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Sh an gan a-T son ga  m e n  p la y  a c o m p e titiv e  g a m e  c a lle d  "C r o s s in g  T h e  
River"; this g am e in v o lv e s  d a g g a -s m o k in g  w ith in  th e c o n te x t o f  the so cia l  
beer-drink, th erefore  a b rier'ftacfcgrd u n d  o f  the b eer -d rin k  an d  the so cia l  
system o f w h ich  it is a p art w ill b e  g iv e n .

The S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  are  a B a n tu -sp e a k in g  p e o p le  n u m b e rin g  abou t  
1,200,000 in  M o z a m b iq u e  an d  7 0 0 ,0 0 0  in  the N o rth e rn  T ra n sv a a l; th ey  are  
linguistically and  c u ltu ra lly  d istin ct from  the T o n g a  o f Z a m b ia , R h o d esia , and  
the Inham bane area . A  p a trilin ea l, v ir ilo c a l so c ie ty  w h o  still la rg e ly  w o rsh ip  
spirits o f their a n c e sto rs , th e ru ral S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  p ra ctice  h orticu ltu re  
(maize, squash , g ro u n d n u ts, su g a r -c a n e) and  k e e p  a fe w  g o a ts  and cattle .

The S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  are  u n iq u e  in  m a n y  w a y s  b e c a u se  th e y  are a 
divided group, sp lit into  tw o  h a lv e s  b y  th e S ou th  A fr ic a -M o z a m b iq u e  in ter
national b ord er, w h ic h  ig n o re s  th e  fa ct th at a b o u t a th ird  o f th e  T so n g a  
migrated w e stw a rd  in to  th e  T r a n sv a a l a t th e tim e o f  S h a k a 's  in cu rsion s into  
their h om elan d  in  the e a r ly  19th c en tu ry , an d  n o w  resid e  th ere cu t o ff from  
their origin al c lan s.

The Social Im portance O f Beer

By far th e  m o st  im p ortan t h orticu ltu ra l p ro d u ct o f  th e  T so n g a  is m a ize ; 
it is the fo o d  stap le , an d  a lso  u sed  fo r  th e p ro d u ctio n  o f b e e r  for u se  in  so c ia l  
gatherings. B eer, for the S h a n g a n a -T so n g a , p o sse sse s  a so m e w h a t re lig io u s  
significance, o n e  a sp ect o f  w h ic h  m a y  b e  s e e n  as m en  tip a p o rtio n  o v e r  their  
crooked arm  as th e y  drink, s a y in g  "th a t  is for th e a n c e sto r-sp ir its” . It sh ou ld  
also be n oted  th at b eer  is a n  im p ortan t n e g o tia b le  c o m m o d ity  a m o n g  the  
Shangana-Tsonga, an d  a c o n sid e ra b le  p ro p ortion  o f th e e c o n o m y  is fou n d ed  
upon its transfer. It se rv e s  as rem u n eration  for la b or , trib u tary  tok en s to rulers, 
and, b ecau se o f  its  h ig h  p e rc e n ta g e  o f sed im e n t an d  lo w  a lc o h o lic  con ten t, a 
nourishing " f o o d ” w ith  w h ic h  to  en terta in  g u e sts  du rin g  th e v a r io u s  c e r e 
monies m ark in g  th e  life  c y c le .

The c om m u n al con su m p tio n  o f b eer , an d  c o n se q u e n tly  the p r e v a le n c e  o f  
its attendant d a g g a -s m o k in g  a ctiv itie s , is g o v e r n e d  so m e w h a t b y  th e S h a n 
gana-Tsonga h orticu ltu ral y e a r , fo r  b e e r  is m o s t  p len tifu l in M a y  w h e n  the  
maize crop h as b e e n  n e w ly  h a rv ested . T h is  se a so n  is c a lle d  ritlhavu la  —  "fir s t  
fruit" —  and b e e r  b re w e d  fro m  th e first m a iz e  is c a lle d  xikandza-malembe.

