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Abstract 


This research investigates the significance of music in svikwembu. one of the 

most regularly used ritual practices amongst the Shangana Tsonga people of 

southern Mozambique, specifically in the Maputo province. The significance 

and importance of music is applied to all practitioners of svikwembu. 

SviJcwembu includes trance (spirit possession), divination, consultation (leu 

pahla), exorcism (kufemba) and healing practices. Music activity has different 

functions in each of the above-mentioned practices. Specific instruments 

(gocha, ngoma, ntxomana, and whistle) and styles of music (Ndau, Nguni, 

mahlonga and Monhe) are used and performed in these set ritual practices. 

TIle main purpose of this thesis is to find out why music has to be 

performed in order to establish communication between the practitioners of the 

medium of svikwembu (traditional healers) and spirits (Ndau, Nguoi, 

mahlonga and Monbe). This thesis aims to fill a gap in the field of knowledge 

concerning music, trance and spirit possession of the Shangana Tsonga of 

southern Mozambique. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Motivation for the study 

I grew up in a semi-urban area called Cbamanculo, part of Maputo city, 

Mozambique. In this area a considerable number of people practice a ritual 

that I refer to as svilcwembu, a type of spirit possession. A family member (my 

aunt) affected by this spirit possession, as well as the constant drumming 

through most nights from the home of a neighbour who was a traditional 

bealer, influenced my desire to research the field of spirit possession and 

music amongst the Shangana Tsonga people of southern Mozambique. I was 

unable to attend such rituals as a child; children below a certain age could not 

participate and I was five years old at the time. Being a curious child, I would 

ask my mother, grandmother, close relatives or friends. 'What is this 

drumming?" They would simply answer, "Hi svilcwembu" (it is sviJcwembu)". 

In my grandmother's house I would watch out for the times when my aunt 

would be affected by the symptoms of the svikwembu phenomenon; she would 

either shake as she entered into trance or fall to the ground, and I would often 

hear her speak in a deep man's voice once she was possessed by the spirit or 

spirits. 

1be full extent of the svilcwembu ritual does not only involve spirit 

possession or trance, though the term sviJcwembu already suggests spiritualism 

(Honwana, 2002).1 The practice also deals with healing, exorcism and 

divination, in which trance spirit possession and music mayor may not be 

involved. There are certain types of traditional healers who deal in curing 

people with different types of infirmities with the use of traditional plants and 

herbs for treatment. For instance, from the ages of about five until I was ten 

years old I was asthmatic and was cured by a traditional healer in the location 

of Chamanculo where I lived and where I have subsequently conducted my 

fieldwork. I was required to drink some herbs and not eat eggs for about three 

1 The term svikwembu suggests spiritualism because it denotes ancestor worship and spirits. 
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yems. The treatment was successful and I have had no symptoms of asthma 

since then. 

The Department of Health in Mozambique bas embarked on a partnership 

with traditional practitioners of medicine, as the "state institutions such as the 

Ministry of Health show a greater awareness of the need to cooperate with 

traditional institutions of health care" (Honwana, 1996:151). While conducting 

fieldwork in Maputo, the relationship between the two types of medicine, 

traditional and modern, is continuously developing as traditional healers are 

now allowed to diagnose people in hospitals and at other facilities available to 

the public. 

1.2 Reasons for choosing the topic 

Music (leu :xaela in Xichangana) plays a very important role in the svikwembu 

ritual (Honwana, 1996) and it is for this reason that I thought that I should 

expand my research in this direction. Honwana (2002: 1 ff7) has also pointed 

out the instruments used by the musicians during the ritual.2 Johnston 

(1972:297-30) has earlier demonstrated various rhythms and their usage in 

mancomane exorcism. Because music is extremely important for the 

realisation of this ritual (practice), for triggering the spirits, pleasing the spirits, 

maintaining the spirits' presence, and thanking the spirits, the study and 

understanding of the issues relating to spirit possession and music is central to 

understanding svikwe1nbu in its entirety. 

The main reason behind my choice of this topic is that very little of what 

has been published has dealt adequately with music in the ritual which I refer 

to as svikwembu. By undertaking this investigation, I hope to fill a gap in the 

study of Shangana Tsonga music of semi-urban southern Mozambique, and 

possibly to contribute to developing new knowledge in the field of music, 

trance and spirit possession. 

In my experience, music was an integral part of the ritual. In the 

community where I grew up and conducted my fieldwork, music is the sonic 

20S mUsicos tocavam tingoma (tamboresJ. matxomana e magocha (instruments locais de 
percwsiioJ. enquanto a audiincia cantava e batia palmas pam criar um ambimte prop(cio a 
entrada em transe des candiJaJos (Honwana 2002:107). 
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sign of svikwembu, an attention-getter to point out those households where 

svikwembu was taking place. 

1.3 Some case studies 
Two authors, Johnston and Honwana have researched Shangana Tsonga music 

(Johnston, 1972a) and svikwembu (Honwana, 2002). Johnston dealt briefly 

with the music of mancomane exorcism amongst Shangana Tsonga people, 

while Honwana has not approached the issue of the spirit possession and 

music in sviJcwembu at all. Overall, the work of neither deals in depth with the 

issue of spirit possession and music. 

I do not want to criticise ethnographers like Honwana alone for, according 

to Friedson (1996:xiii), many ethnographers have failed to give musical 

experience a prominent place in their research. Friedson is not suggesting that 

ethnographers should all be ethnomusicologists, or that their work on aspects 

of culture has not been valuable. Friedson (l996:xili) states that 

when a particular phenomenon in this case lDlSic is repeatedly mentioned in the 

literature as a prominent element of indigenous bealing systeIm in Africa and yet 

is still given only perfunctory treabnent, then an important dimension of the 

cultural experience being studied is silenced. 

Music is usually treated as an epiphenomenon, something that accompanies 

other, more important ritual activities. 

1.4 Research design and methodology 

This research comprises an empirical study which aims at exploring the 

importance and relevance of music in the svikwembu ritual practices amongst 

the Shangana Tsonga of semi-urban southern Mozambique, specifically in 

Maputo province. The main methods that I used in this investigation were 

those of library research, observer and interviewer. Through observation I was 

able to take notes while observing, which became one of my main strategic 

methods. The use of infonnal interviews was the most productive method in 

this research project, as research consultants provided me with extensive 

information about the topic. 

3 



1.5 Research question and objective 

This study. an investigation and description of svikwembu, seeks to interpret 

the meaning that the music in svi1cwembu performance bas for Shangana 

Tsonga people in urban southern Mozambique. In other words. the objective 

of this study is to expand the knowledge of Shangana Tsonga music. 

demonstrating how and why it is performed in svilcwembu ritual. 

The music's significance applies to all those individuals participating in 

the ceremony as well as to the medium. (possessed person).3 Analysing the 

performance of svi1cwembu helped me understand the significance of the music 

in the different stages of this ritual practice. Most Shangana Tsonga music is 

provided by the playing of drums and I or singing and this holds true for 

svilcwembu ritual music (Johnston 1912a). 

This paper investigates the significance of music in the performance of 

svikwembu ritual practice amongst one of the largest population groups in 

southern Mozambique. the Sbangana Tsonga. The research deals with one of 

the commonly occurring ritual practices in southern Mozambique. specifically 

in the Maputo province. According to my research consultants and Honwana. 

(2002). the ritual known as svi1cwembu or mhamba is mostly practiced by the 

Shangana Tsonga people.4 Honwana (2002:52) explains svikwembu as a 

Tsonga term denoting spirits or god.5 Etymologically the word svi1cwembu 

comprises two elements. the prefix swi for the plural · and the term xihvembu. 

which denotes god (Honwana. 2002:53). 

1.6 The scope of the thesis 

To conclude this chapter. I should like to give an outline of the rest of the 

thesis by briefly discussing the main topics of each of the remaining chapters. 

In Chapter two I present the historical background of Mozambique. issues 

3 The medium is an individual who is possessed by the spirits and through whom the spirits 
speak. . 
4 The research consultants I worlced with are a group of individuals that I will discuss in 
greater detail in Chapter five. These individuals have occupations other than that of research 
consu1tants in their professional lives. 
S "Svikwmsbu i a paJavra Tsonga utilivula para designar os esp{ritos. Etimologicamente, esta 

pakwra i compost a por dois elementos: 0 preji.xo swi para 0 plural e 0 termo xikwembu que 
signifiea thus. Assim, nlikwembu signifiea thuses e esp{ritos" (Honwan.a, 2002:52). 
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regarding tenninology, and an overview and discussion of how svikwembu 

came about in southern Mozambique. 

In Chapter three I discuss literature regarding African religious beliefs and 

their relationship with music. Literature concerning altered states of 

consciousness and the relationship with music, general theories about musical 

elements as a triggex of trance in the spirit possession ceremony setting is also 

examined here. 

In Chapter four I discuss my initial research methodology design before 

embarking on fieldwork research. Changes that occurred during the field 

research are demonstrated and discussed in terms of how these have affected 

the data. Lastly I present ethical considerations that deal with issues of 

informant consent, anonymity and confidentiality. 

In Chapter five I present a general description of my fieldwork fmdings. 

These findings include a detailed description of svikwembu ritual practices 

with its phases, practitioners and their functions, spirits. languages involved, 

gender. and age. Regarding the musical perfonnance of svikwembu, I discuss 

the musical instruments, the performers and the repertoire and analyse musical 

transcriptions. The research question concerning the meaning and significance 

of music for practitioners of svikwembu is considered in closing this chapter. 

In Chapter six I conclude this thesis by restating the main points of the 

thesis by presenting my main fmdings, and relating them to the literature and 

to the theories of other scholars. A discussion of the surprising results and gaps 

is also presented in this section. Lastly, I show why studying this topic is 

relevant and I present its importance and value. 
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Chapter 2 

The social historical background of Mozambique 
and its population, and of svlkwembu 
In this chapter I give an overview of the historical background of 

Mozambique, the country where I conducted my fieldwork and where there is 

an abundance of svikwembu practitioners. I introduce Mozambique, its history, 

climate, location, physical features, population (ethnic groups), religions and 

languages. 

I also discuss the different terms used to indicate the ethnic group of this 

study, the Sbangana Tsonga. I open the discussion by demonstrating the 

variety of terms used by various authors and justify the use of the term 

Shangana Tsonga rather than other terms. I go on to discuss the origins of 

Shangana Tsonga as the result of series of events that occmred during the 

lSOOs. I also discuss these events in terms of the process of migration and 

social structure. The mfecane migration process, the social structure and 

conflicts within the Gaza Kingdom gave rise to the emergence of the 

sviJcwembu phenomenon. 

Drawing on previous studies of svikwembu (Honwana, 1996 and Johnston, 

1972), I present a history of how svikwembu came about and developed 

amongst various people in southern Mozambique. 

Lastly, various cultural traditional values in Mozambique, including 

svikwembu, were vigorously suppressed by Mozambican authorities before 

and after independence. I present the reasons why the cultural and traditional 

values were suppressed, both by the Portuguese colonial regime and the 

FRELIMO government. 

2.1 Mozambique 

2.1.1 Location 

Mozambique is located in Southeast Africa and shares borders with the 

following countries: South Africa and Swaziland in the south; Tanzania in the 

north; Malawi and Zambia in the northwest; and Zimbabwe in the west. The 

country has an area of 303,037 square miles (799,390 sq. km), it is 1,120 miles 

6 



loog. and bas a coastline of some 1.737 miles (2,470 kID). Mozambique is 

located south of the equator and encompasses the area between latitude 10 

degrees north and 26 degrees south with a longitude of 30 degrees west and 42 

degrees east. Its longest distance from east to west is 380 miles (Azevedo. 

1991: 1). 

The Maputo province. where I conducted my fieldwork. is situated in 

southern Mozambique and was formerly known as Louren~ Marques. The 

Maputo province borders on Swaziland in the west. Gaza province in the 

north, and South Africa in the northwest and the south. 
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Figure 1: Map of'Mozambique (Azevedo, 1991:1) 

2.1.2 Climate 

Mozambique's climate is tropical and its temperatures and rainfall vary from 

region to region. It essentially comprises two seasons, wet and dry. According 

to Azevedo (1991: 1), the wet season begins around October and ends around 

March, while the dry season occurs between April and September. 
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According to Azevedo (1991: 1), "the tropical climate of Mozambique is 

responsible for its various widespread diseases in the central and northwest 

part of the country, malaria, leprosy, tuberculosis, and hepatitis". The coastal 

areas of Mozambique tend to be warmer due to the warm current which flows 

south from the environs of the Equator through the Mozambique Channel. 

2.1.3 Mozambican demographics 

Mozambique has a total population of approximately 16,099,246 inhabitants, 

(7,714,306 male and 8,384,940 female) (lnstituto Nacional de Estatfstica, 

1998:i).6 The majority of the population is rural, with approximately eleven 

and a half million (11,498,114) inhabitants living in rural areas and 

approximately four and a half million (4,601,132) living in the urban areas 

(INE, 1998:i). Azevedo (1991:3) points to the fact that ''The population of 

Mozambique has grown by leaps and bounds during the second half of the 

twentieth century", with the densely populated areas fO\Uld in the northern and 

southern coastal flatlands, where people depend on farming. In colonial times 

the country's urban centres (Maputo, Beira and Nacala) constituted the focal 

points of the European population. Maputo remains the largest centre, with 

almost a million inhabitants. The city's growth has been stimulated by an 

excellent harbour, the railway, and a number of paved roads. 

During the mid-1980s, the rural popuJation was estimated at approximately 

86.8 percent of the total population of Mozambique. The flow of immigration 

towards urban areas like Maputo was greatly exacerbated by the civil war 

(1978 to 1992), because cities like Maputo were the safest places in the 

country. The FRELIMO government has attempted to slow the flow of urban 

immigration by setting up communal villages, moving unskilled, unproductive 

and unemployed people and settling them in the so-called "green zones" away 

from the city (Azevedo, 1991:4). 

Due to Mozambique's tropical climate and lack of adequate health 

facilities, the country has low life expectancy and high infant mortality rates, 

though the Mozambican birth rate is among the highest in the world (Azevedo, 

1991:4). 

6 Instituto NacionaJ de Estatistica (INE,1998a) 
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Maputo province has a population of approximately nine hundred and 

sixty six thousand (966.837). It is difficult to estimate figures for the variety of 

ethnic groups situated in Maputo city, not least because many people from 

different provinces of Mozambique migrated into Maputo during the civil war. 

