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The Role of Music
in Shangana-Tsonga Social
Institutions

by T homas F. J ohnston

B ellin gh a m , W ash., U.S.A. 12 vi 72 
During 1968-70, I carried  out fie ldw ork am ong the Shan 
gana-Tsonga (T honga, T onga) of M ozam bique an d  the 
Northern T ransvaal, u n d er g ran ts from  the W enner-G ren 
Foundation for A nthropological R esearch  (no. 2504) and 
the University of the W itw atersrand . M y aim  was to (a ) 
identify the social base and  m usical characteristics of each 
of the several d ifferen t m usical styles, (fr) com pare and 
contrast the styles and  show the relationsh ips between them ,

(c) iden tify  the un ify ing  p rincip les which inco rporate  the 
styles into a  whole which can be called  T songa m usic, and
(d )  show sim ilarity/d issim ilarity  betw een the T songa m usi
cal system and  that of ne ighbo ring  groups.

T he T songa w ere, in  Ju n o d ’s T he L ife  O f  A S ou th  A fr ica n  
T rib e  (1927), the subject of a  d eta iled  e th n o grap h y  fau lted  
only by its m usical inaccuracies, and  they  rem ained  un til 
1968 one of the few B antu-speak ing groups whose m usical 
behavior had  not received at least some m ethodical atten 
tion. T h is is the m ore su rp ris in g  because of th e ir outstand
in g  m usicality, because of the p resen t in te restin g  Ven- 
d a/T son ga symbiosis, and  because of the co lo rfu l patterns 
of accu lturation  (m usical an d  otherw ise) involv ing the 
nearby Shona, N dau, Pedi, Swazi, and  C hopi. M y study 
therefo re a im ed to fill a m ajo r gap  in  the southern  A frican  
ethnom usicological litera tu re .
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x irim o  (tim e of hoeing), ra in y  and  hot

g t in s im u  la kurim a t iru im u  ta kuhlakula t in s im u  la  k utshovela
~  o j (hoeing songs) j | (w eed ing songs) | | (reap ing  songs) |
a 8t/5
"S g  |_________________________ t in s im u  ta v a r is i  (h erd ing  songs)_________________________ |

MARCH APRIL MAY JUNE JULY AUGUST SEPTEMBER 

11 r it lh a vu la  (tim e of m aize), d ry  and  cool

t in s im u  to kandza (pound ing  songs)

t in s im u  n ta  le  b ya lw en i (beer songs) 
t in s im u  ta x ila la  (w om en’s dance songs) 
t in s im u  ta x ichaya chaya  (m en ’s dance songs)

I t in s im u  to rham ba  (songs fo r team  dancing) |

x igubu  (boys’ d rum m in g  school) m usic

t in s im u  to t la n ga  ta sw ih la n g i  (gen era l ch ild ren ’s songs)

t in s im u  ta ku hlaya (counting songs), t in s im u  to g o d a  (songs of m ockery), t in s im u  ta va n a  to huha  (gam e songs)

t in s im u  ta m in tsh ek eto  (songs w ith in  firesid e  folktales)

x ifa se (ch ild ren ’s dance)

p ractising  x igom bela
for x igom b ela  (ch ild ren ’s dance)

n g om a  (circum cision school) 
m a n com a n e  (doctors’ rites) | j_

m u sevh e th o  (pre-puberty  school)

I________ I
khomba (g irls ’ p uberty  school)

x ichaya  (secu lar in strum ental m usic for bow, handp iano , etc) m u ch o n go lo  and  m akwaya  (m ine dances)

Fig. 1. Communal music of the Shangana-Tsonga: A calendar.
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Fig. 2. Core rhythm pattern and its variations.



Numbering about 1,200,000, the T songa were geograph 
ically divided in the early  19th century by Zulu incursions, 
and are now separated by national boundaries. Both sections 
are culturally and linguistically d istinct from  the T songa 
of Zambia, Rhodesia, and the Inham bane area .

Still largely a patrilineal, v irilocal people, the T songa 
propitiate their ancestor-spirits and , to a  lesser ex ten t, 
engage in polygyny—some of the ch iefs, herbalists, and 
diviners who acted as my inform ants and / or hosts possessed 
up to ten wives. Many of the less w ealthy m en a re  engaged  
in migrant labor, mostly in the Rand m ines several hun d red  
miles away.

