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ABSTRACT 

 

The study examines the role of the visual in research and documentation by analysing the 

power relations between the visual, oral, and written forms in the context of heritage 

preservation, drawing on theories of visual culture. The project aimed to visualise the M’bona 

beliefs and practices for the adornment of a future museum in a manner that strikes a balance 

among the three (visual, oral, and written) for heritage sustainability. The vision aligns with 

the concept of ‘decolonizing heritage for development,’1 where development encompasses 

improvements in both material and non-material aspects, the ability to help others, and a 

change in individual and collective circumstances. Heritage, on the other hand, comprises 

skills, knowledge, and practices. In short, heritage development is a consequence of heritage 

and heritage making.  

The study organized the data using Ninian Smart’s seven dimensions of religion. It employed 

Clifford Geertz’s definition of religion, Talal Asad’s critique, the African Traditional Religions 

framework, and participants’ views to examine the M’bona culture as a religion. The Manganja 

M’bona advocates asserted that they do not consider the term ‘religion’ applicable in their 

culture. 

An experimental research approach, the ‘Meta Picture Data Collection Technique,’ which 

strikes a balance between textual, oral, and visual elements of heritage while prioritizing 

community involvement, was developed and used in the study. The technique aims to balance 

practice and theory in visual culture by emphasizing artmaking as a holistic approach, much 

like reading and writing texts for deeper studies.  

  

 
1 The concept of decolonizing heritage is varied in perspective. Deconstructing colonial heritage institutions, 

abandoning terms such as precolonial, colonial, and postcolonial for the classification of heritage history, and 

retrieving stolen African heritage valuables are just some (J. D. Giblin, A. Sinamai, S. Chirikure, et al. 2024).     
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LAYOUT OF CHAPTERS 
 

 

Chapter 1 introduces the study, its background, the M’bona Man’ganja Culture, the scope of 

the study, the problem statements, research questions, and objectives. The chapter then 

presents an argument for why visuals are important and why visual literacy must be a two-

way process, similar to reading and writing, to be effective in research. The argument also 

gives suggestions on how this can be achieved effectively and with ease.  

 

 

Chapter 2 explores visual studies in social research to examine how far they emphasize 

creating visuals, heritage studies, and the use of visuals in Africa and beyond. It also 

considers approaches in religious studies to determine if visuals are appropriate, and reviews 

past studies of the M’bona Man’ganja culture to appreciate previous researchers’ use of 

visuals. 

 

 

Chapter 3 presents the data collection process using an experimental methodology (Meta 

Picture Data Collection Technique) and provides details about the participants. 

 

 

Chapter 4 frames the M’bona Culture according to Ninian Smart’s seven-dimensional 

framework to improve user-friendliness. 

 

 

Chapter 5 reflects on other aspects of the M’bona Culture by examining Clifford Geertz’s 

holistic approach to cultural studies and Talal Asad’s critique of this approach. 

 

 

Chapter 6 examines the differences between current oral narrations and past documented 

ones, reflecting on the strengths and weaknesses of oral and written preservation 

methodologies in cultural heritage systems. 

 

 

Chapter 7 discusses the reasons for the differences and concludes the thesis by reflecting on 

the power relations inherent in the visual, written, and oral approaches to heritage 

conservation. A summary of the thesis is provided, along with an overview of the study’s 

contributions and recommendations.    

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 



xxxi 

 

 

 
 
 

 

©©  UUnniivveerrssiittyy  ooff  PPrreettoorriiaa  

 