I conducted the fieldwork for this research project in an urban area of Maputo 

called Cbamanculo. In Cbamanculo there are approximately 11,000 

inhabitants, approximately 5.305 of whom are male and 5.701 female (INE, 

1998a:4). It is believed that the majority of the svikwembu practitioners are 

women (Morais, 2005b). : 

Total population 16,099.246 

Population, men 
t 

7,714,306 

Population, women -./ 
8,384,940 

.,.'"
Population, 0-14 years old 7.206,403 

Population, 15-64 years old NO 8,429,475 

Population, 65 years old or more 463,368 

Women, 15-49 years old if r 4,003,506 

Index of masculinity (per 100 women) 92 

Population's average age (in years) 17,5 

Index of dependency (per 100 people of active age) 91 

Economically active population (15 years old or more) 5,916,377 

Economically non-active population (15 years old of more) 2,395,862 

Urban population 4,601,132 

Rural population 11,498,114 

Population density (hablkm2) 20,1 

Figure 2: Population of Mozambique7 

2.1.4 Religion in Mozambique 

Catholicism is the most popular religion in Mozambique, with adherents 

making up 23.8% of the population, followed by people without religion 

(23.1%) as a close second (INE, 199:44-45). Islam is the third most widely 

practised religion in Mozambique, with approximately 17.8% of the 

population as followers (1NE, 1999:44). The percentage of the adherents of the 

7 (!NE. 1998a). 
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indigenous rcligiDns is s;jglliticanlly lowt:.r al 2.1 '%, ''lith a h.ighet' percentage of 

<lnimists (<l ~ th(;"y an;) term t:d in the ccnslls) ill the l1lraJ areas (2.5':0 of the 

population) compared to the urban areas vlith 1.3% (II\-E. 1999:44-45) b It i~ 

probable th,t\ part of the population group idcntified as being without n::ligioll 

in fact pTactl...:es some sod of non-organised n:ligion, e.g_ animist beliefs or 

ancestral wnship in "svik~t'i!l11fn/' ONE, !999: 44-45) 

Cuthol1clsm and s\ikwemhN, \\ihlcn would proh<lbly be classified as 

animist, ate not mutually exduslvc, From ancestrul evidence <ll1d the 

cxpcriential caSe of Ol1e of my family mcmhcTs. it i~ clear th in some 

s\i/uremlm ;lTactitioncrs do attend church_ tvt)' nwn cxpent:nce and rt:scarch 

results clearly shmv thaI the dient~ and practitioners of svilovembu include 

members of various churches and mllsqlll~s (Manud, 2005) _Taken together, 

thcse considerations indicate (hilt there may he a significantly largt;'r numbt'r of 

S'vikwembu practitioners thm1 the statistics indicate_ 

2~ ~--" ~~~________________~~~__~________~ 

'0 

IS 

Catholic • Muslim 
o Zionist o Protestant 

• Christian indetermined [':] Indigenous religions 
o Without religion • Others 

• Unknown 

Figu....• 3: Graphi,' prestmtmion of the religions afflliations 0 r:VloLlImbi4ue (lNE. \997:44) 

, According [0 ]\iowu (19-73 :128), the lam lInimis[ (animi"m) was popularised by Edwarc;l B. 
l -ylor. wh.. describes it il& "11lc dc'c[rine of 50uls and othcl' ~piritual heings in general"_ Tn 
Tylor's \vord~ the the(J!)' behirHi animism -,tilks the follo\\;ing: " Animism Jivide~ into two 
great (iogmas. f(l nning pan uf one Lonsiskfll do{:trinc~ firsL con<:tTDing x()uh of individual 
creatures, capab le of \'ontim[ed existence after [he death or deSlrul' tJun uf the body; second . 
concemin~ othe r spir it->. upw<tni 10 the rank of powerful dt:ilit:,_ Thus tmimi:<.m, in its rull 
oevelof)ment. indu<ies th~ b~llef in souls and in a fulure ~[1I1C: , in controlling ueities and 
sulmruinate ~plri L', the~e doctrines f)~liclljjy resulting in some kind of <le[i Vc: wor"hip"_ 
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2.1.5 Languages spoken in Mozambique 

Mozambique is marked by linguistic diversity. Linguistically, most 

Mozambicans speak the Bantu languages. The INE (l998a:38) indicates 

Portuguese as the official language in the country. The most widely spoken 

indigenous language in Mozambique is Emakua (26.3%), followed by 

Xicbangana (11.4%) and Elomwe (7.9%) (INE. 1998a:38). 

A more detailed analysis of language speakers is provided by INE 

(1998a:38), whose findings are presented in table form in Figure 4. 

Mother tongue Total Age groups 

5-19 2049 50+

N (000) 12,536.8 5,680.1 5,430.6 1,426.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Portuguese 
, 

6.5 8.5 5.5 2.1 

Emakua 
_C) 

26.3 24.8 28.0 25.6 

Xichangana 
~. 

11.4 11.8 10.2 14.1 

Elomwe 7.9 7.4 8.6 6.8 

Cisena 7.0 6.9 7.2 6.7 

Ecbuwabo 6.3 6.1 6.6 5.9 

Other Mozambican 
languages 

33.0 32.7 32.2 37.5 

Other foreign languages 0.4 0.3 0.5 0.6 

None 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1 

Unknown 1.3 1.5 1.2 0.7 

Figure 4: Distribution of languages spoken as the mother lOngue as percentages of 
the population from five years of age (INE, 1998a:38). 
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2.1.6 Major ethnic groups and sub groups of Mozambique 

Mozambique comprises twelve major ethnic groups, each with sub groups. 

The major groups are: Nguni, Shona, Maravi, Tsonga. Maconde. Chopi. 

Swahili. Makwa-Iomwe. Lower Zambeze. Tonga. Yao, and others of Islamic 

and Asian extraction. Mozambique is the longest country in Africa. and has a 

correspondingly wide range of cultures and music. 'The area below the 

Zambezi River is generally and musically related to the Shona of Zimbabwe; 

the northern area is greatly influenced by Arab music and the south by the 

Nguni sound According to Azevedo (1991:4), anthropologist Antonio Rita 

Ferreira has also provided the best classification of Mozambican ethnic 

composition, but I only discuss the most relevant groups and subgroups related 

to this study. 

2.1.6.1 Nguni 

According to Ferreira (1958:17). the Nguni group in Mozambique is known as 

the Zulu. Due to the profound cultural influence that they have exercised over 

the ethnic groups of the southern Zambezi region, it is important to focus on 

relevant aspects of the particular culture. Problems around the history and 

origin of the Nguni ethnic group are complicated due to the extreme confusion 

resulting from expeditions and conquest by Sbaka's successors and 

repercussions thereof. 

The Nguni live in southern Mozambique. in Gaza and scattered through 

the Maputo province, nwnbering more than a million. They speak a Zulu 

dialect and use the click sound which reveals their contact with the Khoisan 

and the Xhosa (Azevedo. 1991:5). 

The Swazi are considered to be a subgroup of the N guni and live in 

Namaacha. about twenty-five miles from Maputo, having migrated from their 

original home in Swaziland during the nineteenth century (Azevedo. 1991:5). 

2.1.6.2 The Tsonga group 

The Tsonga people form the second largest ethnic group in Mozambique. 

TIley are a derivative of the Zulu clan and have occupied part of southern 
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Mozambique, namely Gaza province, since the nineteenth century (Azevedo, 

1991:4). The Tsonga migrated from farther south and defeated the indigenous 

settlers, the Cbopi and the Bitonga, during the early nineteenth century 

(Azevedo, 1991:4). The designation Tsonga, which has a problematic 

meaning, was allocated by the Nguni conqueror (Ferreira, 1958:27). The 

Tsonga are divided into three subgroups, namely the Rhonga, Sbangana and 

Tswa (Azevedo, 1991:5). 

The Rhonga people are a subgroup of the Tsonga and inhabit parts of 

Maputo province, Marracuene, Matola, Manhi~ and Sabie. According to 

Azevedo (1991:5), the Shangana, also a subgroup of the Tsonga, intermarried 

with the invading Nguni and live in the Bilene, Magude, parts of Sabie, 

Cbibuto and Ouija districts. 

The Tswa are also related to the Tsonga. They inhabit the region that 

extends from Limpopo to the Save River and parts of Mossurize and Sofala. 

2.1.6.3 The Shona group 

According to Azevedo (1991:5), "some Portuguese anthropologists prefer to 

call the Shona, who number about a million, Caranga [sic], because they are 

associated with the culture of Zimbabwe and the empire of Mwenemutapa". 

The Shona Karanga live south of the Zambezi near the border of Zimbabwe 

and north of the Save River. 

The Ndau is a Sbona subgroup that was militarised by the Nguni, who 

incorporated them into their regiments. The Ndau were previously known as 

Mataos (Shillington, 2005:1034). According to Azevedo (1991:6), the Sbanga 

(machangas), the Gova, the Danda, the Watombodji and the Zezuru of 

Zimbabwe may be classified as Ndau clans. According to Ferreira (1958:46), 

the designation Va-ndau seems to be have been given by Nghugunyane and 

derives from the Nguni (Zulu) word ndaue, which is a manner of answering a 

greeting or giving a salutation. The Ndau were greatly affected by the Nguni 

invasions and many of them were incorporated in the military regiments of the 

Nguni, where they came into contact with the Tsonga people, and this explains 

the importance that the spirits of the Ndau, together with the Nguni, have 
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:unongst tht superstitious religious pracrices of the T~onga peopk (F crrctnl. 

19)8:47). 

2.1.6.4 ASIans 

A/eve.:!,) (1991 . 7J state~ that <-Mo:nlllhique i~ also the home of some t\Vent,i 

thon :c.and Indians from India (particu larly from Goa, O:unao and Diu), 

Pak' stan nne! Bangladesh", rewer than five thousand Chinese husiness people 

bave: made: Moznmbique their perm:-lncnt home (Azevedo, 1991 :7), Some 

people of ..vluslim origin are referred to as Monltt, a point that 1 shall discus~ 

in Chapter fivG, 
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Figure 5: T he divis;;it1 t) of the etlmic group~ of MQzarubiqlle (ferl'eil'n. 1958:47). 
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2.1.7 Early history of Mozambique 

1be history of Mozambique prior to the fifteenth century is based mainly on 

circumstantial evidence derived from arcbaeological discoveries in east Africa 

and the scarce written sources indirectly related to that part of the continent" 

(Azevedo, 1991 :8). From sucb arcbaeological and anthropological sources it is 

believed that Mozambique was inhabited as far back as four bundred years 

before Christ (Azevedo, 1991 :8). 

Mozambique's population comprises a mostly Bantu speaking population, 

which may bave originated in the Cameroon, Congo and Nigerian plateaus and 

forests (Liesegang, 2005: 1032). Before the arrival of the Portuguese, 

Mozambican territory consisted of a string of settlements with surrounding 

rural estates on the coast of the Indian Ocean and on the Zambezi River 

(Uesegang, 2005: 1032). 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, most of the Mozambican 

territory was the domain of independent of African states or chiefdoms, but 

between 1869 and 1891, Mozambican territory was delimited as a Portuguese 

overseas province or colony. When the Portuguese anived in Mozambique, 

central Mozambique was linked to two major political entities: the kingdom of 

Mwenemutapa (today's Zimbabwe) and the confederation of Malawi 

(Azevedo, 1991 :8). "Portugal maintained an administrative centre on the 

island of Mozambique and garrisons at lbo, Quelimane, Sofala, Inbambane, 

and Loure~ Marques (now Maputo) on the coast and Sena and Tete on the 

Zambezi" (Liesegang, 2005: 1032). With the arrival of the Portuguese in 

Mozambique, the overall social and political evolution of Mozambican 

societies was drastically altered (Azevedo, 1991 :8). 

Ever since the seventeenth century, the coastal area, including Sofala 

province, was controlled by Arab and Swahili aristocracies and traders wbo 

had mixed with the Bantu speaking population and bad adapted to the areas 

and the existing culture. The north of Mozambique largely accepted Islam, 

while the rest of the country continued to follow traditional cultural practices 

until the Portuguese introduced Catholicism, whicb until today remains one of 

the religions of a minority in the country (Azevedo, 1991 :8). 
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In the nineteenth century, southern Mozambique suffered significant 

invasions from the Nguni peoples of South Africa as a result of the 

mfecaneprocess. 9 1bese invasions affected the indigenous population of 

southern Mozambique culturally and linguistically. As a result of these raids 

and invasions, the kingdom of Gaza was established under the leadership of 

the Nguni chief, Soshangana. It is possible to identify some aspects common 

to the present-day people of southern Mozambique and the Nguni of South 

Africa, the Zulu, in particular habits of language and other aspects of cultural 

practice. 

2.1.7.1 Mfecane 
"Mfecane is a term widely used by historians from the late 1860s to the late 

1880s to refer to a series of wars and population movements that took place 

over much of southern Africa from the 1880s to the 1830s" (Shillington, 

2005:979). 

1be mfecane was presented as a positive process of political change 
with the objective of enlarging state power through improved military 
organization with increased centralization, and the expansion of 
political organization as well as the assimilation of members of 
previously separate political communities. The process was 
characterized as an achievement of African leaders employing and 
modifying traditional institutions, values, weapons and tactics, rather 
than borrowing external models or techniques in building their own 
kingdoms (Cooper, quoted in Hamilton 1995:277). 

According to Serra (2000:87), large parts of southern Africa shared a similar 

political structure. The situation changed as a result of the period of conflict 

and political transformation known as mfecane, in the area known today as 

Zululand. This period of political transformation was characterised by an 

extensive movement of Nguni migration. According to Serra (2000:88), the 

conflict seems to have derived from a complex combination of factors in the 

second half of the nineteenth century. 

1be mfecane process resulted in the emergence of the Swazi and Zulu 

kingdoms, and the creation of the Gaza kingdom in southern Mozambique. 

Amongst the Nguni emigrants were the Zuangendaba, Soshangane (also 

known as Manicusse), Nqaba Msane and Nguana Maseko. At the beginning of 

9 See next page 
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the conflicts. Sobh~ of Nguane-Dlamini, emigrated towards the north, 

where be established the Swazi kingdom. Three of the above-mentioned 

Nguni groups under the leadership of Zuangendaba. Nqaba and Maseko 

settled within the actual borders of Mozambique for some time. In the case of 

Soshangane, the Nguni of Gaza conquered the territory between the Maputo 

Bay and the Zambezi River and a large part of the area they conquered was in 

actual Mozambican territory. 

2.1.7.2 The Gaza kingdom 

According to early Portuguese accounts, the Tsonga people were already living in the 

central and southern areas of Mozambique, between the Indian Ocean and the 

Lebombo Mountains, during the early 16" century. Being fairly isolated, they lived a 

peaceful life in dispersed settlements, having some customs in common, but lacking a 

common political identity 10. 

Prior to the formation of the Gaza kingdom in the twentieth century, during 

the process of the formation of the Zulu kingdom, Sbaka Zulu and his cousin 

Sosbangane came into conflict. Around 1819, Sbaka defeated Sosbangane, 

thus causing the migrations of N guni people towards southern Mozambique to 

the area south of the Save River. Soshangane and his followers fled from 

Zululand, and in migrating brought their habits and costumes to Mozambique, 

where they came into contact with the Tsonga indigenes. Due to their superior 

military organisation, the displaced Nguni conquered various peoples, 

including the Tsonga, and established the Gaza kingdom. in southern 

Mozambique. Soshangane, the first king (1821-1858), adopted a policy of 

assimilation of the local population. 

The Gaza kingdom was a complex social formation with societies 

subjected to different degrees of domination. According to Serra (2000:90), 

there was a central dominant upper class consisting of elements of the lineage 

of the king (descendants of the first king), then a middle class comprising 

Nguni of minor category and, thirdly, the assimilated social class ("classe OOs 

10 [Online]Available:http://www.siyabona.comlafrica tsongahtml [2005, April 

16]. 
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ass;"'ilodos"), many of whom bad originally been war slaves or "cativos de 

guerra". The latter were designated as tinhloko, meaning heads. Gradually 

emancipated. the tinhlolco did not form part of the slavery class. In the table 

six below is the social stratification of Gaza kingdom 

Ethnic groups Tsonga Nguni Ndau 

Status Dominated Dominant class Dominated class 
assimilated 

class 

Social Tsonga chiefs King ofGaza Tinhloko 
stratification (recent 

Subjected Upper class captives) 
Tsonga 

Middle class 

Fipre 6: Social class formation m the Gaza kingdom. 

Assimilated boys were integrated in the regiments of the kingdom as civil 

servants and in the Nguni military territorial administration. Captured women 

and girls were given as spouses to the Nguni without their husbands having to 

pay lobola.ll The Gaza state comprised three major social classes: the Nguni 

dominant class which considered themselves as ''pure'', the Tsonga, and the 

most oppressed class the Ndau. For the most part, the people most acculturated 

to the Nguni were the Tsonga. The acculturated were allowed to marry Nguni 

people (Honwana, 2000:54). 

According to Serra (2000:95). the people that were not integrated into the 

dominant class were designated as Tsonga. Some of the subjected Tsonga who 

bad over a long time built good relationships with the Gaza state. attained a 

special status, and were included in the assimilated class. One of the reasons 

why they are known as Shangana today is because the term originally meant 

people of Soshangane. 