The round Tsonga huts have stu rdy walls of m udcaked 
reeds or adobe and conical roofs of thatch , and  a re  situated  
in clusters along the lower slopes of foothills. Som e cattle, 
goats, and fowl are kept, but the p rim ary  m eans of subsis
tence is maize, p lanted in  October and  harvested  in  M ay.

The musical ca lendar is som ewhat governed by the 
horticultural one—people who m ust be up  at daw n to hoe 
do not organize nocturnal b eer-d rink  sing-songs or exo r
cism dances. F igure 1 illustrates the d istribution  of m usical 
activities throughout the horticu ltu ra l year.

The production of com m unal m usic is the p rerogative 
of various adm inistrative offices. (M usic is an  index  of the 
balance of power, and  its com petitive perfo rm ance reflects 
the social allegiances and rivalries of the partic ipants.) 
Tsonga musical officials a re  d istingu ished  by type of re la 
tionship to the ch ief: in  the “business” re lationsh ip , the 
officials—the exorcist (dzu iavi) and  the doctor-proprietor 
(n ’anga) of the circum cision school—are  “licensed” (gran ted  
permission) by the ch ief in  re tu rn  for paym en t; in  the 
“administrative” relationsh ip , the officials—the puberty- 
school supervisor (nkulukum ba) and  the drum m ing-school 
supervisor (m uqam bh i)—are  appoin ted .

Tsonga com m unal vocal m usic occurs m ain ly  w ith in  the 
context of e igh t social institutions: (1) ch ild ren ’s activities 
(vuh lan gi); (2) g ir ls ’ puberty  school ( hhornba); (3) boys’ 
drumming school (x igu bu —featu rin g  m ain ly  s ing ing ); (4) 
boys’ circumcision school (m u rh u n dz u ); (5) the beer-d rink  
(nhU ngeletano); (6) the w ork party  (d z a va ); (7) the m u ch on go lo  
dance; (8) sp irit exorcism  (m a n com a n e ) . In strum ental m usic, 
played on com m unally owned d rum s, horns, and  leg-rattles, 
accompanies the vocal m usic in certa in  of these institutions. 
Xylophones, hand-pianos, and flutes a re  solo instrum ents, 
privately owned, on which the nonritual x ichaya  m usic is 
played, anyw here and  anytim e. T he m usical bow called  
xizambi is an  im portan t “court” in strum ent used for ac
companying ch iefly praises, etc., while th ree  o ther m usical 
bows, x ipendana, xitende, and  m qan ga la , a re  used for the 
less important x ichaya  m usic.

The musical style used in the first of these institutions, 
children’s activities, includes the fo llow ing substyles: (a) 
tinsimu la  m in tshek eto, “songs w ith in  fireside fo lktales,” also 
known as t in s im u  la  t in g a r in g e t o  (from  the custom ary in 
terpolation “ g a r in g a !”); (6) t in s im u  ta van a  to huha , “songs 
accompanying gam es”; (c) t in s im u  to g od a , “songs of m ock
ery,” also known as t in s im u  to so la n a  (from  ku sola , “to 
fensure or reproach”); (d) t in s im u  ta ku h laya , “counting 
•°ngs”; (e )  t in s im u  ta va r is i , “boys’ h e rd in g  songs.” T hese 
•ubstyles are  together called  t in s im u  to t la n ga  ta sw ih la n g i , 
“songs for ch ild ren ’s activities”; they a re  u sually  8 or 16 
Units (pulses) long and  of restricted  vocal ran ge  and  utilize 
•Wall melodic intervals su itab le for conveying in  song the 
nse and fall of T songa speech-tone. H andclapped  accom 
paniments a re  the ru le .
■ Girls’ puberty school songs consist m ain ly  of d idactic 
ormulae perfo rm ed with m im ing gestu res and  accom pa- 
i*ed by leg-rattles, d rum m in g , ahd  whistle-blowing. T he 
ormal constitution of lines of m arch ing , s ing ing  wom en 
*an audible sign of stratified  au thority , and  the in terv illage
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congregating  of puberty  school horn-blow ers is an  aud ib le 
sign of p ara lle l links in the chain  of au thority  (th ere  is 
one horn  to a v illage, each  accessible only to the supervisor).

T h e  boys’ d rum m in g  school featu res m ain ly  onom ato
poeic d rum m in g  fo rm ulae ( sw itshekashekani ta x igu b u )  and 
lo nger voice-and-drum  conversations (ku v u la v u r isa  x igubu ), 
while the boys’ circum cision school avoids d ru m m in g  be
cause of the desire  for secrecy.

