature on comedy in 

Zimbabwe as a way to resist political leaders and an authoritarian regime (Willems, 

2010, 2011, Hammett, 2011). The significance of stand-up as a space to tell 

Zimbabwean stories, about the Zimbabwean experience, and day-to-day life was made 

apparent not only in my interviews with comedians but also in my conversations with 

audience members. Speaking to one audience member, who had only watched 
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international performances before, I was told that local stand-up was a lot more 

impactful because the comedians spoke to her reality and day-to-day life (Fieldwork 

Notes, 9 October 2019). Although, as I have emphasised, this thesis presents an 

argument about what stand-up comedy can do discursively, I think there is room in 

future research to think even more about what stand-up comedy can do for negotiating a 

political agenda, and an understanding of nationalism and what it means to be 

Zimbabwean that is produced between state and society, and society and the subject. 

After all, stand-up comedy is a space in Zimbabwe where the public and private blurs, 

where risks are disregarded for emboldened feelings and a negotiation between the 

comedian and the audience appear to take place, as boundaries are negotiated about 

what is acceptable to say and do. Whether or not this does translate off-stage, or could 

continue after the show, is a worthwhile research avenue to pursue. As this story of 

Zimbabwean stand-up comedy comes to end, I thus want to, similarly to how the thesis 

started, turn to the voices of stand-up comedians themselves, this time drawing from my 

interviews to highlight how stand-up comedy is embedded within, and speaks to social 

ordering:  

 

“At the end of the day, what people forget is that, that comedians also go through 

whatever it is the audience is going through, you know, because I’m also 

Zimbabwean and I’m performing for Zimbabweans. […] [So] trying to be the one 

who brings the funny, it’s a very difficult thing, it’s a very difficult thing” 

 

(Mukudzei Kandoro Majoni, stand-up comedian, interview with author, October 9, 2018)  

 

“[I want my stand-up comedy to deal with the] monumental task that is being 

Zimbabwean and loving your country.”  
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(Munyaradzi Guramatunhu, stand-up comedian, interview with author, October 15, 2018)  
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Appendix 1: Partial list of interviews  
 
 
The Zimbabwean stand-up comedy community is still relatively small. In order to make 
interviewees less easy to identify and protect those who have been anonymised, or who 
have chosen to remain anonymous, I only provide a partial list of interviews.  
 
Interview with Brian Mafuso (13/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare.  
 
Interview with Carl Joshua Ncube (23/10/19). Stand-up comedian, interviewed via 
WhatsApp call (Victoria Falls). 
 
Interview with Ian Phiri (20/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare.  
 
Interview with Learnmore Mwanyenyeka (16/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare.  
 
Interview with Louis T. Napta Chinyanga (12/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare. 
 
Interview with Lucky Aaroni (11/10/2018). Founder of BustopTV, Harare. 
 
Interview with Mandlenkosi Simbarashe Mathe (17/10/18). Stand-up comedian, 
interviewed via WhatsApp call (Bulawayo).  
 
Interview with Mukudzei Kandoro Majoni (09/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare.   
 
Interview with Munyaradzi Guramatunhu (15/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare.  
 
Interview with Ntando Moyo (24/10/19). Stand-up comedian, Bulawayo.  
 
Interview with Sharon Chideu (10/10/18). Comedian, Harare.  
 
Interview with Samm Farai Monro (19/10/18). Co-founder of Magamba Network, 
Harare.   
 
Interview with Sikhanyiso Mlambo (17/10/18). Stand-up comedian, interviewed via 
WhatsApp call (Bulawayo).   
 
Interview with Tanya Sena (03/09/29). Stand-up comedian, Harare 
 
Interview with Tinaye Chiketa (20/02/2019). Stand-up comedian, Harare.  
 
Interview with Victor Mpofu (12/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare.  
 
Interview with Wencelacy Katuka (02/10/18). Stand-up comedian, Harare.  
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Appendix 2: Other interviews 
 
I originally interviewed comedians performing at Edinburgh Fringe (2018) and in Cape 
Town as part of this project. As the project altered to focus on Zimbabwe this material 
has been excluded bar one quote used in the conclusion. The interview which this quote 
is from is referenced here:  
 
Interview with Angel Campey (1/11/18). Stand-up comedian, Radio host, and script 
writer, Cape Town. 
 
 

 
 