*) The author carried out field work during the period 1968—70 in southeastern Africa, under grants 
from the Wenner-Gren Foundation for Anthropological Re55arclTT^l::2504) and the University of the 
Witwatersrand. He is a graduate of the California State University at Hayward (M. A., 1968), the Cali
fornia State University at Fullerton (M. A., 1972), and the University of the Witwatersrand (Ph. D., 1972). 
He is currently teaching at the University of Alaska, Fairbanks.
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Figure 1. Area of dagga use among the Shangana-Tsonga. It apparently originates around Moamba and 
Macia and "finds it way" west and northwest.

T h e  ca len d a r g iv e n  in  F igu re  2 sh o w s th e  u su a l p e rio d  o f p e rfo rm a n c e  o f the 
g a m e  ''C r o s s in g  T h e  R iv e r ” .

O n e  o f th e lin ks b e tw e e n  S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  d a n c in g  and  the m a iz e  h arvest  
b e c o m e s  e v id e n t in  th e ku sesa d a n ce , p e rfo rm e d  at th e "f ir s t  fr u it "  b eer-d rin k . 
D a n ie l da  C ru z d e scrib es  massessa as a "d a n c a  das d o n ze lla s  (d a n c e  of 
m a id e n s ) "1}, and C u e n o d  tra n sla tes sesa as " t o  m a k e  a sm a ll h o le  w ith  th e foot, 
drop in  a seed , and c o v e r  a g a in  w ith  the f o o t "* 2). T h e  la tter  d e sc rip tio n  m atch es  
th e action s o f  w o m e n  in  th e  "f ir s t  fru it” ku  sesa b e e r -d r in k  d a n ce , for th e y  bend  
a lte rn a te ly  to th e le ft  and to th e righ t, sh u fflin g  th e d u st w ith  th eir  toe s .

Form ality  A t The Shangana-Tsonga Dagga-Smoking Beer-Party

C o n sid e ra b le  fo rm a lity  is o b s e rv e d  at a S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  b e e r -d rin k , and  
se e in g  th at the p rin c ip le  acto rs  are lik e ly  to featu re p ro m in e n tly  in  th e  d a gg a - 
sm o k in g  and the "C r o s s in g  T h e  R iv e r "  g a m e , a b r ie f a cc o u n t o f  th eir  ro le  w ill 
b e  g iv e n .

1) da Cruz, Daniel, Em T erra s  d e  G a za , Gazeta das Aldeias, Porto, 1910, p. 177.
2) Cuenod, R., T so n g a -E n g lish  D ic t io n a r y , Swiss Mission in South Africa, Johannesburg, 1967, p. 185.
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! xirim o —  'tim e o f h oeing ' (ra in y  and h o t)! ir it lh a v u la — 'tim e  o f  m a ize '(d ry  and c o o l)  t 

.1 hoeing w ork-partiesi Iweeding w o rk -p a rties___________ | ireaping w ork -p arties] I rela x__________ |

u h e r d i n g c  t  i  v  1 t  y|

p o u n d i n g  a c t i v i t y

low herding a c t i v i t y  |

j  {increased pounding a c t i v i t y  |

« S O C I A L  B E E R - D R I N K S  & " C R O S S I N G  T H E  R I V E R "  G A M E  
I N V O L V I N G  T H E . C O M M  U N A L  U S E  O F  D A G G A  (in c r e a se s  a f t e r  harvest^)

I x i g u b u  b o y  s'  d r u m m i n g  s c h o o l  I

x ifa s e
I (c h ild r e n 's  dance)|

p r a c tis in g  fo r  xigom bela  
I xigom bela | | (c h ild r e n 's  dance)!

|mancomane(exorcism)| | m urhundzu(circumcision)

Im usevhetho(prepuberty sch ool)I

|khom ba(girls' puberty sch o o l) |

j___________m u c h o n g o l o ( T s o n g a  n a t i o n a l  d a n c e )  __________________j

I m a k w a y a (  T s o n g a  u r b a n  m i n e  d a n  c e  s ) 1

I k e r e k e  ( C h r i s t i a n  c h u r c h  a t t e n d a n c e ,  by minority!) :

Figure 2. A cultural calendar of the Tsonga, showing periods of proliferation of social beer-drinks and 
dagga use.

