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THE PLAY
In a two-part theatrical event, NYTW 
Usual Suspect Ed Sylvanus Iskandar 
brings to life the singularly poetic world 
of playwright and NYTW Usual Suspect 
Mfoniso Udofia’s Sojourners and Her 
Portmanteau. Performed in repertory, 
these two chapters of Udofia's sweeping, 
nine-part saga, The Ufot Cycle, chronicle 
the triumphs and losses of the tenacious 
matriarch of a Nigerian family.

In Sojourners, a young, pregnant 
Abasiama struggles with the 
responsibilities of her arranged marriage 
as her husband becomes seduced 
by 1970s American culture. Intent on 
finishing her university studies so that 
she can return to Nigeria, Abasiama 
weighs her dreams and obligations as 
she attempts to move forward.

The cast features Lakisha Michelle 
May (Moxie Wilis), Chinasa Ogbuagu 
(Abasiama Ekpeyoung), Hubert Point-
Du Jour (Ukpong Ekpeyoung) and 
Chinaza Uche (Disciple Ufot)

CONNECT WTH NYTW
Please visit NYTW.org for more 
information on our productions and 
educational programs.

CONTENTS 
-The Play 1
-Connect with NYTW  1
-Meet the Writer 2
-Historical Context 2-3

-Meet the Characters 3
-Theme Snapshot 3-4
-Glossary 4
-Important Questions 5

-Additional Resources 5
-Theatre Etiquette 5
-Contact 5

Apr 22 -  
Jun 04, 2017

Facebook.com/nytw79

@NYTW79

@NYTW79

YouTube.com/
nytheatreworkshop79

briefnytw.tumblr.com
Performed in repertory with Her Portmanteau.

http://WWW.NYTW.ORG
http://Facebook.com/nytw79
http://www.twitter.com/nytw79
http://www.instagram.com/nytw79
http://YouTube.com/nytheatreworkshop79
http://YouTube.com/nytheatreworkshop79
http://briefnytw.tumblr.com


MEET THE WRITER: MFONISO UDOFIA

1. Where are you from? Were you 
involved in the arts or theatre 
growing up? 
MU: I am from Southbridge, 
Massachusetts. I moved there when I 
was in middle school and call that my 
hometown! I was a VERY artistically 
inclined youth. I played the trombone 
and sang in chorus in college. I went 
on to pursue opera training. While I 
went to shows, and participated in 
the occasional stage-play, theatre 
did not become an integral part of 
my life until I got to college, when I started utilizing theatre as a tool for 
social change.

2. Where did you go to college and what did you study?
MU: I went to Wellesley College and obtained my B.A. in Political Science. 

3. What was your first job in the theatre?
MU: My first professional job occurred before I went on to graduate 
school at the American Conservatory Theater. I was part of a sketch 
comedy woman’s troupe called Broad Comedy. I auditioned for them 
while at Wellesley and booked my first professional gig! What a great 
reason to miss class…!

4. When did you start writing plays?
MU: I started writing plays in 2009. I had just completed graduate 
school and received my degree. If you remember that time, we were 
in the middle of a national economic crisis. Finding work was difficult. 
I couldn’t book acting jobs to save my life…so….due to this, and many 
other reasons, I picked up a pen!

5. How would you describe your artistic voice? What motivates you 
to write?
MU: When I first started writing, I was a poet. I am also a musician. I think 
of my plays as musical compositions and I use evocative language. I 
write because I seek to bring nuanced and complicated versions of 
the African body to the American stage. I seek to render the artistically 
invisible…visible.

6. Who’s had the biggest influence on your writing?
MU: Ben Okri! I think the man is a genius. Creative. Unapologetic. And 
rooted.