II "Lobola is a centuries old tradition, !tin common throughout Africa 'Ibis system requires 
that a price be paid for the right to marry women. 'Ibis practice is still used extensively in 
contemporary African society and has raised both critical and supportive voices" [Online] 
available: bttp:l/azaz.essortmentcom/africanmani&gJDtr .htm 
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In the late nineteenth century, the Portuguese defeated the political 

regiments of Ngbugunyane, the ruler of Gaza, and established Mozambique as 

their colony. From the late nineteenth century, Mozambicans became the most 

important single group of migrant workers in the mines of South Africa 

(Katzellenbogen, 2005: 1036). 

2.1.8 The colonial regime period 


Mozambique was supposedly conquered by the Portuguese in the sixteenth. 


however it was only until nineteenth century that the Portuguese effectively 

colonized Mozambique territory (Katzellenbogen, 2005: 1036). 

During the Portuguese colonial period, imports of textiles and other goods 

were paid for mainly by the sale of slaves and ivory. Ivory went mostly to 

western India, whence most of the imported cotton textiles and some of the 

beads offered for trade were obtained (Liesegang, 2005: 1032). The slaves 

were exported mainly to Brazil and French colonial possessions and, from 

round about 1837, also to Spanish colonies such as Cuba (Liesegang, 

2005: 1032). 

Mozambicans bad at least by 1850 a history of migrating to various parts of 
southern Africa to seek work. in agriculture, construction. and diamond 
mining. Attracted by bigher wages than they could get in Mozambique, they 
also sought to escape social restrictions imposed on them and. more 
significantly, the harshness of the Portuguese forced labour 
(Katzellenbogeo,2005:1036). 

With a combination of military and diplomatic endeavour ensured that 

Mozambican territory was recognized as belonging to the Portuguese in 1875. 

From 1885 the Portuguese gained control of the Mozambique interior and 

proceeded to establish its oppressive colonial system based on forced labour 

and taxation. As a response to the colonial system, variety of resistances laid 

the foundation for national liberation movements of the 1960s such as the 

FRELIMO front (Katzellenbogen. 2005:1036). 
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2.1.9 The formation of FREUMO in 1962 and Independence of 

Mozambique in 1975 

In September 1962, a unified and effective organisation named FRELIMO 

(prente de li~ao M~bicana. literally Front for the Liberation of 

Mozambique) was created. Crucial in the creation and development of this 

organisation was the role of Eduardo Mondlane, who returned from a 

University teaching career in the United States and employment with the 

United Nations to take up the position of first president of FRELIMO. 

Eduardo Mondlane was assassinated in 1968 and was succeeded by Samora 

Machel (the fust president of the independent Mozambique). Under Machel's 

leadership, FRELlMO defeated the Portuguese regime and Mozambique 

became an independent country in 1975. 

With the overthrow of the Portuguese colonial resistance in Mozambique, 

FRELIMO came to power with an ambitious agenda of nationalist ideals and 

developmental socialist goals. The key figure in this socialist process 

undoubtedly was President Samora Machel. Mozambique's socialist 

programme was actively pursued until 1986, when circumstances and political 

will led to ideological and practical changes. Following the death of SamOOl 

Mochel in 1986 in an airplane crash, Joaquim Chissano assumed the 

presidency of Mozambique and of the ruling FRELIMO party in a peaceful 

and uncontested transition (KatzeUenbogen, 2005: 1036). 

2.1.10 South Africa and RENAMO 

South Africa's apartheid regime responded to independence and majority rule 

in neighbouring states with a policy of destabilisation, which fomented war 

and created economic problems in those states. RENAMO (Resistencia 

Nacional de MOfambique, literally Mozambique National Resistance) was 

South Africa's agent in Mozambique and caused country wide destabilisation 

during the period from 1981 to 1992 through a war against FRELIMO 

(Hanlon, 2005:1043). At least a million people died and five million were 

displaced or became refugees in neighbouring countries and damage exceeded 

an estimated twenty billion dollars (Hanlon, 2005: 1043). By 1987, 
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Mozambique bad become the poorest country in the worl~ with a per capita 

GDP of less than a hundred dollars (Hanlon, 2005: 1043). 

2.1.11 Peace agreement and multiparty elections in 
Mozambique 

In 1992, after two years of negotiations between RENAMO and FRELlMO in 

Rome, the two parties signed a peace accord. The first national multiparty 

election was held in October 1994, followed by another multiparty election in 

December 1999. FRELIMO and its president, Joaquim Chissano, won both 

elections. 

In February 2000, southern Mozambique suffered the worst floods since 

1895: 700 people di~ 40,000 people were saved by the Mozambican navy 

and the South African air force, and 500 000 were evacuated and assisted by 

the international community (Hanlon, 2005:1(43). 

2.1.12 Economic growth and development in Mozambique 

1be country has experienced noticeable economic growth since the end of the 

war between FRELIMO and RENAMO. Economic recovery was encouraged 

by the peace process and privatisation. A considerable expansion of private 

investment took place, mainly in massive projects involving aluminium 

smelting, iron and steel production, offshore gas, heavy metal sands mining, 

hydroelectricity, and tourism initiatives. A significant breakthrough occurred 

when Mozambique was chosen for the implementation of the highly indebted 

poor countries debt relief initiative, which enabled almost three billion dollars 

of debt to be canrelled (Munslow, 2005: 1044). 

Today Mozambique continues under the leadership of a FRELIMO 

government and its new president, Armando Guebuza (a veteran in the 

FRELlMO organisation). 

2.2 The tenn Shang ana Tsonga 

The Shangana Tsonga people derive their name from the Tsonga and Nguni 

ethnic groups. TIle term comprises two separate parts: Shangana, deriving 

from Soshangane (also known as Manicusse. the name of Shaka Zulu·s rival 
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cousin), and Tsonga. deriving from the indigenous ethnic group in 

Mozambique inhabiting most of the southern area at that time. According to 

Johnston (l972:xv), these people bad previously been known as Tonga. 

Sbangaans, Thonga and Sbangana Tonga. but I use the term Sbangana Tsonga 

to indicate this ethnic group. To call the Tsonga people Sbangana is definitely 

misleading, as the Shangana are the offspring of Sosbangane. The term in 

common use in southern Mozambique. specifically in the Maputo province, is 

machangana. 

2.2.1 Different terms used for the Shangana Tsonga ethnic 
group 

The Sbangana Tsonga ethnic group originated during the mfecane, the period 

of social upheaval due to political and economic crisis -in Zululand. Different 

authors, at different times have used different names to describe this ethnic 

group, including 

• Sbangana Tonga 

• Tonga 

• Shangaans 

• Tbonga 

• Muchangana 

• Machangana 

Written information often confuses the Shangaan with the larger group of 
Tsonga people. The name of the Sbangaan subgroup, of Tsonga. is also often 
used to refer to the whole group. So, when reading information. it is often 
difficult to determine whether a given population estimate is of the Shangaan 
people specifically, or of the larger group of the Tsonga people. 

[Online].A vailable:htt,p:lf1IIlb.orglcesalTheRegionlmozambigueJShangaan.htm 

[2005, April 12]. 

In their own language, the name of the people is vachangana and the 

singular form is muchangana. '"The standard English grammar uses the word 

stem. Shangaan, as the name" [Online] Available: 

http://1IIlb.orglcesatrheRegionlmozambiquelShangaan.htm [2005, April 12]. 
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2.3 Svlkwembu and history 

In the context of svikwembu, the spirits that possess people are always 

believed to be of Nguni or Ndau origin. Nowadays Shangana Tsonga people 

are exposed to foreigner Nguni and Ndau spirits and ancestral spirits 

mahlonga or tinguluve through a trance phenomenon, mpfhukwa.12 Mp.fhuJcwa 

derives from the Shangana Tsonga verb kupfulcwa, meaning "to revive" 

(Honwana, 2002:57). In this region, the vanyamussoro are Tsonga traditional 

healers that have been influenced by Ndau and Nguni spirits in their religious 

practices.13 Honwana (2002:52) explains that, according to her infonnants, 

there were only two types of traditional medicine before the Tsonga came into 

contact with the Nguni and the Ndau in nineteenth century, and that the 

traditional healing was practiced without people going into a trance 

(Honwana, 2002:5). 

The tinguluve or malhonga were the only type of spirits known in the 

region of the direct Tsonga ancestors. 1bese spirits did not take over the 

individual in a trance. They did not speak or manifest through a medium 

(Honwana, 2002:54). 

In southern Mozambique, after the wars of Soshangane and his grandson 

Nghughunyane, when the N~ entered their regional domination, the spirits 

those of dead Nguni and Ndau soldiers arose as a result of this troubled period. 

This characterises mpjhukwa. The spirits are believed to have the capacity to 

resuscitate themselves and take revenge by provoking illness and misery 

among their killer's descendants, or to ask them for protection (Honwana, 

2002:57). The rationale for this behaviour is that slain soldiers were not 

properly buried and that their family members could not practice the necessary 

rituals to place them in the world of spirits (Honwana, 2002:57), thus their 

souls are unsettled and they are spirits troubled with xiviti (a Xichangana tenn 

meaning bitterness, anger, resentment or unpleasantness). "Apparently the 

phenomenon of mpfhukwa is originally Ndau" (Honwana, 2002:57). 

12 My translation: mpfhuJcwa , 14m rermo derivado do verbo /cupfukwa que signijica ser 
acortkJdo, ressuscitar e que indica una pessoa que 10; ressu.sciUJda de entre os mortos. 0 
mpfhukwa Iomou se 14m feN5meno generalizPdo no sui de MOfambique depois diu glUrrtJS de 
SoshangtJ1le e NglmnglumylJlU. que tiveram como objectivo impor 0 dominio Nguni na regiilo. 
13 Vanyamu.ssoro is a plural fonn for nyamussoro 

23 

http:practices.13
http:mpfhukwa.12


Honwana (1996:65) states that majority of the Ndau spirits are male and 

that she only found two cases in which the spirits were female. 

In general, the majority of those who are affected by the svikwembu 

phenomenon are young virgin girls (Honwana. 1996:69). These young girls 

are offered by their families as spirit wives wben afflicted by mipjhuJcwa 

spirits and they are named nsati wa svikwembu (a Xicbangana term meaning 

"the spirit's wife"). According to Honwana. the ages of girls in this group age 

vary form twelve to seventeen. 

The nsati wa svikwembu may marry, depending on the support of her 

family and. most importantly, the authorisation of her spirits. If, for instance, a 

ritual to get pennission from the spirit to proceed with the marriage bas not 

been performed, the spirit or spirits may cause major turbulence in such a 

girl's marriage life. 

It is believed that spirits that possess the Shang ana Tsonga people today 

are either of Nguni or Ndau origin. 1be combination of three different spirits 

cohabiting in the body of the same individual gives rise to the multifunctional 

traditional healer named nyamussoro. Each of the spirits has specific different 

functions and powers: ''the powers of herbal remedies given by the tinguluve 

or mahlonga spirits, the divination powers of the tinhlolo from the vanguni 

spirits, and the exorcising powers of the vandau/4 spirits (Honwana, 

1996:72).15 

2.3.1 The oppression of traditional cultural values in 
Mozambique before independence in 1975 

According to Honwana. (1996:107) the Portuguese colonial system created a 

policy of assimilation aimed at developing an intermediate class of indigenous 

people assimilated into Portuguese culture (known as assimilados). The 

introduction of Christianity and basic missionary education for the indigenous 

people was structured to replace their "superstitious" beliefs and practices and 

equip them with the minimum skills to serve colonial rule. Basing her 

discussion on a series of documents in the Mozambican Historical Archive, 

Honwana (1996:95-106) reveals that there was a tremendous effort during the 

14 Vanda" is the plural word foc Ndau 
IS Vangun; is the plural foc Nguni 
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first decades of colonial rule to suppress and prohibit the functioning of 

traditional religious institUtions, specifically those practices involving spirit 

possession including performances of divination, exorcism and healing rituals 

(1996:96)}6 "The Portuguese colonial government banned the rituals with 

their dmmming, dancing and gatherings which honoured the indigenous 

ancestors" (Honwana. 1996:96). Individuals practising traditional religious 

rituals were arrested, sent to jail and sentenced to do forced labour. Portuguese 

colonial officials did not believe in the effectiveness of traditional healing and 

saw traditional practitioners as deceivers who prevented patients from being 

effectively treated with modem drugs and surgery (Honwana. 1996:97). 

2.3.2 FRELIMO's rejection of Mozambique's traditional 
institutions 

My argument below is based on Honwana's research (1996:133-140). In 

FRELlMO's view of social reality, the beliefs and practices of traditional 

society were superstitious. Even before independence in 1975, FRELIMO's 

view and that of the late Samora Machel was that superstitious beliefs take the 

place of science in education. The system of age groups and initiation rites 

was seen as being intended to keep the youth under the influence of old ideas 

in order to destroy their initiative. Thereby all progress was prevented and the 

society survived in a completely inactive way (quoted in Honwana. 1996:134). 

This position of FRELIMO towards traditional institutions did not change 

until the late 1980s I early 1990s (Honwana. 1996:141). Traditional 

institutions were to be eradicated and received no recognition in the political 

and social functions of society. The traditional healers were not allowed to 

practice their rituals freely; consequently ritual performances of any kind, 

especially those aimed at evoking ancestral spirits, cleansing, healing and 

exorcism of evil spirits were prohibited (Honwana, 1996: 135). 

Despite all the repression aimed at traditional institutions, traditional 

practices did not disappear, but continued in secret, both in rural and urban 

areas (Honwana. 1996: 137). The rationale behind this persistence is that even 

16 Fundo dos servi~os dos neg6cios indfgenas, ~ A. "Feiticeiros e Curandeiros", Processo 
no. 118, cota 83, Arquivo Hist6rico de M~ambique (AHM). 
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though the traditional practices were prohibited, people did not stop believing 

in them and consequently continued to practice them. 

2.3.3 FREUMO changes its policy towards traditional 
instHutions 

Although the change in the policy towards traditional institutions was not 

announced publicly, the approach regarding traditional institutions was 

changed. For instance during the 19805: 

Traditional healers were encouraged by the government to create a national 
association. Likewise a research group to study the forms of integration of the 
traditional political authorities in the state local administration w~ 
established in the Ministry of State Administration (Honwana, 1996:141). 

Honwana (1996:143) relates the obvious transformation in FRELIMO's 

approach towards traditional institutions to the economic crisis that was 

aggravated by the civil war (1981-1992). In order to confront the traditionalist 

policy of the opposition's RENAMO party, FRELIMO needed to regain a 

popular mandate and support from the people to reconstruct the country in the 

early 1990s. FRELIMO needed to regain the peasantry's support and gain 

authority by means of ancestral powers and beliefs. Some of the approaches 

that FRELIMO used towards the practitioners of traditional culture were the 

following: the traditional healers were motivated by the government to create 

a national association and the ''Office for Studies of Traditional Medicine at 

the Ministry of Health, which was established in 1977 strictly to study plants 

with therapeutic value, took a new approach in its research" (Honwana, 

1996:141). As a result of the changes ofFRELIMO's view towards traditional 

institutions, AMETRAMO was created as a national association for traditional 

healers in Mozambique in September of 1992 (Honwana, 1996: 146). 

2.4 Summary 

The majority of the people inhabiting Mozambican territory are believed to be 

from northern and western Africa and are Bantu speaking people. In the 18208 

Mozambique suffered a number ofNguni invasions from South Africa. By the 

late 1800s Mozambique was regarded as Portuguese province or colony and 

the import of textiles and other products were mainly paid for by slave and 
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ivory trading, with most of the Mozambican slaves exported to French and 

Spanish colonies and the ivory to west India. 

In 1975 Mozambique became an independent nation under FRELIMO. 