T h e  beer-d rink  is the scene of the in te rv illage  com petitive 
team  danc ing  (rham bela  phik ezano) and  o ther m usical rec i
procity, while the un ited  voices of a work party  symbolize 
social reciprocity as k in groups com bine to w eed gardens 
o r till th e ir  ch ief’s soil in  fealty.

M u ch on go lo  is the T songa national dance and  is ch arac
terized  by d ram atic  stam ping, poin ting , and  gesticu lating. 
Its m usic featu res asym m etrical rhythm s and  d ram atic  gaps.

Exorcism m usic consists of th ree substyles co rrespond ing 
to the p resum ed fo re ign  o rig in  (Zulu, Shona, N dau) of 
the undesirab le  sp irit to be exorcised . Scalar pattern , 
rhythm , and  lan guage  a re  sp irit-specific: for Zulu sp irits, 
the style is m andh loz i, for Shona xidzimba, and  fo r N dau 
xiN dau.

T hese styles of com m unal vocal m usic, in  the o rder 
m entioned , form  a  continuum  of m usical com plexity 
(though there is no “sim ple” m usic) re flecting  th e ir  su itab il
ity for age/ sex  groups of d ifferen t social and  biological 
m atu rity . T he  most r ig id  division resu lts from  the sexual 
exclusiveness of the two in itiation  schools: the schools m ust 
(by law) be attended  a fte r  puberty  but before m arriage , 
and  the songs/dances/m im es of each  are  fo rb idden  to 
the opposite sex and  to pre in itiates of both sexes.

T he  d ifferen t styles resu lt from  m odifications of length  
and  num ber of the song-words, am ount of conform ity to 
speech-tone, m elodic contour, m elodic ran ge , rhythm ic 
p attern , harm onic fram ew ork , overall m etrical leng th  
(cycle), structure and  form  (ABAC, etc.). For exam p le, 
speech-tone control is lim ited  by observance of overall 
“pathogen ic” descent from  an  in itia l peak  to a  term inal 
n ad ir ; a  need  for cadentia l d rop  at phrase-end ings; use 
of a special vocabulary of m elism atic non lex ical syllables; 
use of harm onic equivalents (the approved  substitution of 
one tone for ano ther); vowel e lision , term inal syllable 
contraction o r p ro longation ; and the use of “m ” and  “n” 
as syllables. A gain , the rhythm ic schem e varies, w ith in  lim its, 
from  a core pattern  (fig . 2), and the harm on ic fram ew ork 
rests upon a  series of tone com binations re su ltin g  from  
two quasi-para lle l pentaton ic scales (fig . 3). T h e  sim ilarity  
between these vocal harm onies and  the xizambi m usical 
bow harm onies (fig . 4) accounts for the p opu larity  and 
“court” use of the la tter . H ere I am  a rg u in g  for the selective 
use of an  in strum ent accord ing to how w ell it fu lfills 
p reex isting  requ irem ents, a  theory which reverses the 
long-stand ing assum ption that A frican  vocal harm ony 
derives from  the p roperties of stretched strings. Support 
for this theory comes from  the fact that T songa instrum ents 
“im itate” the overall descent, d u e  to b reath  exp ira tion  and 
the decrease in availab le en ergy , found  in  each  cycle of 
a sung  perfo rm ance; since bow playing needs no breath , 
the characteristic could h ard ly  have o rig in ated  there .

8

Fig. 3. Harmonic framework: bottom, true melody tones; top, 
customary “harmonic” equivalents (arrived at by span process).
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Fig. 4. Xizambi harmonies: top, resonated tones; bottom, 2d har
monic of fingered/unfingered string.

Social accu lturation  in the form  of im ported  cults from  
the north  is still o ccurring , and  it is accom panied  by m usical 
accu lturation . T songa borrow ings from  the ir neighbors are 
d iagram m ed  in figu re  5. Despite the close proxim ity  of 
various N orthern  T ran svaal groups, a ttenuated  since the 
T songa im m igration , m usical in tegrity  and  iden tity  a re  still 
characteristic of each  system . A dherence to trad itional scale 
patterns is p articu larly  noticeable; T songa scales a re  pen ta
tonic or (in xidzimba  and  xiN dau  exorcism  and  in  some 
circum cision songs) heptatonic, Pedi scales pentatonic, 
N dau scales hexaton ic, Chopi and Shona scales heptatonic, 
and  V enda scales a ll three .