7. What was your inspiration for Sojourners?
MU: The first play I ever wrote was The Grove. The Grove unpacks issues 
of identity within a first-generation Nigerian [Ibibio] woman named 
Adiagha Ufot. That play opened up a can of worms in that I discovered 
that I wanted to further explore Adiagha’s lineage. From there I wrote, 
Sojourners, which has now become the origin story for my projected 
9-play Ufot Family Cycle. Sojourners excavates the plight of Nigerian 
immigrants who came to the U.S. in the 1970s for the explicit purpose of 
obtaining a U.S. education and then returning back to Nigeria.

8. What are some questions that you’d like audiences to walk away 
with after seeing the play?
MU: I would love people to ask themselves whether they’ve made 
assumptions about the reasons why immigrants enter the United 
States. I also hope that people leave the theatre with expanded thoughts 
on what it means to be African in America. 

9. What advice would you give to a young person who wanted to do 
what you do?
MU: I would tell them that persistence is their friend. Don’t cry too hard 
over rejections and make artistic rigor and open-mindedness your 
constant friends. 

10. What do you like to do for fun when you are not writing 
awesome plays?
MU: I sing. That opera training has to go somewhere.
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HISTORICAL CONTEXT: NIGERIA, IMMIGRATION 
& AMERICA IN THE 1970s

THE IBIBIO PEOPLE OF NIGERIA
The Ibibio people are an ethnic group originating from the Cross River 
Area in Nigeria, specifically the area that is the modern-day state of 
Akwa Ibom. They are the most ancient and 4th largest ethnic group 
in Nigeria. The Ibibio people have a language specific to their ethnic 
group, also called Ibibio. 

Ibibio villages are broken up into family compounds. The compounds 
are divided up following the male line of the family, so when a woman 
marries she moves to her husband’s compound. Marriage in the 
Ibibio society is quite different than in Western culture. In traditional 
Ibibio culture, marriage is viewed as a social contract to ensure the 
continuation of a family’s lineage. Therefore, many marriages used 
to be arranged. The Ibibio culture also supports polygamy, an idea 
that is traditionally thought to be taboo by most in Western society. 
Therefore, it is normal for a man to have several wives. A family 
compound traditionally consists of a man, his wives, and their 
dependent relatives. The leadership of the village is a council made 
up of the heads of each family. The members of this council may 
also become secular leaders, making traditional Ibibio society male 
dominant.

Music is a very influential part of Ibibio culture. From birth, an 
individual in this society is surrounded by music that is mostly 
carried down to each generation through oral tradition. There are 
songs specific to every ritual, event, and time of the year, as well as 
songs meant for everyday life (i.e. lullabies, work songs). 

The Ibibio’s relationship to food is similar to their relationship 
with music as they also have foods specific to certain events and 
rituals, as well as everyday food. Their diets include a blend of two 
traditionally African crops, yams and cassava; blends of local greens; 
and meat from local game, such as deer and giraffes. The most 
traditional Nigerian dish is fufu, which is made from cassava. 

NIGERIA IN THE 1970s
The 1970s in Nigeria were a time of political unrest, but also a time 
of great economic success. After gaining independence from the 
United Kingdom in 1960, Nigeria went through several changes 
in leadership, most of which were military regimes. Despite the 
constant shift of political power, Nigeria saw significant economic 
success due in part to the discovery of large quantities of oil and 
the 1973 embargo on Arab oil by the United States which increased 
American business in the country. These two factors created an 
influx of business that brought large capital to Nigeria, making it 
one of the wealthiest nations in Africa. With this newfound wealth 
Nigerians sought to better their country. Many students were funded 
to go abroad for their education. The goal being that these students 
would return home with a useful skill set and knowledge to create a 
more educated and efficient workforce.