Because of the war between RENAMO and FRELIMO, which was waged 

from 1981 to 1992, causing a devastating economic crisis, Mozambique was 

considered the poorest country in the world by 1987. Since the peace 

agreement in 1992 there has been noticeable economic growth in 

Mozambique, although the country remains one of the poorest countries 

worldwide. 

Various names have been used to identify the ethnic group in this study, 

but I use the term Shangana Tsonga to designate this ethnic group. 

During the second half of the nineteenth century the entire southern 

African region was affected directly or indirectly by immense demographic 

upheaval and revolutionary social and political change. This period, named 

mfecane, was marked by enormous migrations, irregular attacks, battles and 

frequent periods of misery and food crisis for many people in the region. The 

mfecane process resulted in the emergence of the Swazi and the Zulu, and the 

creation of the Gaza kingdom in southern Mozambique. The Gaza state 

comprised three major social classes: dominant class Nguni, the Tsonga, and 

the most oppressed class, the Ndau. 

Before the Tsonga in southern Mozambique came into contact with the 

Nguni and the Ndau in the nineteenth century, traditional healing was 

practiced without people going into a trance. Nowadays various people in 

southern Mozambique are affected by the svikwembu phenomenon, during 

which people host Nguni, mahlonga or tinguluve (Tsonga) and Ndau spirits. 

Cultural traditional values were oppressed significantly by both the 

Portuguese colonial regime and the FRELIMO government. The Portuguese 

colonial regime's introduction of Christianity and basic miSSionary education 

for the indigenous population was structured to replace the superstitious 

beliefs and practices and equip them with the minimum skills to serve colonial 

rule. The FRELIMO view and that of the President Samora Machel was that 
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superstitious beliefs take the place of science in education. Traditional 

institutions were eliminated and received no recognition within the political 

and social functions of Mozambican society. At a later stage during the 

aggravated civil war, FRELIMO needed to regain the peasantry's support to 

maintain their authority and reversed their policy about ancestral powers and 

beliefs. 
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Chapter 3 

Literature review and theoretical framework 

In researching the significance of music in mkwembu practice amongst the 

Shangana Tsonga people of rural southern Mozambique, I explored different 

issues dealing with tenninology, people, language, spirit possession and 

trance, and history. 'The literature I have drawn on for this thesis is mostly 

related to the issues indicated above. Other texts have contributed towards my 

understanding; Rouget (1985), Berliner (1978), Jobnston's doctoral thesis 

(1972) and Honwana (2002) have been invaluable sowces. 

To demarcate the scholarship included in my literature review, I have 

divided the title of the subject into different sections. I looked for research that 

would answer questions that arose from the research question, e.g.: Who are 

the people who practice the ritual? What kinds of trance phenomena are 

predominant in the ritual? What does the music mean for the people involved 

in the ritual? In searching for literature at the beginning of my research, the 

books and articles I read mostly related to these questions. 

Because svikwembu is a ritual involving trance and spirit possession, and 

is mostly practiced by Shangana Tsonga people, I have read literature that 

deals separately with the history of migration of South African people into 

southern Mozambique. I also read literature whose main concern is trance and 

spirit possession in order to more deeply understand the trance phenomena in 

svikwembu practice. As music is the focus of the whole research project, I 

have read literature that deals with music and trance or spirit possession. As 

my writing and research progressed, many other questions and issues arose, 

such as seeing svikwembu ritual practice as part of the African traditional 

religion. In this chapter, before embarking on the study of trance and altered 

states of consciousness, I will review pertinent literature that deals with the 

concepts of ritual in the svikwembu context. 

3.1 African traditional religion 

Svikwembu may be seen as forming part of African traditional religion, 

because of its characteristics and beliefs within the whole ritual complex. 
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Svikwonbu is a practice inherited from the past and from the ancestors of its 

practitiooers. The practice of the svikwembu ritual incorporates a strong belief 

in ancestral and alien spirit possession. 

According to Ray (1987:83), "African traditional religion is closely tied to 

ethnic groups", therefore it can be said that there are as many different 

"religions" as there are ethnic groups. Ray (1987:84) furthermore regards the 

assumption that human beings are largely responsible for their own 

misfortunes and that they possess the ritual means to overcome them as a 

general characteristic of African religions. A belief in the perfectibility of 

human beings is not part of African traditional religions; instead. African 

religious beliefs are associated with means of correcting certain social and 

spiritual relationships that are understood to be the cause of misfortune and 

death (Ray, 1987:84). There is an assumption that ancestors maintain the 

moral and social values which are the guidelines for the good life of the living 

descendants and that ritual performance has value as a form of renewing 

people's commitment to their forebears (Ray, 1987:84). These rituals are 

aimed at renewing the relationship between the living descendants and their 

ancestors and are deemed to affect people's health and well being. A person's 

life goes through different stages, and one of the important tasks of African 

traditional religion is to successfully move people through each stage. Each 

phase is constructed by rites of passage and duties to ensure that all 

individuals know their responsibilities~ in that way there is guidance and 

direction for the lives of people to run smoothly (Ray, 1987:85). 

Booth (1978:81) states that African religion, at some point, had been the 

poor relation of anthropology, being viewed as "primitive religion". He also 

states that scholars had been anxious to pin labels on African beliefs and 

practices, arguing that African beliefs were animistic. However, the study of 

African religion is now recognised as a subject in its own right and the name 

now applied to indigenous African religion is "African traditional religion", a 

designation that, Booth takes to indicate not only the religion which was 

practised before the coming of Islam and Christianity, but also tells something 

about the nature of the religion. A further term that has been used is "tribal 
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religioo" and Booth, explains that "African traditional religion is also a 

communal religion" (Booth, 1978:81). 

According to Uka (1991:21), 

African traditional religion comprises the religious beliefs and practices of 
the Mricans which had been in existence from time immemorial, and are still 
utilized today by many Africans. It is the indigenous religion of the Africans 
which has been handed down by their forebears. 

Uka agrees with Awolalu who says that African traditional religion refers to 

the indigenous religion of the Africans. It is a religion that has been passed 

from generation to generation by the ancestors of the present generation of 

Africans and a religion that Africans have made theirs by living it and 

practicing it. Similar to this defmition of African traditional religion is that 

which is suggested by Idowu (1973:x) wben be states that 

the world outside Africa still has to wake up to the fact that African 
traditional religion is the religion which resulted from the sustaining 
faith held by the forebears of the present Africans, which is being 
practiced today by the majority of Africans in various forms and 
various shades and intensities ( ...). 

Uka (1991 :22) suggests that African traditional religion is "traditional" in a 

sense that it that came into being long ago. "African traditional religion is 

"traditional" not because it is a relic, static and incapable of adaptation to new 

situations and changes, but because it is a religion that originated from the 

peoples' environment and on their soil" (Uka, 1991:22). African traditional 

religion has no written literature; it is based on oral tradition as a way of 

transmitting knowledge (Uka, 1991 :22). 

3.1.1 Spirits in African belief 

According to Uka (1991 :45) 

It is a common feature among traditional Mrican people to believe in a host 
of spirits who inhabit all sorts of places such as trees, hills, rivers and 
sometimes plants and animals. For this reason, Mrican traditional religion 
was variously described as animism. 

Idowu (1973: 173) refers to spirits as 

those entities which form a separate category of beings from those described 
as divinities. Divinities and ancestors come under the general nomenclature 
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of spirits. Divinities and ancestors could be described as 'domesticated' 
spirits. The ancestors have always been part of the human family, and the 
divinities are intimately a tutelary part of the personal or COIDJDUlity 
establishments. 

Spirits may be conceived as powers which are almost abstract, as shades or 

vapours which take on human shape; they are immaterial and incorporeal 

beings (Idowu, 1973:174). 

It is believed by Africans that a person whose dead body is not buried, that is, 
with due and correct rites, will DOt be admitted to the abode of the blessed 
departed ones, and therefore will become a wanderer, living an aimJess, 
haunting existence (ldowu, 1973: 174). 

3.1.2 Ancestral spirits 

An [aJocestor is a departed spirit who stands in peculiarly close relation to 
the tribe of the family: the life of the latter has been derived from him, and 
because he is still in a sense one with it (ldowu, 1973: 179). 

According to Uka (1991:46), there is a belief among Africans that 

communication and communion is possible between the living and the dead 

through "ancestor worship". In a traditional African religion, the spirits of 

people who die are believed to continue to affect the lives of their 

descendants; therefore it is believed that the dead have the power to influence 

and help the living. The lives of the living descendants are a function of the 

works of the spirit world (Hardacre, 1987:322). It could be said that there is a 

continuing interdependence between the living and the dead (Uka. 1991 :46). 

For example, in the traditional Shona's view, a person' s fortune and fate in the 

world are to some extent regarded as the result of an interplay of forces 

outside of the person's own control (Berliner, 1978:186).11 

In Africa. according to Hardacre (1987:322), "ancestor worship forms 

only one aspect of an African people's religion"; those who die without 

descendants cannot become ancestors, and, in order to establish a good future 

171be name Shona refers to a group of Bantu speaking peoples who live between the Zambezi 
and Limpopo Rivers in Zimbabwe and parts of Mozambique and Zambia. 1beir population 
counts over four million, and their basic dialects include Karanga. Zezuru. Korekore. 
Manyika, Ndau and Kalanga. Sbona people are culturally and linguistically distinct from their 
fellow Bantu speaking neighbours both north of the Zambezi and south of the Limpopo 
(Berliner. 1978:18). "The Shona fell victim to a series of three invasions by the Nguni warriors 
from the south. It is said that the appellation Shona bas been given by the Nguni warriors, 
(Ndebele people led by Mzilikazi) to the indigenous peoples they encountered in Zimbabwe" 
(Berliner,I978:20). 
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relationship with your ancestor, the necessary rituals and proper burial have to 

be carried out. In Africa "ancestors are believed to be capable of intervening 

in human affairs, but only in the defined area of their authority, that is, among 

their descendants" (Hardacre, 1987:322). Nevertheless, it is important to make 

a distinction between ancestor spirits and spirits that do not form part of 

certain lineages but still affect their lives. Hardacre (1987:322) explains that, 

according to Gluckman's study (1937) on African ancestor worship, the 

ancestors represent positive moral forces that can cause or prevent misfortune 

and require that their descendants observe a moral code. On the other hand 

there are those spirits oot exclusively directed to the family but can act 

amorally and in an antisocial way towards living human beings. This is the 

case among the Sbangana Tsonga of southern Mozambique; people may host 

ancestor spirits as well as alien spirits that do not belong in a particular 

lineage. 

3.2 What is ritual? 

Ritual is a broad tenn discussed and defmed by many scholars from within 

different subjects and disciplines. According to Seymour-Smith (1986:248) 

[1]t is extremely difficult and perhaps ultimately unnecessary to define 
ritual, or to delimit it from ceremony on the one hand or from 
instrumental or practical action on the other. 

Even though there are quite a number of different definitions for ritual, 

depending on context, Seymour-Smith (1986:248) points out that 

ritual is regarded by some anthropologists as a category of behaviour, in 
which case it may be defmed as a fonn of ceremony characterized by its 
religious nature or purpose. 

Matta (1979:589) observes that the "term ritual is loaded with substantive 

meaning in modem social anthropology, and this complicates structural 

consideration of the phenomenon". He starts by asking a basic question: what 

transforms a given action into a ritual? For Matta (1979:589), ritual is 

"perhaps best interpreted as an action related to other actions seen in a 

relational and comparative perspective", suggesting that "instead of studying 

ritual as something discrete, we should try to study it always in relationship to 
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other systems of social action". He also asks questions like; "Is washing hands 

a ritual?" The answer to this woold be "yes" or "no" depending on the context. 

I fmd Matta's discussion of ritual helpful in the context of the ritual 

performance of svikwembu, as the svikwembu ritual is an action related to 

other systems of social actions as discussed in Chapter four. "Social actions 

that in a given context are perceived and classified as a non remarkable and 

non ritual part of the instrumental and functional routines of everyday life, 

may be transformed into dramas and rituals in the event that they change 

position or place in time or space" (Matta, 1979:589). 

According to Grimes (1982:540), Victor Turner defines ritual as '"formal 

behaviour prescribed for occasions not given over to tecbnological routine that 

have reference to beliefs in mystical beings or powers". Drewal (1988:25) 

states that Thrner 

believed only in stable societies with a strong corporate life-those least 
influenced by technological changc'ris ritual able to maintain its function and 
that only with stabilization would a widespread revival of ritual be possible. 

Turner's later writings (quoted in Drewal, 1988:25), according to Drewal, 

suggest that Turner "believed that ritual in Africa largely meant the 

maintenance of an existing soci,al order". Grimes criticises Turner's definition 

of ritual by saying that the definition be uses does not express the sense of 

ritual that one finds either in his theories or the collaborative explorations. For 

Grimes, Turner's definition is unsatisfactory. 

Grimes (1982:540) states that "most definitions of ritual are disappointing 

because they defme the word too narrowly or lack fruitful images", the 

popular definition of ritual identifies it negatively and the scholarly one, he 

suggests, identifies it too narrowly with liturgical ritual (Grimes, 1982:541). 

Grimes (1982:540) speaks of "creative" or "nascent" ritual and uses the 

term ritualising, defining it as a process which occurs continually, and mayor 

may not result in stable structures that a culture may consider "rituals". 

Ritualizing emerges periodically in the interface between cultural and genetic 
heritage. Some rituals are intentionally chosen, but others arise 
spontaneously. The danger of defining ritual in tenns of more mature or 
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sacred e~es such as Pass over celebrations or the Mass is that we miss 
the continuity between habits and symptoms, or mannerisms, on the one 
band. and civil ceremonies, formal liturgies, or ludic celebrations, on the 
other. Rituals are commonly spoken of as paradigms, models or structmes. 
They are regarded by anthropologists as ways of classifying the world 
(Grimes, 1982:542). 

Jennings (1982: 112) suggests that. in order to gain a better understanding of 

ritual, ritual may be understood as performing noetic (intellectual or 

intellectually intutive) functions in unusual ways; be regards ritual as not 

being "senseless activity but [...] rather [as] one of many ways in which 

human beings construe and construct their world" (Jennings, 1982: 112). 

"[R]itual action is a means by which its participants discover who they are in 

their world and how their world functions" (Jennings, 1982:113). He 

distinguishes three moments in the noetic function of ritual: first, ritual action 

is a way of gaining knowledge; ritual activity may serve as a mode of inquiry 

and discovery; second, ritual activity serves to transmit knowledge; third, 

ritual perfonnance is a display of the ritual and the participants in the ritual to 

an observer, who is invited to see, approve, lDlderstand or recognise the ritual 

action (Jennings, 1982:112-113):Jennings (1982:113) suggests that the aspect 

of ritual knowledge serves as a point of contact between the ritual actioo and 

the attempt to gain theoretical critical understanding of ritual. 

Jennings (1982:112) also suggests that focusing on the noetic functions 

will facilitate the development of a basis for theoretical and critical reflection 

OIl ritual. An analysis of noetic functions will not necessarily prove to be a 

comprehensive analysis of ritual; for Jennings, noetic functions do 

characterise rituals to some degree, allowing that other functions may 

predominate in some examples of ritual action. 

"Ritual practices are the foundation of African traditional religion" (Ray, 

1987:87). Ritual is the means to become possessed and communicate with the 

spirits and ancestors, to perform offerings and sacrifices and to renew the 

relationship between the living descendants. According to Ray (1987:88), 

almost every African ritual is an occasion in which human experience is 
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morally and spiritually transfonned. The two most important forms of African 

ritual are animal sacrifice and rites of passage.18 

To close this discussion, I would like to make a few important remarks 

about the definition of ritual. Bell (2005:7848) states that ..the term ritual 

remains difficult to define, which is hardly surprising, since central activities 

and concepts are always the ones probed most restlessly". The ability of ritual 

to pull together scholars from different subject fields, approaches and 

disciplines is witnessed in the many conference panels and subsequently 

published collections (Bell, 2005:7849). Bell (2005:7848) suggests that the 

difficulties in defining ritual arc related to the varieties of input into the 

discussion, and for this reason, ritual has been identified in many unexpected 

places. 