A fter th e g u e sts  h a v e  b e e n  in v ited  (ku widza, " t o  in v ite  fo r m a lly ” ) , the  
host, kn ow n  as th e riw eng i, ap p o rtion s b e e r  in to  se v e ra l v e s s e ls . T h is is k n o w n  
as ku tsangulela. T h e  first d rau gh t o f  b e e r  (ca lle d  xiungu) is drunk b y  h im se lf to  
show that it is n ot p o iso n e d , th is act b e in g  k n o w n  as ku susa vu loy i, " t o  d isp el 
witchcraft” . T h e  se c o n d  d ra u g h t o f  b e e r  (ca lle d  xiw idzo) is ta k en  b y  th e  w ife  
of the host to th e  v il la g e  h ea d m a n  as a s ign  o f resp ect. T h e  third d ra u g h t o f  b eer  
(called xih lu tw a) is  o ffe re d  to  the n e x t-in -lin e  sen io r  e ld er  p resen t. If it  sh ou ld  
be a w om an  th ere m a y  b e  so m e  d isp u te  o v e r  the q u estio n  o f sen io rity , and  it is 
usually settled  b y  referrin g  to  the y e a r  o f  h er khomba  in itiation  (this illu strates  
part of the sign ifica n ce , to the S h a n g a n a -T so n g a , o f  u n d e rg o in g  in itiation  rites).

The Relative Seating Positions of Participants

The re la tiv e  se a tin g  p o sitio n s, in  th e cou rtya rd , o f the o ld  m en , th e y o u n g  
men, the o ld  w o m e n , and the y o u n g  w o m e n  is c o n d u c iv e  to  the em e rg e n c e  o f  
certain featu res o f  b oth  th e d a g g a -sm o k in g , the C ro ssin g  T h e  R iver  g a m e, and  
the dancing du rin g  "c r o s s in g  o v e r ” u n d er th e  in flu e n c e  o f th e  d a g g a -sm o k in g .

A t  m ost b eer -p a rties  (but n o t  a ll), th e  o ld  m en  sit in th e  sh ad e o n  the raised  
mud platform  su rrou n d in g  the h e a d m a n ’s hut, listen in g  to o n e  o f  th eir  n u m ber  
perform o n  the mqangala h o llo w  c a n e -b o w  (on e o f fou r m u sica l b o w s  u sed  b y  
the S h a n ga n a-T son g a  —  th e mqangala is n o t  the m o st im portan t), an d  so m e 
times sin gin g  the refra in  in  b a ss  v o ic e s .

The y o u n g  m e n  stan d  in  th e su n  o p p o site  the o ld  m en , m a k in g  lig h t
hearted rem ark s to the w o m e n  an d  w a itin g  u n til th e o ld  m en  h a v e  b e e n  serv ed  
with beer b e fo re  c la im in g  th eir  sh are.

The o ld  w o m e n  sp rea d  g o a tsk in s  and sit o n  th e  g rou n d  a lo n g  a lo w  m u d  
wall, w atch in g  o n e  o f th eir  n u m b er (a sp ecia list) th ro w  th e S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  
set of s ix ty -fo u r  th ro w in g -b o n e s  from  a p ou ch , and w a itin g  for p o rten to u s sign s  
to be indicated b y  th e th ro w er, w ith  h er h y e n a -ta il w h isk . O n  the grou n d  b y  
the side o f the h ea d m a n 's  w ife  is so m e tim e s  a lo n g  a n te lop e  h orn  (mhaiamhala), 
which is her sy m b o l o f  a u th ority  as su p e rv iso r  o f  the g ir ls ' p o sth a rv e st p u b erty  
school.



2 8 0 Thomas F. Johnston:

The young women with infants tied to their backs stand opposite the old 
women, and busy themselves pounding maize (mainly for beer-brewing) in 
the upright mortars, and sifting it in large, flat winnowing baskets.