NIGERIAN IMMIGRATION TO THE U.S.
Before gaining their independence, Nigerian immigration to the 
U.S. was limited. However, this changed as the desire of Nigerian 
students to gain a Western education increased in the postcolonial 
period (1960-1970) and the aftermath of the Nigeria-Biafra War (1970 
and after). Immigration laws in the ’70s and ‘80s were more relaxed 
and it was easier for Africans to enter the country legally. Nigeria was 
among the top six countries sending students to the U.S. at the time. 
Many of them attended schools in the South because of the similar 



THEME SNAPSHOT: IMMIGRATION

“What do you have to give up in order to be an American? Can you have 
a ‘Nigerian Dream’ within a non-Nigerian space?”–Mfoniso Udofia

The causes and effects of immigration are many and can vary 
from country to country and person to person. Immigration can be 
voluntary, in which an immigrant seeks better opportunities or simply 
chooses to live in another country, or involuntary, either because of a 
crisis or forced removal by an outside force. Sojourners explores the 
challenges faced by a Nigerian family that come to the U.S. seeking 
an education. Below are two activities to help you reflect on immigrant 
stories before and after the show.

PRE-SHOW ACTIVITY: INTERVIEW
Find a person in your life—family member, friend, 
classmate, or neighbor—that has personal experience 
with immigration. Interview them about their experiences. 

Below are some questions might include in your interview:

• What brought you to the United States? 
• What are some of cultural differences you’ve noticed between 

your country of origin and the U.S.? 
• How has your life changed since arriving to the U.S.? Have you 

encountered any challenges here? 

DISCIPLE UFOT: A Nigerian man in his mid-20’s. He is exceedingly 
intelligent, intense, and driven. Disciple is a wild dreamer without any 
emotional restraint. He is a fellow Nigerian who also speaks with an 
Ibibio accent.

PRE-SHOW ACTIVITY: CREATING COSTUME 
INSPIRATION BOARDS
As you now know, Sojourners is a story about Nigerian 

immigrants living in Houston during the 1970s. Do some research about 
the clothes typical of the time period in both Texas and Southeast 
Nigeria and—using the descriptions above—create a costume 
inspiration board for each of the characters in the play. You can draw 
or use pictures from magazines, the web or other publications. See 
below for some examples of costume inspiration boards:

POST-SHOW ACTIVITY: THE CLOTHES MAKE THE 
CHARACTER 
After seeing the performance of Sojourners, reflect on the 
costumes you saw onstage by discussing these questions 
in a small group.

• What might the different colors, patterns, and materials say about 
a character?

• How might a character’s style of clothing reveal something about 
them? Could costumes be used to show differences between 
two characters? If so, how? Choose two characters and compare 
them.

• How can costumes be used to show a character’s arc through 
the show? In other words, how could costume choices reflect the 
different experiences a character goes through during a play?

• Consider what your own clothing says about you: does it express 
something about your culture, heritage, or upbringing?

climate to Nigeria. Nigerians 
are one of the most educated 
immigrant groups in America. 
According to the 2006 American 
Community Survey (conducted 
by the U.S. Census Bureau), 4 
% of Nigerians hold a doctorate 
degree, 17% master's degrees, 
and 37% bachelor’s degrees. 
This is significantly higher than 
the white population in which 
1% hold a doctorate, 8% hold a 
master’s, and 19% a bachelor’s 
degree. Today the largest 
populations of African immigrants are found in Texas, California, and 
New York.

DID YOU KNOW? About 80,000 African immigrants legally entered 
the United States in the 1970s.

AMERICA AND CIVIL RIGHTS IN THE 1970S
Despite the civil rights gains of the 1960s, racial discrimination and 
repression remained a significant factor in American life. Even after 
President Johnson declared a war on poverty and Martin Luther 
King, Jr. initiated a Poor People’s Campaign in 1968, the distribution 
of the nation’s wealth and income moved toward greater inequality 
during the 1970s and beyond. Civil rights advocates acknowledged 
that desegregation had not brought significant improvements in the 
lives of poor African Americans, but they were divided over the future 
direction of advancement efforts. To a large degree, many of the civil 
rights efforts of the 1970s were devoted to defending previous gains or 
strengthening enforcement of civil rights legislation.

DID YOU KNOW? The name Ibibio stems from “ibio-ibio” which means 
short or brief.