3.2.1 Divination 

According to Zuesse (1987:2369), "divination is the art or practice of 

discovering the personal, human significance of future or, more commonly, 

present or past events". Seymour-Smith (1986:79), on the other hand, defines 

divination as the acquisition of information through the use of magic. He 

suggests that ancestors, spirits or divinities arc believed to communicate with 

humans through a divinatory process who may speak of prophecy (Seymour

Smith, 1986:79) According to Zuesse (1987:2369) there are a number of 

different kinds of divination forms namely intuitive, possession and wisdom 

divinations. For example, intuitive divination occurs amongst the Shona of 

Zimbabwe who 

regard their hombahomba diviners above all other kinds because these 
remarkable people, consulted by strangers who travel from far off to seek 
their help, can spontaneously tell their visitors names, family connections, 
urgent problems and even minor experiences encountered on the journey 
(Zuesse, 1987:2370). 

18 uRites of passage are a category of rituals that mark the passage of a person through the life 
cycle, from one stage to another over time, from one role or social position to another, 
integrating the human and cultural experiences with biological destiny: bir1b, repnxluction and 
death" (Myerhoff. Camino and Turner. 1987and 2005:7796). U All African societies have 
different age-linked rituals, and mark the passage from one to another, but not all have the 
same rituals either in number or in kind" (Cox, 2005:7804). 
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According to Seymour-Smith (1986:79), divination is typically employed to 

discover the identity of a criminal, to resolve disputes regarding some offence, 

or to predict the outcome of a future event. 

3.2.2 Exorcism 

Those individuals who host undesirable and malevolent spirits in their bodies, 

and are consequently affected by witchcraft, have to be exorcised in order to 

expel these evil spirits. ''These evil spirits possess the bodies of their victims 

and completely control or at least strongly influence their actions" (Caciola, 

2005:2927). Exorcism is strongly related to and better understood by 

referencing the concept of spirit possession; exorcism is a phenomenon 

involving spirit possession. The spirits that are to be exorcised are conceived 

of as troublesome, demonic and dangerous. It is important to note that, in 

certain social religious contexts, spirit possession is understood as the work of 

evil spirits or demons dedicated to harming humans, and exorcism viewed as ; 

an important form of healing. On the other hand, possession by beneficent 

spirits is highly valued and respected and in these contexts exorcism is 

unlikely to be an important element of the local culture (CacioIa. 2005:2928). 

According to Caciola (2005:2928), "many cultures use dance and music as 

essential elements of exorcism rituals". In svikwembu exorcism is referred to 

by the name ku jemba; the importance of this practice lies in healing 

individuals affected by malevolent spirits and witchcraft. 

3.3 Music In religious settings In Africa 
One of the most important elements in African religious settings is the 

performance of music to establish the communication with the spiritual realm. 

TIle most compelling reason for music making in Mrica derives from 
religious experience, for it is generally believed that the spiritual world is 
responsive to music and deeply affected (Nketia, 1987:6256). 

The spirits are hosted by human mediums, who are known to sing and p1ay 

musical instruments, particular songs, and express dissatisfaction when the 

performance is lacking in liveliness. The spirits or gods can also bring new 

songs to the existing repertoire of the worshippers. During worship rituals, 

music making can 1ast for hours and even days without stopping; in that way 

the worshippers not only please their ancestors, spirits or gods, but also, by 
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making music, renew their cootact and relationships with them. According to 

Nketia (1987:6256), "those who worship particular gods often describe 

themselves in songs as the children of those gods and may distinguish 

themselves from other members of the community, among other ways by their 

repertoire of songs, instruments, and dances". ''Because the spiritual world is 

believed to be sensitive to sacred music, performances of sacred music are 

usually controlled" (Nketia 1987:6256). For instance, there are occasions 

during which little or no music is performed during such occasions as personal 

ritual and worship, but music other than sacred music may be performed 

during social gatherings (Nketia 1987:6256). Sacred music is performed on 

fixed days of worship, at celebrations to invoke the name of the ancestors, 

especially in those practices involving trance and spirit possession. 

Different sacred music repertoires used in ritual practices of different 

regions in Africa have specific instruments, songs and sounds to establish 

communication with the spirit world. It is widely belieVed that drums are the 

major means for evoking trance and spirit possession in African worship 

practices. 

According to Nketia (1987:6257), 
as in many cultures of the world, African songs provide avenues for making 
references to the sources of religious experience and to the values that hold a 
community of worshippers together. 

The repertoire of sacred songs usually includes songs that are perfonned at a 

particular stage of the ritual. Some songs are performed at the beginning and 

the end of the ritual practice, while others accompany the whole ritual process. 

Getting in and out of trance or remaining in a state of trance and the 

consequent maintenance of the spirit's presence is aided by specific types of 

songs (Nketia, 1987:6257). In performing sacred songs to call the spirits, 

please and thank them, it is important to perform the appropriate music. 

According to Nketia (1987:6257), "Africans sing about their gods and their 

own social history in their sacred songs because their gods accompany them 

during their migrations as well as in their encounters with other societies". 

3.4 Altered states of consciousness 

According to Ludwig (quoted in Tart, 1968:9), altered states of consciousness 

are regarded as 
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aoy mental state(s) induced by various physiological, psychological, or 
pharmaco1ogical agents, which can be ~ subjectively by the 
individual himself (or by an objective observer of the individual) as 
representing a sufficient deviation in subjective experience or psychological 
functiooing from certain general I1Ol1m for that individual during alert. 
waking consciousness. 

He also suggests that 

altered states of consciousness may be produced in any setting by a variety of 
agents which interfere with the normal inflow of sensory or proprioceptive 
stilDlli, the normal outflow of motor impulses, the nonnal emotional tone, or 
the normal flow and organization of cognitive processes (Tart,. 1968:10). 

Spirit possession that occurs in svikwembu is an altered state of consciousness; 

the spirits embody themselves in the medium's body, working and 

communicating through him. In my experience, the medium does not 

remember what was happening while he or she was possessed and speaks 

languages that he or she cannot speak while in a normal state. The medium's 

behaviour is very different to his or her everyday behaviour. For example, 

shaking and falling to the ground unexpectedly are common at the beginning 

stage of svikwembu. I regard these signs as signifying an altered state of 

consciousness. 

3.4.1 Trance 

Rouget (1985:3) defines trance as an altered state of consciousness composed 

of a series of events that can only be described by those who have lived 

through them. He further distinguishes two kinds of altered states of 

consciousness: ecstasy, an altered state attained in silence, immobility and 

solitude, and "trance referring to those altered states that are obtained by 

means of noise, music, agitation, and in the presence of the others". 

While Rouget prefers to distinguish between trance and ecstacy, Becker 

(1994:41) prefers a generic category of trance that includes meditative states, 

possession trance, shamanic trance, communal trance, aesthetic trance, and 

isolated moments of transcendence. Becker defmes trance as a "state of mind 

characterized by intense focus, the loss of strong sense of self and access to 

types of knowledge and experience that are inaccessible in non trance states". 

According to Becker there are different kinds of trance states: the trance of the 
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performer who feels him or herself to be one with the music he or she plays, 

the mild trance of the listener whose whole attention becomes focussed on the 

music and possession trance in which one's self appears to be displaced and 

the body is taken by a spirit or divinity. "Trance like most natural languages 

categories is a cover term for a set of things that more or less resemble each 

other' (Becker, 1994:42). Becker states that people who go into a trance act 

differently from place to place and that part of being in a trance is knowing 

how one is supposed to act. 

Applying Rouget's distinction between trance and ecstasy, I investigated 

trance rather than ecstasy in this study focused on music and spirit possession. 

Despite the number of trance varieties, I am presenting two (shamanism and 

possession) which are relevant to the topic under investigation. 

3.4.2 Shamanism and possession 

According to Honwana (2002:52), "shamanism refers to the temporary 

absence of the soul of a person that leaves the body to encounter the spirits,,19. 

In one svikwembu practice, divination, the medium communicates with the 

ancestral spirits of the patient while exercising great control over them. This 

communication with the spirits mainly has to do with infirmities or issues 

concerning the patient's life. In possession, on the other band, the 

communication between the visible and the invisible (the medium and the 

spirits) operates in the opposite direction, as the spirits embody themselves in 

the medium's body' and communicate through it At the initial phase of 

svikwembu, spirit possession is mostly an unexpected and, in some cases, an 

undesirable occurrence which characterises the very beginning stage of 

svikwembu, when a particular chosen individual is possessed unexpectedly by 

spirits. 

In shamanistic practice "it is no longer the man who visits the inhabitants 

of the invisible world but, on the contrary, the latter who visit him" (Rouget, 

1985:19). Mischel (1958:249) argues that shamanism is considered a foIUl of 

spirit possession in some societies, for instance the fairly typical case of 

19 My translation."0 XIJInIJIIismo refen-se a aus2ncia tempordria dtJ alma do indivlduo. que 
deixa 0 corpo e parte para combater os podens que provocam a doellfa e desgrrlfa" 
(Honwana. 2002:52). 
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Trinidad's Shango group, Tanti. In the Shango group there is a state between 

full possession and nonnal behaviour known as were, which occurs with some 

regularity. Individuals in this state are considered "messengers of the powers" 

and a high degree of consciousness is retained (Mischel, 1958:252). In this 

state "behaviour is marked by disobeying ceremonial regulations by such acts 

as smoking, swearing, or mocking sacred places by spitting on the tombs of 

the powers" (Mischel, 1958:252). 

Were possession may or may not follow actual possession. Most often. an 
individuaJ who has just been strong1y possessed will manifest a were. also 
observed where the were persons had not undergone a previous possession 
(Mischel, 1958:253). 

1be differences between shamanism and possession trance thus seem to rest 

on three main factors: 

1) Shamanism is a journey made by a man to visit the spirits, while 
possession is by a spirit or divinity to the world of men. 2) In the "former the 
trance subject gains control over the spirit embodied within him, in the latter 
the reverse is bUe. and lastly, 3) the former is a voluntary trance whereas the 
latter is an involuntary one (Rouget, 1985:23). 

3.4.3 Trance and spirit possession 

Bourguignon (quoted in Prince, 1968:3) separates the phenomena of trance 

and spirit possession as two different behaviours and says that the two 

phenomena might be interpreted and experienced in different ways in different 

societies. He states that he and his team in their investigations discovered that 

dissociation or trance, itself a complex and variable phenomenon 
might or might not be interpreted and experienced as possession in a 
particular society, and that the concept of possession, in tum, might or 
might not be utilized to account for fonns of behaviour other than 
those of dissociation. (Prince, 1968:3) 

There are different defInitions for spirit possession but I follow Boddy's 

definition (1994:407), which most closely reflects what spirit possession in 

svikwembu ritual appears to be. Boddy defmes spirit possession as commonly 

referring to the hold exerted over a human being by external forces or entities 

more powerful than the medium. lbis definition reflects what happens at the 

beginning stage of svikwembu (which I will discuss later), when people 

become possessed by external forces (spirits in this case) that are more 

powerful than the individuals who are possessed (medium). These forces or 
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spirits have the capacity to possess people unexpectedly, without anybody's 

consent or intervention. 

Boddy (1994:407) states that these forces may be ancestors or divinities, 

ghosts of foreign origin, or entities both ontologically and ethnicaIiy alien, and 

that in some societies demonstrate multiple spirit forms. With reference to 

Boddy the forces in svikwembu are Tsonga ancestors and spirits, and spirits 

ethnically different from, and in origin foreign to the Tsonga; here I am 

referring to Ndau Nguni and Monhe spirits. The spirit possession in 

svikwembu has historical, ethnic and culturally diverse features, which I will 

delineate in what follows. 

3.4.4 The role of music In trance possession and shamanism 

The relationship between music and shamanic trance on the one han~ and 

possession trance on the other, are by no means the same. Rouget (1995: 125) 

argues that the relation to music of the possessee in possession is totally 

passive during initiation, and becomes progressively more active as the 

possessee passes from the initiation phase to more advanced phases. In 

shamanism, on the other han~ the shaman's activity as musicant (perfonner, 

non-professional musician) begins from the moment of the initiation of the 

ritual.20 

In investigating the relationship between music and trance, I sought to 

discover what role music plays in the different stages of the ritual: in the 

preparation for the trance, in the onset, in the maintenance, in the emergence 

of the spirit, all this being seen in terms of the stage the adept has attained in 

his career and of the particular moment in the ceremony. 

According to Rouget (1985:32), ''the behaviour of the possessed person 

varies during his career and his trance takes different forms depending on the 

stage be has reached". It is therefore essential to set trance within this dynamic 

process when one investigates the relationship with music. 

In investigating this relationship between music and trance it is also 

important to establish the cultural and social significance of music to the 

people involved in the ritual (medium, audience and musicians). Blacking 

20 Possessee is the term used by Rouget (1985) to refer to the possessed person or medium. 

42 

http:ritual.20


(1985:64-81) argued that there is no ~ connection between the sounds of 

music and human emotional responses to them. He argues, "Musical symbols 

are effective and affective insofar as human beings use them for a variety of 

purposes and consciously make sense of them". 1bis is a very interesting 

point. Would the effect of the music performed in a certain ritual be the same 

in a different social environment? Would the same subject become possessed 

in this different social environment? 

It is widely believed that trance is associated with music in most cases. 

Several authors, including Greene, Norton, Friedson, Edman, Rouget and 

Blacking discuss this association. For example, Friedson, in his study 

(1996:64), states that music, "dmmming, dancing and singing beat the 

vimbuza, providing the energy that fuels the trance state". 

In some cases, however, trance may occur without any music at all being 

performed. In the case of the Hausa Boori cult of Niger, individuals not 

initiated into the cult may unexpectedly enter into trance without any music 

being played. Boori adepts "consider this to be a case of savage trance, which 

genezally leads to incurable mental illness" (Erlmann, 1982:51). 

Rouget (1995:39-40) typifies this phenomenon as a prepossession crisis, 

by which be designates a state of crisis, chronic or acute, that leads the 

individual experiencing it to follow the path of ritual possession. 

Greene (1998:179) explains that, because spirit possession may happen at 

any time during the ritual, cultural conditioning must be considered a possible 

explanation for possession to occur with or without music. Becker(1994:41) 

suggests that scientific literature can cootribute some striking new mental 

images of how and why people often respond to music by going into trance. 

However, Blacking (1985:64-81) argues that: 

[t]he effectiveness of the nmsical symbols depends as much on the human 
agency and social context. as on the structure of the symbols themselves. 
Music has no effect on the body or consequences for social action, unless its 
sounds and circumstance can be related to a coherent set of ideas about self 
and other bodily feelings. 

According to Rouget (1985:73), trance, as a general rule, is accompanied by 

music, and music is regarded as being responsible for the onset of trance. 

Different cults have different kinds of music which trigger the entry into 

trance. One has to accept that there are as many different kinds of possession 
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music as there are different possession cults. 'The music for triggering trance 

can be vocal or instrumental, or both, depending on any given cult; according 

to how the ritual unfolds; and how the trance develops. For instance in Java 

(Kartomi, 1973:179-182) and Bali (Belo, 1960:201-225) there are possession 

ceremonies which are accompanied by purely vocal music. On the other hand, 

in southern Italy, in tarantism. the music is provided by an instrumental 

ensemble unaccompanied by any sort of singing (Rouget, 1985:75). 