T songa m usic is atyp ical of southern  A frican  m usic, 
d isp lay in g  elem ents of centra l A frican  m usical style. T he 
rap id  tem pi, ex tended  periods (i.e ., re latively  la rg e  num ber 
of units p er cycle), contrastive in terspersing  of short and 
long vocal phrases, and  the an tic ipato ry bu ild -up  tow ard 
points of m usical in tensity  a re  ra re ly  found in o ther south
ern  A frican  musics. C erta in  elem ents of T songa m usic look 
northw ard , tow ard that of the P lateau and  Zambesi T onga. 
O ther elem ents (notably khomba m usic) look southw ard. 
T h is “cosm opolitan” d iversity reflects the dynam ic natu re  
of the T songa social process an d  the m usical creative process 
of selection, m odification (re-creation), and  assim ilation .

M y work on T songa m usic prom pts me to m ake the 
fo llow ing m ethodological suggestions:

1. Most A frican  societies classify the ir songs accord ing 
to the ir m u sica l characteristics, which correspond to the ir 
function . Folklorists who classify songs from  d ifferen t 
institutions accord ing to song-text sub ject m atter a re  ignor
in g  the ind igenous o rder.

2. W here a society classifies its m usical instrum ents as 
e ith er sacred and  com m unally owned o r nonritual and 
privately  ow ned, this ind igenous classification tells us m ore 
about function than  an  im posed classification into chordo- 
phones, aerophones, etc. T h e  sacred  an telope horn  that

Fig. 5. Tsonga borrowings from their neighbors.

is the symbol of superv iso ry au thority  and is used  t< 
deflow er in itiates should not be classified an d / o r d isp layec 
with the p rivately  owned cow horn  w ith w hich a  herdbo ' 
signals his personal identity-call. T h is type of “science” i: 
ethnocentric and m akes nonsense out of a  m ean ingfu l 
logical system .

3. T he possibility should be considered that societie 
u tilize m usical in strum ents as they fu lfill p reex isting  norm 
ra th er than  base the norm s on the p roperties o f th( 
instrum ents. Southern  A frican  vocal harm ony stems, 
would a rgu e , from  psycho-historical factors u n re la ted  t< 
the p roperties of the in strum ents used , and  these instru 
m ents have m any m usical p roperties that a re  consistent] 
ignored  by the ind igenous m usician .
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Hypertrichosis Pinnae: A 
Taxonomic Character

by S. G. M. A li
D acca , B an g la d esh . 2 i 73 

T h e  u tility  of hypertrichosis p innae as an  anthropological 
m arker was first suggested  by D ronam raju  (1960). It has 
not been used by anthropologists for this purpose because 
it changes w ith age. Its ethn ic sign ificance was h igh ligh ted  
in  an  investigation am ong the A ustra lian  A borigines (Abbie 
an d  Prasad  Rao 1965). Recently, it was noted that the change 
of the character w ith age  on the top of the h e lix  is neg lig ib le ; 
hence, this is a  usefu l character for hum an  taxonom y (Ali 
1972). Furtherm ore, S latis and  A pelbaum ’s (1963) find ings 
as to the distribution  of the potential for the character 
in  a  given population a re  of considerab le sign ificance.

C oncern ing the genetics o f the character, uncertainty 
persists (D ronam raju  and  H aldane 1962, S tem  et al. 1964) 
Its coefficient of co rre lation , the trends of age  change 
(A li 1972), and  the occurrence of 126 of 512 probabl« 
com binations co rrespond ing  to the n ine zones of the pinn. 
(A li, unpub lished) ind icate  the possible involvem ent o 
m ultip le alle les in  the expression  of its d ifferen t phenotypes

T he purpose of this p aper is to discuss the usefulnes 
of the character fo r hum an  taxonom y in  the ligh t of th< 
pub lished data.

I have noted elsew here (A li 1972) that various author 
d iffer  as to the defin ition  of the character. T h is  make 
com parison of the pub lished d ata  som ewhat complicated 
though  not absolutely im possible. T h e  defin itions used  b 
investigators in  W est B engal (S a rka r et a l. 1961, B asu 1965) 
Israe l (Slatis an d  A pelbaum  1963), and  K erala (A li 1972 
are  sim ilar. It is not w orthw hile, however, to com pare thes 
series in  fu ll, as th e ir  represen tation  of the various age
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