PRE-SHOW ACTIVITY: CULTURAL TRADITIONS
The Ibibio people have specific foods and songs for certain 
events and traditions in their culture. In groups of 3 – 4 
discuss some of the traditions you have in your individual 

cultures. Consider the following questions and share what you know 
with your classmates:

• What are some of the specific events or holidays you celebrate? 
Are they exclusive to your culture?

• Is there a particular food or kind of music associated with this 
event?

• Are the associated foods something that would be available to you 
if you moved somewhere else? Explain.

MEET THE CHARACTERS

ABASIAMA EKPEYOUNG: A privileged woman in her early-mid 
20‘s. She is an excellent example of Nigerian femininity. She is eight 
months pregnant and speaks with an Ibibio accent. Abasiama and her 
husband, Ukpong, are recently married and living in Houston, Texas. 
She hopes of returning to Nigeria soon after completing her college 
degree.

MOXIE WILIS: Frayed from the harsh realities of street life, Moxie is 
quick-witted and hard-edged. She is younger in age than her attitude 
shows. Moxie was born in Massachusetts but raised in the South. 
Speaks with a Texas accent.

UKPONG EKPEYOUNG: A privileged man in his mid-late 20’s. He is a 
charismatic man-child high on life and America. He is a Nigerian man 
who speaks with an Ibibio accent. Abasiama’s husband and fellow 
student, although more interested in American culture than studying.
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GLOSSARY

Abasi – (noun) God.

Ben Okri – a Nigerian poet and novelist.

Calling a spade a spade – (phrase) to directly tell the truth about 
something; the opposite of “beating around the bush.”

Capital – (noun) wealth in the form of money or other assets 
owned by a person or organization or available or contributed for a 
particular purpose such as starting a company or investing.

Cassava – (noun) a long, starchy root with a brown outside and 
white inside that highly resistant to drought and poor soil, making 
it a reliable source of food and staple crop in parts of Africa.

Compatriot – (noun) a person born or living in the same country 
as another (as in “The American compatriots met while traveling 
in Europe.”). Compatriot can also mean a companion or colleague.

Dispossessed – (adjective) without homes, possessions, and 
security.

Fray – (verb) to wear out or into shreds. 

Fufu – (noun) dough made from boiled and ground plantain or 
cassava. A typical way to eat fufu is rolling a piece into a small 
ball before dipping it into soup. In America, pancake mix was often 
used in the absence of cassava flour.

Garri – (noun) cassava flour.

Goad – (verb) to urge or force someone to do something; similar to 
egg on or inciting someone.

• Do you miss your country of origin? If so, what do you miss the 
most? 

• Have you gone back to visit? Have you ever considered 
returning to live to there again?

POST-SHOW ACTIVITY: DISCUSSING IMMIGRANT STORIES
Now that you have seen Sojourners, think about your 
own relationship to immigration. Consider why someone 
might choose to emigrate. Do all immigrants come to 
the U.S. for the same reasons? Do all immigrants want 

to stay? What factors could affect an immigrant’s experience in 
the U.S.? Consider the impact of fluency in English, having a job or 
school lined up, and any cultural similarities or differences.

In a broader sense, think about what it feels like to be new to a 
community or situation. Think about being new to a school, to 
learning an instrument, or to being part of a team. What are the 
challenges of newness? What does it feel like to be an outsider? 
What types of events make someone want to give up? What gives 
someone the confidence to persevere? 

Thinking about the play, discuss the following questions with your 
classmates:

• What do you think immigrants like Abasiama, Ukpong, and 
Disciple feel pressure to give up in order to “be American” or 
to “become American?” Is it language, food, family, customs, 
music, or something else entirely? Explain.

• Why might it be difficult to hold onto your own cultural 
elements as an immigrant in the U.S.?

Igbo – (noun) one of the most populous ethnic groups in Southeast 
Nigeria.

Informant – (noun) a person who gives information, especially to 
accuse or cause suspicion about someone

Mete – (verb) to give out what the amount deserved or dole out. 
Example: “The judge will mete out punishment based on a number of 
factors.”