Nevertheless, of all different theories about music and trance Rouget 

(1985:326) believes that music does nothing more than socialise the ritual, and 

enable the ritual to attain its full development 

3.5 Gender in music and spirit possession 

Gender is an important aspect of the process of music making and spirit 

possession. It is widely believed, and partially true. that the spiritually 

afflicted are predominantly women (Slmltan, 1987:57). King (2005:3296) 

suggests that it needs to be clarified right at the start that gender is not a 

synonym for women although the term is often mistaken as such and studies 

of gender are directly linked to women's studies. According to Slrultan 

(1987:57), "informants themselves, both women and men, readily 

acknowledge that women are more vulnerable to spirit possession". The most 

commonly advanced reason for this is women's alleged lack of determination 

and alleged emotional liability (Skultan, 1987:57). Some societies believe that 

women are more vulnerable and at greater risk of attack by spirits during 

menstruation (Slrultan, 1987:57). According to Slrultan (1987:57), members of 

spirit possession and healing cults of northeast Africa are almost exclusively 

female. 

More women than men experience possession in the dugu rituaJ of the 

Garinagu of Belize, and they are regarded as being lighter, and spiritually less 

resistant to the advances of ancestor spirits, according to Greene (1998: 170). 

Greene also records that the ''Garinagu traditionally believe that women are 

simply more interested in indigenous religious rites associated with the 

ancestor temple" (1998: 170). 
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In Vietnamese mediumship rituals in this situation, musicians and other 

participants in the ritual feel that certain melodies sound feminine because 

they are soft. lyrical and smooth, whereas other melodies sound masculine as 

they are heavy, authoritative and serious; the different songs for male and 

female spirits evoke the gender of the spirit incarnated (Norton, 2000:89)?1 In 

the case of the Sbango ceremony of Trinidad (Mischel, 1958:251), the 

majority of individuals who experience possession are women (75%). In the 

Serenje district of Zambia, cult leaders in Chibale are mostly women 

(ljzermans, 1995:251). "No particular group is specially chosen by the spirits 

for possession, though they have a preference for women because women are 

more easily stained than men, and are therefore in more need of help" 

(Ijzermans, 1995:251). According to Ijzermans, approximately 14% of the 

population of this particular area in Zambia experience possession and three 

quarters of those possessed are women. 

Crapanzano (1987:8687) argues that spirit possession occurs more 

frequently in agricultural societies than in hunting and gathering ones, and that 

women seem to be possessed more often than men. According to Bargen 

(1988:95), anthropological studies, especially those focusing on polygynous 

societies, show that it is frequently women who fall victim to spirit 

possession. From an anthropological point of view, spirit possession and 

exorcism are understood on the one hand as a dramatic, subversive response to 

social injustice and the psychological repression of women and, on the other, 

as the attempt of controlling groups to pacify frustration and anger. Keller 

(2005:8694) states that the "proliferation of spirit possession ethnographies in 

the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries indicates that spirit 

possession is a major force in a globalized world because the practice survives 

dislocations and relocations of culture, and women predominate in these 

accounts" Spirit possession in women is also viewed by Keller as an 

exemplary religious subjectivity. Keller states that the subjectivity of the 

possessed woman is radically non-autonomous but rather than seeing this as 

an aberration, it can be viewed as exemplifying religious subjectivity in 

general (Keller, 2005:8695). 

11 The spirit emerges, speaks and communicates through a medium. 
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3.6 Musical instruments in ritual practices of spirit 
possession 

It seems that not all ritual practices use the same type of musical instruments 

to produce the effect of possession or shamanistic trance. but that the effect 

that different musical instruments produce might be the same. "In the context 

of the bira of Zimbabwe. the people believe that mbira have the power to 

project the sound into the heavens, bridging the world of the living and the 

world of the spirits and thereby attracting the attention of the ancestors" 

(Berliner. 1978:190).22 It is believed that, in the bands of powerful and skilful 

performers. the mbira has the capacity to invoke spirits to possess mediums. 

and at bira the musicians are responsible for the possession of the spirit 

mediums (Berliner, 1978:190). 

At one stage it was thought that the possibility of triggering trance might 

be attributable to a certain powerful characteristic of musical instruments. 

Drums and percussion were widely believed to be the instruments par 

excellence for triggering trance (Rouget, 1985:167-172). 

3.6.1 Drums 

Ellingson (1987:2493) notes that. while the religious use of drums is 

historically and geographically extensive, it is by no means universal. 

According to Friedson (1996:129). findings about vimbuza practice show 

that "of all the musical phenomena present during vimbuza. it is the sound of 

drums that is most closely associated with spirits". Later he points out that "it 

is the drumming that both fuels the trance state and helps to stabilize it" 

(Friedson. 1996: 130). 

Mischel (1958:251) argues that drumming is an integral part of formal 

ceremonials amongst the Shango of Trinidad. The categorisation of ''falling 

with or without the drums" is most commonly made by participants (Mischel. 

1958:251). In svikwembu, falling with or to the drumming by the practitioners 

of is a sign of possession. Mischel (1958:251) also argues that drumming. 

n 1be mbira is a Shona lamellopbone with metal keys, a wooden body and resonator of gourd. 
wood and fibre glam. In ethnocentric terms mbira is referred as finger piano. thumb piano or 
hand piano and little interest is shown in learning its African name. "In the Shona language, 
the word mbira is both singular and plural. and can be used to denote either one or more 
individual mbira keys. the instrument itself (that is an aggregate of keys) or several 
instruments" (Berliner, 1918:9). 
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combined with the crowd excitemen~ singing, darkness, candles, circular 

rhythm dancing and other ceremonial aspects engenders an atmosphere in 

which possession bas become the expected. desired, and usual behaviour, 

stating that these aspects are by far the most common immediate stimulus for 

possession. 

Possession without the stimulation of drumming and fonna1 ceremony is 
much more rare and almost completely restricted to the Orisha leaders and 
dominant followers (Mischel, 1958:252). 

NC"1".dham states that the impact of trance derives from peICussion itself and 

not from the rhythm, melody, or the repetition of a particular oote or 

resonance (Rouget. 1985:170). However, in the spirit possession occurring in 

the Shona bira ritual of Zimbabwe, the main instrument is the mbira (Berliner, 

1978:188), which is not a percussion instrumen~ though it may be argued that 

it is played percussively. According to Berliner (1978:188), all the spirit 

possession ceremonies that he attended in the areas of Mondoro and Salisbury, 

now Harare in Zimbabwe, were accompanied by ensembles of mbira 

dzavcukimu.23 

At some ceremonies. in other parts of Zimbabwe drums accompany or 
replace mbira depending on the musical practices of the region in which the 
ceremony takes place, the needs of the spirits for whom the bim is held. and 
the availability of the musicians for the ceremony (Berliner. 1978:188). 

According to Berliner, musical ensembles consisting of the mbira dzavcukimu 

do not include drums in their performances; Berliners (1978:188) informants 

state that the mbira has a big voice and does not need drums in order to 

produce trance. This seems to indicate that Needham's theory is not valid for 

all rituals. 

Rouget (1985:73) argues that possession music can be vocal or performed 

on any kind of instrument. He is of the opinion that all instruments can be 

used, contrary to the commonly accepted idea that drums are the major cause 

of possession. 

23 Mbira dz/nIadzjmu is one of the five common types of Sbona mbira instrument. which is 
associated most closely with the Zezeru people of central Zimbabwe (Salisbury, Beatrice and 
Mandarellas) (Berliner, 1978:30). The keys of the contemporary mbira duzvadzimu are 
thiclcer, wider, and more spatulate than those oftbe other Shona mbira (Berliner, 1978:31). 
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3.7 Musical elements for trance effectiveness 


From my survey so far it is clear that music for spirit possession or 

shamanism can be either vocal or instrumental, but I have not specified what 

music features could contribute to an effective trance. I would now like to 

look at the musical elements that constitute the whole musical performance in 

order to trigger trance. It could be argued that certain characteristics of 

rhythm, tempo (speed), and volume could induce trance. 

3.7.1 Rhythm and melody 

A considerable number of theories about the nature of music for triggering 

trance have been proposed. Alain Danielou, for instance, wrote quite seriously 

that in "all regions of the world the rhythms employed to produce trance states 

are always odd. in five. seven and eleven time and that square rhythms in four 

or eight time have no hypnotic effect" (Rouget, 1985:xviii). Basing my 

observation on Johnston's transcriptions (1972:299-315), it is clear that some 

rhythms of the Shangana Tsonga people's mtlncomane exorcism music is in 

duple rhythm, for example the foursquare mandhlozi rhythm, which is 

necessary to expel a Zulu spirit This contradicts Danielou and supports 

Rouget (1985:xviii). who contends that Danielou's theory is ''pure fantasy". 

Johnston (1972:293) demonstrates the importance of specific musics in 

Shangana Tsonga mtlncomane exorcism to communicate with specific spirits. 

Figure 7 reproduces his transcriptions of mandhlozi and xidzimba rhythms. 

Both the rhythms and melody are important; in order to expel a Zulu spirit. 

both a pentatonic scale and a foursquare rhythm are needed. and to expel an 

Ndau spirit, a heptatonic scale and a triple drumming rhythm is needed. 24 

"'The fact that one rather than the other scale is chosen is directly related to the 

fact that Zulu music is pentatonic and Ndau music is heptatonic" (Rouget, 

1985:93). 

2A I take 'foursquare' to mean a 414 rhythm. 
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Figure 7; l'ransulption6 by Jolwston (1972:297) of the IIImulltlozi rhythm 10 expel Ngnni 
(Zulu) sPirits and tht: xubmlm rbythmln a triple ctrununing w expel Nctlll spirits. 

Rouge:t (19R5 :80) claims that in Ihe Greek Diooysial' ~ult Iraditions, nO 

specifit: kind of rhythm was associated \vith possession dance; that is to say 

lhat there must have been several rhythms, none of them specificaUy 

associated with trance 

Andrew Neher (cited in Rlllngson,1987:25(0) offers a controversial 

hypolhesis that makes a physiologkaj link benveell dnllIuning and rimal 

experiences of an attered state I)f consciousness. Neher conducted laboratory 

experiments with photic driving (pulsaLing lights) and co-variation of alpha 

rhythms in the brain lo support a suggesLion Lhat rhythmic drumming would 

aUlomalicilly afft:ct a nonna! brain 10 such a way as [0 affect alpha rhythms 

and produ e unusual hehavioural re~tions_ He cakulaled that a beat 

fre.quency 0'1 eighT to thineen per second (the range of normal alpha variaHon) 

wiJl be found to prepomlcralC in posses~ion rituals with drums Rtluget aTgue~. 

on the basis of his wide study of trdflce spIrit poSseSSi(lll and music (1 (85) that 

thelalx>ralory experiments conducted by Neher differ from mndillons and 

experi.e.Jlces of actuai rituai practices and ceremonies. His argument is based 

on those indjvidu~ls who hcm drumllj\ng (m diflerel1l OLTasions and 

experiencc neither trance nor spirit possession. Rougel (19g5: 172- J74) argues 

that "if Neher's calculations were correct, the whole (If sub-S<lharan Africa 

would expenen~c [rance or spirit possession from [he ocginlling 10 Lhe end of 

the year". 
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It is also important to mention that there is a noticeable increase and 

decrease of the speed during the performance of the ritual music. The increase 

and decrease of tempo is greatly dependent on the stage that the ritual has 

reached. 

In Twrisia. in the case of the possession dances performed by women as they 
listen to the dhikr chanted in the neighbouring room by the men, it is when 
the rhythm of this chanting accelerates that they begin to dance and fall into 
trance. (Ferchiou quoted in Rouget, 1985:82) 

Rouget argues (1985:82) that ritual possession music that is played 

specifically for the purpose of inducing possession may consist of two phases: 

the first when the atmosphere is relaxed and the rhythms are slow and the 
second phase, which becomes progressively more intense and the rhythms, 
which steadily accelente are those of the possession dance. (Ferchiou 
quoted in Rouget, 1985:82) 

In the barong ceremonies of Bali, the ensemble music accompanying the 

trance of the kris dancers maintains an even tempo from start to finish. Belo 

(1960:35) describes how the musical ensemble accelerates suddenly in order 

to trigger the trance. The acceleration of tempo often goes together with an 

intensification of sound (Rouget, 1985:82). 

The literature thus suggests that there is neither set structure nor specific 

rhythm for the type of ritual music to help produce trance and spirit 

possession. The ritual music appears to differ from one cult to another 

depending on regional or local differences, including symbolic or 

associational differences (as described by Johnston for Ndau and Nguni 

spirits) in the possession ceremonies; there therefore is no easy identifiable 

rhythm and musical structure for triggering the entry into trance. 

3.7.2 Dynamics 
The dynamics of music are to a great extent linked to the tempo, as I 

explained before. Junod (1913:438) describes a spirit possession session 

among the Thonga of Mozambique which seemed to emphasise ''violent 

drumming", the purpose of the session being to induce a patient to declare the 

spirit possessing him or her. In Belo's (1960:50) description of a Balinese 

ceremony, he observes that, in order to encourage trances in the mediums, 

people were singing loudly while the ensemble played as loudly as it could, 

since the dynamics of the music of these rituals is to a great extent linked to 
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the rhythm and speed of the songs. I would like to note based on my 

observations of svi1cwembu music, that the faster the acceleration of the tempo, 

the higher and louder the intensity of the music performance: on the other 

hand, the slower the songs are, the lower the volume and intensity are. 

3.8 Music makers and consciousness 
According to Rouget (1985:102-106), it is important in most cases, whatever 

the cult, to make a distinction between two categories of individuals: "those 

whose activity is expressly and exclusively to make music, in other words, 

those appointed to make music, whom be calls the musicians, and those whose 

activity is to make music only episodically, accessorily, or secondarily, whom 

he calls musicants".25 In Bali, when trances are caused by gods, the musicians 

of the village orchestra are the ones who provide music (Belo, quoted in 

Rouget. 1985:105). In the ndOp ritual practice, where the musicians are 

professionals who belong to a particular social group, they only play drums 

and do not take part in the singing, which is performed by the officiant, while 

the chorus is repeated by the ordinary adepts (Rouget, 1985: 105). 

The spectators participate by clapping their hands, and in the hoky cult, 
among the Songhay, the principal instrumentalist, who plays the single 
stringed fiddle, and the gourd drummer(s) who accompany him are 
professional musicians. (Rouget. 1985: 1 05) 

In svikwembu, the traditiooal healer and his family members or friends 

perform the ritual music. Because I did not attend any ritual musical 

performance in its context I did not witness participation by the spectators in 

the musical performance of sviJcwembu. 

In general, Rouget (1985:105) finds that the role of the medium as 

musician varies according to his or her seniority and importance in the ritual 

and that the more he or she takes part in it, the more experienced the medium 

becomes or, at least, the more he or she is likely and able to take part in it, 

although the situation changes from one cult to another. 

It would seem, moreoVer, that the ordinary adept, when possessed. more 

often than not (but not in all cases) does not take part, or takes very little part 

25 Rouget (1985) uses the term musicants to indicate individuals who are not professional 
musicians but perfonn music episodically. 
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in the music making when he is possessed.26 The officiant, on the contrary, a 

veteran adept who is used to possession, can sing and can play the ritual 

musical instruments while he or she is involved in the ritual while possessed 

(Roug~ 1985:106).'1:7 I would like to make an important qualification to the 

above argument based on my interviews about svilcwembu by saying that, if 

the veteran adept sings and plays when possessed, there is a distinct possibility 

that the spirit who hosted by the medium perfonns all the actions through him. 

Morais (2005a) and Candinha (2005a) state that the spirits perform all the 

actions when the medium is possessed. 

To close this point I would like to say that the structure of the performance 

of ritual music differs from cult to cult and that. once again, there is no easily 

identifiable common structure(s) for those who perform music in spirit 

possession ritual practices. 