Dagga is grown by the Shangana-Tsonga on the Mozambique coast and 
smuggled to their clansmen in the Northern Transvaal across the South Africa- 
Mozambique international border via the Limpopo River and the Lebombo 
Hills. Supplies are stored by both the herbalist (n'anga) and the exorcist 
(dzwavi), for it is used as a medicine by the former and as an aid to trance- 
inducement by the latter. One or both of these individuals arrive at the scene 
and take a place alongside the headman and the other men.

Figure 3. Shangana-Tsonga Apparatures For The Inhalation Of Dagga Smoke

Taking a large wooden pipe-bowl (mbiza) from his pocket, the musical 
bow player fixes it firmly (via its side socket) over one end of the mqangala 
hollow cane-bow, places a quantity of dagga into the pipe-bowl, and lights it 
with store-matches. The headman takes his wife's antelope horn, plugs the 
embouchure (located on the side near the thin end) with beeswax, fills the 
horn with water from a large calabash, inserts the lower end of the cane-bow 
into the water with the pipe-bowl high in the air over his shoulder, and takes 
the first inhalation (xiungu). This is done by cupping the hand (enclosing the 
stem of the immersed bow) around the open end of the horn, sucking vigo
rously through the fingers at the air-pocket between the water-level in the 
horn and the cupped hand, and thus filtering the dagga smoke through the 
water in order to cool it (Figure 3).

Only the old men, sometimes followed by the young men, share in this 
smoking arrangement (i. e., not the women, who generally sniff snuff), passing 
the horn and bamboo tube one to the other and back again over a period of 
several hours, talking and drinking beer meanwhile, listening to the singing 
and drumming of the women, and watching the athletic dancing (mainly 
muchongolo dancing) of other men. Similar behavior is to be observed at the 
gatherings of old men on the final day of initiation schools —  at the coming-out 
parties (Figure 4).

Dagga-smoking

d etac
p ip e -

(mbi



Dagga use among the Shangana-Tsonga of Mozambique . . . 281

Figure 4. Diagram showing how drug use and other aspects of social beer-drink behavior “ spreads" into 
other Tsonga social institutions. In institutions marked by dotted lines, overlap is most frequent. In A 
and D, overlap is once every coming-out. In B and C, overlap is small.

The Crossing The R iver Game

All the old men (but not the young men) make themselves blowpipes from 
a species of wild grass known as xenga  (meaning literally "white hair"), seat 
themselves in a row along the edge of the mud platform surrounding the head
man’s hut, and, squirting saliva through the blowpipes, mark out a small 
dance-square or "territory” (xivambo) on the ground before them. The game 
then consists of squirting saliva across the area, endeavoring to outdistance 
one's opponents, the winner getting up and doing a "victory jig" known as 
xichayachaya.

Sometimes the old men form teams (ku tirhisana h i m intlawa) for the 
saliva-squirting, and then dance in competitive groups, which practice is 
known as rhambela phikezano. This term is applied also to the adults' dance-
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team which visits other villages in order to compete with rival teams for food- 
and beer-rewards. On these occasions, the dagga-smoking and the Crossing 
The River game become inter-village in nature (Figure 5).

Figure 5. The "Crossing The River" Game as part of chiefly competitive display, part of the prestige- 
gaining mechanism.

Dagga-smoking And The Crossing R iver Game W ith in  The 
Context Of The Com petitive Dance-team Situation

In the "away match” type of competitive team-dancing, elaboration of the 
Crossing The River game occurs. The present writer was unable to note all the 
details, but the teams stand facing each other in opposing lines, mark out their 
own boundaries in saliva upon the ground, and are permitted to shuffle across 
this "no man’s land” , squirting new trails of dagga-stimulated saliva through 
the blowpipes and endeavoring to erase opponents' boundaries with footprints. 
This action is known as ncuncu-ncu, an ideophone which in other circumstan
ces refers to the flow of river-water.