Moi Moi – (noun) a traditional Nigerian dish made with steamed 
ground beans and spices.

Niggling – (adjective) petty, having little to no importance or 
significance; or, slightly bothersome and long-lasting in a tiring way.

Post-Colonial – (adjective) related to the time after a colony gains its 
independence.

Lineage – (noun) the ancestors from whom a person is descended; or 
vice versa, the group of people descended from a common ancestor.

Re-Conceptualize – (verb) the process of forming a new concept (e.g., 
rethinking a belief after learning new information).

Sojourner – (noun) someone temporarily staying as a guest in 
another’s home; a visitor.

Solace – (noun) a source of relief or comfort, especially from grief or 
anxiety.

Tethered – (verb) to fasten or restrain by or as if by a rope or piece of 
chain connected to a stationary point; similar to anchored or linked.

Usung – (noun) fufu.

Embargo – (noun) an official ban on trade or other commercial activity 
with a particular country.

Emigrate – (verb) to leave one's own country in order to settle in 
another.

Fruition – (noun) the point at which a plan or project is realized.

Immigrate – (verb) to come into a foreign country to live.

Influx – (noun) the arrival or increased inward flow of a large amount 
of something.

Polygamy – (noun) marriage in which a spouse of either sex may have 
more than one partner at the same time.

Secular – (adjective) denoting attitudes, activities, or other things 
that have no religious or spiritual basis.



IMPORTANT QUESTIONS

1. How can theatre tell immigrant stories? 

2. What barriers does American culture present to other cultures? How might this affect immigrant 
experiences in the U.S.?

         3. What does it mean to be African in America in comparison to being African-American?

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

THEATRE ETIQUETTE

We look forward to having you at NYTW. During the show you’ll be playing the role of an audience member. Remember that you’re important! 
Although you don’t have any written lines, you are just as much a part of the play as the actors or crew. The actors can see and hear you just 
as you can see and hear them. In order to make the performance the best it can be remember the following:

Punctuality  Arrive thirty minutes early. This will give you plenty of time to read the program and find your seat.

Restrooms  Go before the show and/or during intermission. There's no re-entry if you leave during the performance and you don't want 
  to miss out!

Technology Turn off all electronics, including your cell phone. ABSOLUTELY NO PHOTOS OR VIDEOS CAN BE TAKEN IN THE THEATRE. 
  Production photos from the show will be on our website! Also, be sure to connect with us through social media after the play!

Refreshments Food and drinks are not allowed in the theatre. Make sure you eat before the show. Stay hydrated and healthy but remember 
  that your job during the performance is to stay focused. 

Etiquette  

We’re so glad that you will be part of our audience! Enjoy the show!

Walk, don’t run in the theatre. Try not to talk, whisper, sing or hum. Keep your hands and feet to yourself. Focus on the   
play - listen and watch – that way no one will be distracted listening to and watching you. We don’t want anyone to miss any 
of the action!

Administrative Offices
83 East 4th Street
New York, NY 10003
Phone: 212-780-9037
Email: Education@NYTW.org

List of Contributors 
Alexander Santiago-Jirau   Director of Education
Andrew Garrett    Education Assistant
Timmy Gage    Education Intern
Kerri Killeen    Education Intern
Lindsay Griffin    Engagement Intern

Theatre
79 East 4th Street
New York, NY 10003
Phone: 212-460-5475
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On the Web
• NYTW’s The Brief: briefnytw.tumblr.com
• Mfoniso Udofia’s Website:  

https://www.mfonisoudofia.com
• BBC Nigeria Country Profile:  

http://bbc.in/1JAawTW
• Mayor’s Office of Immigrant Affairs:  

http://www1.nyc.gov/site/immigrants/index.page

Books/Articles
• The Pan-African Nation: Oil and the Spectacle of  

Culture in Nigeria by Andrew Apter (2005)
• A History of Nigeria by Toyin Falola and Matthew M. 

Heaton (2008)
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