26 Rouget (1985) uses the term adept to indicate those individuals who experience spirit 
~oostatcs. 

Rouget (1985) uses the term officiant to indicate those individuals who are well experienced 
in spirit possession states. 
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I 

Chapter 4 


Research design and methodology 

4.1INTRODUcnON 

In this chapter I discuss my initial methodological planning and the 

subsequent changes that occurred during the whole research journey. 

introduce my initial planning for field work. and later I present the limitations 

that I encountered during the field work. and discuss how the exigencies I 

encountered led to changes in the course of the research. It is worthwhile 

recounting these changes, because they affect and are reflected in my current 

field work data 

4.2 Research planning theory before field work 

Many of the initial plans did not materialise because of limitations affecting 

the field work. Firstly, I will give an overview of the initial planning theory 

and then discuss the limitations experienced during field work. I proposed to 

use participant observation as the main method in this research. I planned to 

observe and participate either as musician or simply as one of the people 

attending the svikwembu ceremony. I planned to record the rituals and write 

up my own record of the experiences. This participation would include myself 

playing instruments during the ceremony's performances in order to better 

understand the music elements and have a close interaction with the 

performers. This research would primarily be a qualitative, empirical study 

based on new primary data and the analysis of existing or secondary data 

Collection of primary data would include the recordings of audio-visual and 

audio of the performances of svikwembu rituals. Where I was not able to use 

audio-visual and visual equipment. field notes would provide primary data. 

I would also conduct interviews which would be either open-ended or 

unstructured. Where appropriate I would also use semi-structured 

interviewing. based on an interview guide, for situations where there is no 

chance of interviewing more than one person. 
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The secondary data I would investigate include material in all kinds of 

archives such as those held by chUIChes, radio stations, and libraries. 

I also intended to use a camera to produce photographic records to 

stimulate discussion amongst research associates and me in subsequent 

writing, instead of mere words as the visual resources give an idea of what the 

author is writing about. 

In order to get access to the research site(s) I planned in anticipation a 

process of negotiating my entry into svikwembu musicianship. In order to 

approach and build a good relationship with the svikwembu practitioners, I 

hoped to become a participant observer by learning to play the music for 

svikwembu, would be a very useful method. 

I proposed to interpret, compare and analyse the data only after it had been 

collected from different locations and performances of the same ritual 

practice, svikwembu. 

I proposed to conduct field work in the following delimited areas of 

southern Mozambique: in Maputo province in the suburban areas called 

Chamanculo, and Matola Rio. To the north of Maputo I would conduct 

research in the Mandlakhazi district of Gaza province. I proposed to study one 

ritual in each location making a total of three rituals. Because of the funding 

and time restriction it became impossible to reach and research in some of 

these locations. I was granted funding for field work research only a year later 

after I had commenced this study. The funding that I received was not 

sufficient to conduct a long tenn field work and in areas outside Maputo city. 

"Informants have the right to remain anonymous" (Mouton, 2001 :243). 

Svikwembu is, in some situations, a secret ritual. The use of cameras or tape 

recorders for collection of data, as well as collecting data through face to face 

interviews or in participant observation might be forbidden. It was and is my 

obligation as a researcher to maintain confidentiality about certain data that 

informants identified as requiring discretion. 

First of all, I obtained pennission and written approval from the people 

involved in these rituals to proceed with my research. In order to gain their 

pennission I would tell them about my intentions, what institution I belong to, 
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and what the aims of the research were. Depending 00 my financial resources 

during field work. the people would receive some rewards for their belp. 

This study should not be secret or clandestine. Therefore, at tbe end of the 

study, I will offer the research results to the people involved in the research. 

Some of the presentation of fmdings might be required to be demonstrated in 

a certain language, in this case Xichangana. It will be my obligation as a 

researcher to present these findings as the people wish. The right to withdraw 

the findings of the research is entirely dependent on the people. 1bey have the 

right to deny permission to publish my findings. 

4.2.1 TIme frame 


Planning for the research was done according to the following time frame: 


l. Literature research (four months-May to August 2004) 

2. Five months (September 2004 to end of January 2005) would 

include data collection in Mozambique, and the methods would take the form 

of: participant observer, interviews, video and audio recordings, field notes, 

and researching all secondary sources: all kinds of archive-library and archival 

research in Mozambique. 

3. Copying of recordings and transcriptions (two months: February to 

March 2005). 

4. Two drafts to be submitted before the final writing. The first draft by 

the end of June, the second by August 2005 and the final text at the end of 

October 2005. Fmal analysis and interpretation. Integrating results and writing 

the thesis. (Eight months: March to October 2005). 

The above time frame was proposed in my research proposal. However, 

the proposed time frame was affected by the funding factor: I only received 

funds to proceed with field work. in June 2005. I started field work in July 

2005 and could only work in the field for four weeks because of financial 

restraints. The timing and funding issue affected the results of my data. If I 

could have spent more time in the field, I would possibly have been able to 

answer and clarify some of the issues regarding the collected data. Also 

because of the above factors, I was unable to participate in spirit possession 

ceremonies of svikwembu. Nevertheless, I was able to conduct interviews and 
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arrange performances of the music for svikwemb" spirit possession practice, 

which I recorded as part of the data for this study. 

4.2.2 Limitations in the field work 

I conducted field work in Maputo from July 2005, during the second year of a 

Master's Degree programme, when funding became available. On my arrival 

in Maputo, Mozambique, my first task was to identify a target population and 

research consultants. My mother advised me to contact an organisation of 

traditional healers called AMETRAMO (Associ~ dos M6licos 

Tradicionais em M~bique, literally Association of Traditional Healers in 

Mozambique). The majority of traditional healers in Mozambique are 

members of this association. 

AMETRAMO is colloquially known as nyanga in southern 

Mozambique.28 It was officially created by the government of Mozambique in 

September 1992 (Honwana, 1996:146), as a professional association that 

would operate nationally and assemble country wide to represent Mozambican 

traditional healers regardless race, sex, age and religious or political affiliation 

(Honwana, 1996:146). Because of ''fake'' traditional healers in Mozambique, 

AMETRAMO membership is open only to individuals who have exercised the 

profession of traditional healing for at least two years (Honwana, 1996:150). 

The respondents selected for this research are all residents in the semi-urban 

areas of Maputo. Although most of the respondents were members of 

AMETRAMO, I met only three of them through AMETRAMO. The other 

three were introduced to me by my close friend and uncle. 

I conducted field work in three neighbourhoods of the urban district of 

Maputo, namely OOi"o do Chamanculo, OOi"o do Jardim and bai"o de 

Maxaquene.29 These are all semi-urban areas situated between 10 and 15 kIn 

from the city centre. 

I did not live in the neighbourhoods where I was conducting field work 

because there was no need for it. These neighbourhoods were not far from my 

21 Nyanga is a Xicbangana term to indicate a specific traditional healer and also to indicate 
AMETRAMO. 
29 Bairro do or d in Portuguese means "the neighbourhood of. .... 
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parenfs home, and no late night sessions were arranged between me and my 

research consultants. I would usually make an appointment for an interview 

with my research consultants; each interview lasted about one-and-a-half to 

two hours. Unfortunately, I bad no opportunity to attend a spirit possession 

ceremony as an observer because, coincidently, none of the traditional healers 

that I worked with had a trainee undergoing training at the time. But I did 

participate in two music performance sessions that my research consultants 

arranged specifically for me. I am aware that I missed important aspects of the 

spirit possession musical performance such as dance, movement of the 

practitioners, and duration of performances. 

In these sessions, the different styles of svikwembu ritual music were 

perfo~ namely Nguni, Ndau and mahlonga or tinguluve. Although this 

music was pedormed out of context, according to my research consultants, the 

songs pedormed at these sessions were exactly the same as those pedormed 

during the spirit possession ceremonies and during the course of training. 

Gaining access to interviews proved to be quite difficult, as I was charged 

a significant amount of money (about R2000 in total) for few interviews with 

research consultants. Not all research consultants asked to be paid for the 

interviews, yet those who did ask really charged quite a lot of money. I had 

the option of looking for other research consultants, but I really had no choice 

as those who asked to be paid for the interviews turned out to be very 

significant sources of information in this study. 

I must admit that I made a mistake in the way I presented myself to some 

of the research consultants. I was well presented in the smart casual clothing 

that I normally wear, drove to meetings in my father's car and carried a laptop 

computer in a bag. This presentation may have made some of my research 

consultants think that I had money to spare and they consequently charged me 

a good deal for their services. One research consultant, the traditional healer, 

Candinha, during an iofonnal conversation explained that some people take 

advantage of researchers by charging them for an exchange of information. 

She recalled that researchers from overseas doing research in traditional 

medicine had paid their research consultants for their services. This may have 

57 



created a wrong perception of what academic research is about in some of 

these traditional healezs. From my point of view it was nevertheless fair 

enough that the traditional healers be paid for their time, as these are 

professional traditional healers who are very busy with clients. In order to get 

an interview, I had to pay for the time during which they could have seen 

clients. But I was unprepared financialJy for the payments, being caught by 

surprise, and for this reason I was unable to spend more than a month in the 

field, with funds being limited after paying the research consultants. 

4.3 Research methodology 

lbis section defmes the research problem that I explored and my research 

goals and objectives. Research methodology sets out detailed procedures 

followed for carrying out the research and field work., relating these to the 

overall research design. Research methodology focuses on three main aspects 

of the research process: the data collection method or instrument, the research 

population and sample, and the data analysis process (Babbie & Mouton, 

2(01). 

Research tools or instruments indicate the methods of data collection. I 

refer to tools to indicate the instruments and devices used to gather data. I 

used a Sony® Walkman cassette recorder WM-GX221 recorder with stereo 

microphone able to capture a minimally satisfactory quality of music 

performance and interviews for the fieldwork study. I also took notes, visited 

archives in Maputo and at the University of Cape Town, and national libraries, 

in order to gather primary, new and secondary data. The procedure refers to 

different consecutive steps that I took during the research journey. I started the 

procedure by defining the research problem, reviewing the literature, 

embarking on field work, analysis of the data, interpreting my findings and 

drawing conclusions. 

4.4 Access to the research site 

The official language of Mozambique is Portuguese and I conducted my 

interviews in Portuguese because of my bigh proficiency in the language and 

lack of proficiency in Xichangana. I interviewed six traditional healers, five of 

58 



whom could speak Portuguese well. In the sixth case, my uncle interpreted as 

be speaks Xichangana, the indigenous southern Mozambican language spoken 

not only by the traditional healers but also by the majority of the people in that 

specific area of Maputo. I do not speak any indigenous languages of 

Mozambique fluently, but was fortunate to work with a majority of research 

consultants who speak Portuguese fluently_ 

4.4 Research goals and objective 

The research goal that I set was to explore and gather as much information as 

I could about the range of characteristics of the svikwembu as seen in its 

practice and musical performances. A significant part of the goals has been 

achieved. but not in total. Because I was unable to participate in spirit 

possession ceremonies, I did not achieve all the goals that were set; 

specifically I was unable to attend the musical performance of spirit 

possession ceremony or to conduct the research in different areas outside 

Maputo city. 'The objective of this research was to provide significant data to 

adequately describe the svikwembu ritual complex, the role of its practitioners 

and, most essentially, the significance of music within svikwembu ritual 

practice. 

4.4.1 The information required 

In order to achieve~e research goals, I formulated a number of research 

objectives namely: 

1. To establish the historical relationships between the Nguni, Ndau and 

Tsonga ethnic groups that contributed to forming the Shangana Tsonga ethnic 

group. I addressed the following issues: 

-The migratory movement during the 1820s among the peoples of South 

Africa away from the area known today as KwaZulu-Natal northwards and 

into southern Mozambique, 

-The reasons for this migratory movement during this period, 

-The characteristics of the mfecane and its effects, 

-The formation of the Gaza kingdom in southern Mozambique and its 

social structure, and 
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-Sbangaoa Tsonga terminology 

2. 1be study of different fODDS of altered states of consciousness in order 

to indicate the most predominant characteristic states experienced in 

svikwembu ritual practice. I asked the following questions: 

-What is an altered stale of consciousness? 

-What forms of altered states of consciousness have been identified and 

which are relevant to this study? 

-What are the differences between one altered state of consciousness and 

another? 

-Which altered state(s) of consciousness occur in svilcwembu ritual 

. ?practiceo 

3. To describe svilcwembu ritual practices in tmns of their phases, 

practitioners and spirits. This included: 

-Investigating the different svilcwembu practitioners and their functions, 

-Describing sviJcwembu ritual as sets of different practices, and 

-Describing the phases of svilcwembu ritual practices in terms of the 

practitioner's progressive experiences. 

4. To produce an analysis of the music components of sviJcwembu. 

5. To describe the musical instruments and vocal resources used in the 

performance of svilcwembu in terms of 

-The type and function of the musical instruments. 

-A description of the performers, and 

-Vocal resources practices. 

6. To investigate the significance that music bas in svikwembu ritual 

practices in terms of function, significance and importance for the 

practitioners. I considered the following: 

-Music seen as a triggering element for spirit possession, 


-The occurrence of spirit possession with or without music, and 


-The reasons for the presence of music in the sviJcwembu ritual. 
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4.5 Research design 

'The research project took the form of empirical research aimed at exploring 

the use and importance of music in the svikwembu ritual amongst the 

Shangana Tsonga people of semi-urban southern Mozambique. In order to 

gather information relevant and meaningful to the research topic, I used a 

qualitative research design. 

'The recordings made of interviews and music comprise primary data. At 

some stage of the research I selected the personal questionnaire as part of the 

research method, but it did not quite work out in the field. By personal 

questionnaire I mean a list of questions completed while I was present. unlike 

a questionnaire which is completed by the respondent on his or her own 

(Mouton, 2001 :55-65). 

Within the parameters of the qualitative research design, I worked with a 

combination of ethnographic research methods including observation and 

interviews.3O From my point of view, the personal questionnaire did not 

motivate the respondents to explore the questions in the questionnaire, while 

the informal interviews did motivate the respondents to provide me with 

additional information. The personal questionnaire ensures a one hundred 

percent (100%) response rate if respondents agree to participate in the 

research. In this case, my experience was totally different. because I turned 

the personal questionnaire into informal interviews where what is most 

important is the quality of the information rather than the quantity. Since 

gaining access to the traditional healers was not an easy task, I tended to 

explore as much as I could from the few research consultants with whom I 

was able to work. From the respondent's point of view, the informal interview 

is not as time-ronsuming as the personal questionnaire. By using the informal 

interview, I therefore did not waste the respondent's valuable time exploring 

possibly insignificant issues. By directing the respondent's attention to what I 

selected as the most crucial issues, the respondent's additional comments, if 

any, were relevant to the information requested. 

30 The ethnographic methods in this research was not of a long term fieldwork as I explained 
previously 
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The music sessions were arranged specifically for me to record 

performances of the ritual music involved in the svikwembu. The reason for 

this is that I did not have the opportunity to participate in a spirit possession 

ceremony with music in the field. By not having an opportunity to participate 

in these ceremonies, I mean that I was not able to locate such a ritual in the 

short time available to me. Being in this situation, I negotiated with two 

traditional healers (Carolina and Manuel) from the neighbourhood of 

Chamanculo to arrange music sessions that I could record. Both Manuel and 

Carolina arranged for players who often perform with them during the spirit 

possession rituals. I am aware that these music sessions may not reflect 

exactly what happens during the spirit possession ceremonies in terms of 

actions, emotions of the participants, and changes that songs may pass through 

during the ritual, such as variation in tempo, volume and intensity. 

Nevertheless the music recordings were important for later analysis of 

components such as the rhythm, language, scales, and the different genres and 

styles of svikwembu music. 