In the old men's "victory dancing” which follows, the participants have 
generally reached a mild state of euphoria/disphoria, which is known as

drumming sch oo l's  
com petitive 
dance-team carry 
drums 'aw ay', 
rece ive  food and beer

\
V
t

\

1
\

\
"CROSSING THE RIVER" 
COMPETITIVE TEAM WHICH 
PLAYS 'AWAY' ^ATCHES 
AND SMOKES DAG^A RITUALLY

i

a d u lts ’
rhambela phikezano 
com petitive dance-team 

(wear uniform s,rehearse
tumbling acts»expect 
h o sp ita lity )

x
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rendzo ra mianakanyo, rendzo m ea n in g  " jo u r n e y ” an d  m ianakanyo  b e in g  the  
plural o f  anakanyo, m ea n in g  " fa n t a s y " .  D a n c in g  fa lte r in g ly  (ku khunguvan- 
yeka) abou t the p laza  in tim e to the d ru m m in g  o f w o m e n -d ru m m e rs  (maban- 
goma), a file  o f four o ld  m en  is fo llo w e d  b y  an  o ld  w o m a n  c a rry in g  a c a rv ed  
baton (xiqopho), and b y  an  o ld  m an  c lo w n  k n o w n  as phuphula. T h e  latter  
deliberately  k ick s up c lo u d s o f du st, referred  to  as tlhutlhum a  ( "fr o th  o f the  
beer") b ecau se  it sy m b o lizes  the d raugh ts o f  b e e r  w h ic h  the tea m  w ill w in .

The Women's V iew  ot Dagga-smoking
S h an gan a-T son ga  w o m e n  s a y  that th ey  do  n o t lik e  the "m a d n e s s "  (rihuhe) 

of the o ld  m en , that it is a b a d  h ab it (mukhuva), and th at the w a y s  o f the o ld  
men lead to the d em oralization  (ku onha m ikhuva —  a  v erb  m ea n in g  " t o  c or
rupt”) o f the y o u n g e r  m en.

T ow ards the en d  o f a d ra w n -o u t d a g g a -s m o k in g  b e e r -p a rtf?  c o n v u ls io n s  
may appear in  o n e  su b jec t or an oth er. T h e se  are k n o w n  as m ilom banyi, a w o rd  
which d eriv es from  milombanye, m ea n in g  "th e  g ap  b e tw e e n  th e  sk u ll b o n e s  
of an in fa n t". T o  cure c o n v u ls io n s  in an o ld  m an , th e  o ld  w o m e n  tak e  so o t  from  
inside the p ip e -b o w l o f  th e  sm o k in g  a p p aratu s and  m ix  it w ith  m a ize  p o r 
ridge, w hich th ey  th en  e n d e a v o r  to g e t  the o ld  m an  to sw a llo w .

Conclusion
The use, for d e sig n a tin g  th e d a g g a -in d u c e d  sa liv a -sq u irtin g  g a m e , o f  the  

verb ku pela, m e a n in g  " t o  c ro ss  a r iv e r " , p lu s  sim ilar u se  o f  th e id e o p h o n e  
ncu-ncu-ncu, m e a n in g  "th e  flo w  o f r iv e r -w a te r ", m a y  refer  s y m b o lic a lly  to  
passage from one state to another. It is k n o w n  that, in  the S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  
girls’ puberty  sc h o o l (khomba), the v erb  ku wela  ( " t o  cross fro m  o n e  r iv e r -b a n k  
to the o th e r ") , is a p p lie d  to  th e g ra d u a tion  o f in itiates, and th at a  p u b erty  
school c o m in g -o u t so n g  is  su n g  —  I  Khombile N'wananga  —  w h ic h  con tain s  
reference to " t h e  b o a t  ly in g  o n  th e far b a n k ” 3).

The p o ss ib ility  o f  "p a s s a g e "  is  su g g e ste d  a lso  b y  the S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  
use, for the e ffe c t  o f  d a g g a -sm o k in g , o f  the term  rendzo ra m ianakanyo, m e a n 
ing "jo u r n e y  o f fa n ta s ie s” , i. e ., a ga in  an  a llu sio n  to transition. E x a c tly  h o w  
these tw o states -— ■ th e  a n te c e d e n t and the c o n se q u e n t —  are e n v isa g e d  b y  
the su bjects, rem ain s a  m atter  o f  c o n jec tu re , b u t the u se , for th e a fter -sta te  o f  
the term m ilom banyi, d e r iv e d  from  a term  d e n o tin g  the u n d e v e lo p e d  con d ition  
of an in fan t’s sk u ll, su g g e sts  that death of the old  and re-b irth  of the new  is 
intended, as in  a ll rites o f  p a ssa g e .

O n  th e o th er  h an d , th e "r iv e r ” re feren c es  m a y  a m o u n t to n o  m ore  than  
an a llegorization  o f the w e tn e ss  o f  sa liv a , and the "in fa n t 's  s k u ll” re feren c e  to  
no m ore th an  a  c o m p a riso n  o f th e  o ld  m a n 's  c o n v u ls io n s  w ith  in fa n tile  d e b ility .

T h e  com m u n al, s o c ia l n atu re  o f T so n g a  d a g g a  u se  d istin gu ish es it from  
the m ariju ana sm o k in g  o f  in d iv id u a ls  w ith in  urban  en v iro n m en ts  in  South  
Africa, a g a in st w h o m  the a n ti-d ru g s la w s  are m a in ly  a im ed . It is a c erem o n ia l 
act perform ed a cc o rd in g  to  cu ltu ra l p rescrip tion s and p ro scrip tion s, in a so cia l  
institution (the T s o n g a  b eer-d rin k ) w h ic h  fu n ction s to in tegrate  an d  reg u la te  
the groups u n d e rg o in g  a  c h a n g e  in  statu s. It is an  act w h ic h  fo rm a lize s  th e  n e w  
social p o sitio n  o f  in d iv id u a ls  u n d e rg o in g  life -c y c le  crises, w h e th e r  th e y  are  
new fathers, n e w  h u sb an d s, or b e r e a v e d  h u sb an d s, for th e sm o k in g  o f d a gg a  
is a usual co m p o n en t o f  th e  rites o f  p a ssa g e  to b e  seen  a fh e e r -d r in k s  m ark in g  
births, m arriages, an d  d eath s. T h e  attain m en t o f  a sta te  o f  sep arate  r e a lity  is  
considered e sse n tia l for th e m eta m o rp h o sis  e x p e rie n c e d  b y  th e p e rso n  w h o se  
status is b e in g  red e fin ed  w ith in  the foru m  o f th e  T so n g a  so c ia l b eer-d rin k .
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Abstract
S h a n g a n a -T so n g a  m en  p la y  a c o m p e titiv e  g a m e  c a lle d  "C ro s s in g  The 

R iv e r ” , in v o lv in g  d a g g a -sm o k in g  w ith in  the c o n te x t  o f  th e so c ia l beer-drink. 
D a g g a  is a lso  u sed  b y  the h erb alist and b y  the d iv in e r  in  'sm o k in g -o u t' cere
m o n ies . T h e  dru g  p ro d u c es a eu p h oric  state  k n o w n  as rendzo ra mianakanyo, 
'jo u r n e y  o f fa n ta sie s ', and its u se  is th ou gh t o f  as a 'c ro ssin g  o v e r ’ . Its commu
n al u se  occu rs at a ssem b lies  and so c ia l o c c a s io n s  w h e n  in d iv id u a ls  are under
g o in g  life -c y c le  c r ise s ; the dru g  th us a cts as an a g en t and rein forcer o f status 
red efin itio n , in tegration , and c o n c ilia tio n  a m o n g  g ro u p s w h o se  equilibrium  is 
tem p o ra rily  d istu rb ed .
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Plate 1. Prestigious individual show s horn in w h ich  dagga is sm oked at the socia l beer-drink ; his tan 
wives stand behind him.

Plate 2. Initiation sch oo l leader show s horn on w h ich  she sends out the assem bly call to n ov ices . It also 
serves for dagga sm oking at the socia l beer-drink .
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Plate 3. Chiefs aide shows m q a n g a la  hollow cane-bow which, in addition to beina a musical in 
serves as a pipe-stem for dagga smoking at the social beer-drink. 9

Plate 4. Chief's messenger show another secimen of the same hollow cane-bow shown iin Plate 3.