I recorded two music sessions containing the three most common styles of 

svikwembu music, mahlonga, Ndau and Nguni, but time constraints made it 

impossible for me to record the music used to invoke the Muslim (Monh6) 

spirits. I recorded the session that Carolina arranged in two different parts: I 

first recorded the songs perfonned by full ensemble (vocals and all the drums 

and percussion instruments) and later recorded vocals alone. The reason for 

this was to be able to clearly transcribe the song texts, as I could not easily 

understand or hear the words when the full ensemble performed. The tape 

recorder and microphone that I was using were not adequate to clearly record 

a full ensemble with drums and vocals. Unfortunately it was not possible to 

record vocals apart from the full ensemble at Manuel's session. My initial 

plan was to record the same songs twice. But by the end of the first part of the 

recording with the full ensemble, some of Manuel's clients started to arrive, 

and the music session had to stop because he had to work. Under these 

circumstances, it was not possible to record the vocals separately. 
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In addition to interviews, I collected data through document analysis 

(Mouton, 2(01), using texts sourced from the Historical Archives. the 

National Library of Mozambique, and the University's Eduardo Mondlane 

Libraries in Maputo. 

4.6 Data collection methods 

The data I gathered in this research mainly comprises new data (primary data), 

which was not easy accessible because the svikwembu rites are, in some 

circumstances, secret and not accessible to the public. Out of respect for this 

privacy. I had to consider how to gather reliable information in an ethical way. 

4.6.1 Research consultants 

I collected data mostly from members of the Sbangana Tsonga ethnic group; 

there is only one respondent who is not from the Shangana Tsonga ethnic 

group. but from an ethnic group not mentioned by the respondent from the 

Zambezia province of Mozambique. 

4.7 The questionnaire 

I developed a questionnaire based on a review of current literature. I 

developed a basic questionnaire as information concerning the subject arose 

during field work. Administering a questionnaire with pen and paper did not 

work during this research, but the informal interview with recording device 

was useful for the interviews. 

4.8 The Infonnallntervlew 

In this research I use the term informal interview to describe a conversation 

initiated by the respondents in relation to the questionnaire. One has to be 

careful with this form of interviewing as a lot of irrelevant information may be 

advanced, which can be time consuming. I did prepare myself with specific 

questions before meeting with the respondents, but I did not rely on my back

up questions; I just let the interview flow in a form of conversation. These 

informal interviews provided valuable additional information which aided 

better understanding of certain issues regarding the subject. I wrote field notes 

while I participated in the interview. These field notes recorded aspects like 
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the facial expression of the respondents, the emotions and motions of the 

respondents while answering specific questions, among other observations. I 

also took photographs of the perfOl1Del'S, instruments, and the traditional 

healers' house or "ngoma", to serve as visual examples in the thesis and 

during further analysis. 

4.9 The recordings of the interviews and performance 

I tape-recorded the informal interviews and responses to the personal 

questionnaire for further transcription and content analysis. 10 transcribing I, 

heeded Babbie's injWlCtion: 

Whenever the questionnaire contains open~nded questions, those soliciting 
the respondent's own answer, it is very important that the interviewer record 
that answer exact1y as given. No attempt sbould be made to swnmarize, 
paraphrase, or correct bad grammar (Babbie 1995:266). 

I marked the recorded data with the date and time and place of the interviews, 

noting the participants' names and other relevant details. From the first to the 

last interview, the tapes were marked consecutively with numbers ranging 

from one to four. 

I made the same notes for the audio cassette recordings of music 

performances and, in addition, noted the relevant details for each song, 

including titles (where available), language and style. The styles of music are 

also divided into sub-styles of ritual music. 

4.10 The Interview transcription 
It is imperative that the data collection process be documented as accurately 

and in as much detail as possible, as a historical record for the researcher and 

for other possible researchers, and as a fonn of quality assurance (Mouton, 

2001:104). 

I transcribed the interviews in full from the recordings. The pronunciation 

was also included. I included Xichangana terms without translation and just as 

the respondents pronounced their words. For the writing of Xichangana 

words, I followed the unified standard orthography for Xitsonga and 

Xichangana (Sitoe, Chimbutana, Mabaso, Nkuna, Nxumalo & IDungwani 

2003:6-11). 
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4.11 Transcription of the performed music 

I transcribed the ritual songs and classified them according to different groups. 

For transcription purposes, I used the Wave Pad v 1.2 transcription 

programme. This free wave programme slows down the tempo of the songs, at 

the same time maintaining the pitch. I classified the transcriptions in terms of 

rhythm and vocal sections. The original tempi of the songs were documented, 

with an analysis of the tempo according to the style of songs. I wrote field 

notes about the musical performances. My field notes included details of the 

players present, the musical instruments ~ the number of ensemble 

perfonners, and the interaction between performers, including lead and 

backing singers. 

4.11.1 Transcription and comparison of the performed music 

My transcriptions are useful for comparing data analysed previously by other 

researchers and my own data The styles and terminology of the ritual music 

have previously been studied by Jobnstoo (1972, thesis). Finally, I have 

analysed the musical styles and the related terminology. 

4.12 Research population and sample 

Because svikwembu is a secret rite, the selected respondents were all 

experienced traditional healers who, I assumed, would provide reliable and 

meaningful information about the study. As I explained before, the traditional 

healers selected were mostly members of the Shangana Tsonga ethnic group. 

My objective was to interview only traditional healers of the Shangana 

Tsonga ethnic group affected by svikwembu and I was surprised to find that 

practitioners from ethnic groups other than Shangana Tsonga were affected by 

the same phenomenon. Thus it was relevant to the study to interview these 

individuals. 

4.13 Ethical considerations 

Mouton (2001:238) states that ''the ethics of science concerns what is wrong 

and what is right in the conduct of research". Babbie (1995:448) suggests that, 

if a particular researcher is going to do social scientific research, it is 
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extremely useful to know what that society considers to be ethical and 

unethical, as well as "to be aware of the general agreements shared by 

researchers about what is proper and improper in the conduct of scientific 

inquiry". So, in addressing my research consultants and explaining the subject 

of my research, I needed to be very specific and careful about the key 

questions I sought answers to, as some issues should not be publicly 

presented. 

4.14 Summary 

The field work in this research project did not progress according to the time 

frame initially proposed because of two major reasons. The first reason 

involved receiving financial support much later than I expected. I undertook 

field work in July 2005. after receiving funding. instead of in June 

2004.Without the funding I could not have undertaken the field work. 

During field-work. I faced limitations in terms of the time that I could 

spend in the field. As I was charged a significant amount of money for some 

of the interviews, I could not spend more than a month in the field. The fact 

that I was charged money for some of the interviews caught me by surprise. I 

was prepared to offer a gift as a form of thanking my research consultants 

once they had provided me with answers to the questionnaire. 

My plan to conduct research in three locations was also affected by the 

time frame and financial constraints. Instead of conducting field work in two 

or more locations in different provinces in southern Mozambique, I worked 

only in one semi-urban area of Maputo city. Thus this research data only 

reveals aspects involving rituals performed around Maputo province. It is 

quite possible that the aspects of ritual performance around Maputo province 

are similar to or differ from those of other provinces of southern Mozambique. 

The answers to these questions await further investigation into musical 

performance in the svikwembu ritual. 

I interviewed six traditional healers, talking to five of them in Portuguese. 

and in one interview relying on an interpreter interpreting from Xichangana to 

Portuguese. In one interview that I conducted in Portuguese, I found that two 
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of the traditional healers did not speak Portuguese fluently; with some 

resultant confusion in understanding their point clearly. 

In conclusion, constraints of finances, time and language affected the field 

work to various degrees. I am aware that I could have collected more data 

than I currently have. For instance, I did not record the music to invoke 

Monbe spirits because of limited time, and I did not have access to provinces 

of southern Mozambique other than Maputo province. However. the data that 

have resulted from my research have yielded significant results, as can be 

gathered from the rest of this report. 
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Chapter 5 

Svllcwembu and musical performance 

5.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I introduce the traditional healers with whom I worked during 

fieldwork. I present and discuss a detailed description of the complex of 

svikwembu practices as presented by my research consultants. In describing 

this, I discuss the functions of the different traditional healers in svilcwembu 

today. Because there are different kinds of traditional healers and svikwembu 

practitioners, the communication between the traditional healers and their 

clients is also a matter of discussion in this chapter. All the above-mentioned 

discussions go towards to what is most relevant in this research, which is 

music and spirit possession. 

In order to produce sounds and make music, the performers of the ritual 

repertoire of svikwembu use specific musical instruments to establish 

communication with the ancestors and spirits. Here I demonstrate the use of 

the musica1 instruments and their importance. I examine the relationship 

between music and the spirits that possess various people and the significance 

of music for the practitioners and participants in svikwembu. I also compare 

my current data and the previous research by Thomas Johnston into the 

exorcism music of mancomane, which I have transcribed and analysed. 

Finally, this chapter discusses svikwembu with its complex set of ritual 

practices, including the musica1 perfonnance of svikwembu and its ritual 

musical repertoire. Most of the data in this chapter resulted from my own field 

work in southern Mozambique, specifically in three semi-urban areas of 

Maputo province, namely Chamanculo, Maxaquene and Bairro do Jardim. 

5.1.1 The research consultants 

The most commonly used tenn to indicate people who provide researchers 

with information during field work is informant. It does not characterise a 

personaJ individual primarily by a function relating to me as researcher. I 
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consulted experts who are all traditional healers by profession and members of 

AMElRAMO.3J My research consultants were: 

Aurelio Mendes de Morais, a man of approximately forty-five years old, 

was born in the northern Mozambican province, Zambezia He is the 

spokesperson of AMETRAMO, who conducts workshops and seminars on 

traditional healing at tertiary level institutions working with AMElRAMO. 

Maria Candida Mangue Nhacota (Candinha) is a married woman of thirty

one years. She has been a friend of mine since I started my musical career in 

Mozambique in 1997. I did not know that Candinha was affected by 

svikwembu before she graduated from the training course for traditional 

healers and I undertook field work in Maputo. I was delighted to work. with 

her on this research project, as she was very open about providing relevant 

information. 

Carolina is woman approximately sixty years old She lives opposite my 

family in Chamanculo. She reminds me of my first .rvikwembu experiences. 

As I explained on chapter one, one of the motivations for the study of this 

subject was the sound of the drums playing throughout most nights when I 

was a child living in Cbamanculo. Carolina offers a training course from her 

house. In choosing my research consultants, Carolina was one of my frrst 

options. 

My uncle, EHdio Magaia, introduced me to Manuel. Manuel is 

approximately thirty-nine years old and also lives in one of the Chamanculo 

neighbourhoods, about five minutes' walk from Carolina's house. Manuel is 

the only one amongst the traditional healers with whom I worked who hosts a 

different type of spirit, the Moohe. 

Jorge Massavane Zunguza is about fifty-five years old and Pedro Luis 

Cossa is about thirty-six years old They were introduced to me by Morais and 

the interviews with them were conducted in Morais's presence. I interveiwed 

these two men together on the second interview with Morais, therefore every 

31 See Chapter four 
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reference that is cited as (Morais 2OOSb) includes these two research 

consultants. 

5.2 An overview of svllcwembu 

I describe svikwembu as a combination of different ritual complex practices. 

Each of these rituals can be distinguished according to different practices and 

ceremonies. The term svilcwembu is also usually used to refer to those 

individuals who are affected by unexpected spirit possession and to those 

ceremonies held in the traditional healer's or patient's household. The word 

svilcwembu is colloquially used to indicate these aspects and I use this term. 

There is, however, another Xicbangana term to indicate the ritual and 

traditional healers around Maputo; Morais and Candinba used mhamba to refer 

to the ritual complex that I speak of as svilcwembu. According to Morais, 

mhamba is a ceremony to please, welcome and communicate with the 

ancestors. 

My research consultants and Honwana (2002) have indicated that the ritual 

known as svikwembu or "swilcwembli' (Honwana, 1996) is mostly practiced by 

the Shangana Tsonga people. Based on my own experience and field work 

data, svikwembu is the term widely used to identify this set of ritual practices. 

The spirits that possess various people are believed to be Nguni, Ndau, 

mahlonga or tinguluve and Monhes without exception.32 

The music repertoire, rhythm, melodies and instruments vary according to 

the type of spirit present at a particular moment during the practice or 

ceremony (Morais, 2005a). To invoke, please and thank: a particular kind of 

spirit of a specific ethnic group of those indicated above, a specific style of 

song using the right rhythm, melody, tempo, intensity and instruments has to 

be performed (Morais, 2005a, & Candinha, 2005b). 

32According to Zamporini (2000:192), Mo~ is popularly used to designate various people 
of Indian origin who tried to behave like Europeans. 1be term signifies baneanes, the 
Portuguese form of banyii, "the north Indian word for merchant" (Barhati, 1972:42), Hindu 
with the majority originating from Gujarat, though the majority of Monhb in Mozambique 
who originated from Gujarat in west India are Muslim. 
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5.2.1 Who is most affected by svikwembcll 

The people most affected by the svikwembu phenomenon are the Shangana 

Tsonga people of southern Mozambique (Manuel, 2005 & Morais, 2OOSb). I, 

however, encountered a number of exceptions. An example is Morais, a 

traditional healer affected by svikwembu who does not belong to the Shangana 

Tsonga ethnic group but comes from Zambezia, one of Mozambique's 

Northern provinces. 

According to Morais, the svikwembu phenomenon can affect any person 

who has been living in southern Mozambique for a long time, provided that 

there has been a traditional healer in the person's family. 

Thus it appears not belonging to the Shangana Tsonga ethnic group does 

not mean that an individual or a family cannot be affected by svikwembu. This 

is because these spirits not only trouble families to make them take revenge, 

which makes sense in the context of non-Tsonga people slain by Tsonga 

spirits, but also come in search of shelter and family (Morais, 2005b). So the 

phenomenon may occur in any family living in southern Mozambique, where 

these spirits are found. Once a particular individual or family has accepted the 

spirits, the spirits in tum promise to provide work for the chosen, potential 

traditional healer, thereby benefiting the family (Candinha, 2OOSb). 

5.3 The phases and practices (ceremonies) of 
svlkwembu 

In making sense of svikwembu, I distinguish different phases and ceremonies. 

Based on my research consultants' information, svikwembu comprises three 

pbases: the onset phase, the training course and the professional. 

Each phase is marked by different experiences, ceremonies and practices. 

The initial phase is revealed by unexpected signs of spirit possession, the 

training course is characterised by different ceremonies throughout the course 

and the working phase is mostly marked by exorcism (leu femba), divination, 

bealing of different types of infinnities through traditional medicine and-at a 
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later stage when he or she is more experienced- the healer may be dedicated 

to training novices to become traditional healers.33 

There are three types of traditional healers in svi1cwembu practice: 

nyangarhume, wyamussoro and nyanga .. 1bese different types of traditional 

healers fulfil different functio~, depending on the spirits embodied in their 

bodies. 

Figure 8 presents the three phases of svi1cwembu and their characteristics, 

which I go on to describe below. 

Phases of Svikwembu Cbarademtia of each phase 

Initial phase Unexpected signs of spirit possession. The 

desires embodiment in the medium's body. 

spirit 

1be training course 1be aim of this phase is to properly educate the 

spirits and teach the medium how to deal with the 

spirits.34 

Professional phase Ku femba exorcism, divination, healing and training 

course at the later stage ofexperience. 

Figure 8: Three phases of svikwembu 

5.3.1 The initial phase 

The first phase of the svikwembu complex is marked by unexpected signs of 

spirit possession. It is when the spirits arouse the family or an individual to 

awareness of the svikwembu phenomenon in a particular person. This phase is 

characterised by different symptoms like various types of illness, falling to the 

ground. entering into trance unexpectedly (this happens because the spirits are 

not properly educated) and drowsiness (Candinha, 2005a). A set of 

manifestations similar to this occurs in the initial phase of the Shona bira ritual 

of Zimbabwe; it is believed that, if a person forgets or dishonours departed 

ancestors, the spirits can punish such a person's living descendants directly, by 

leaving him or her defenceless to the forces of harmful spirits and witches 

33 Ku jemba is a Xicbangana term denoting exorcism or treatment. 

lot I follow Rouget (1985) in using the term medium, which he uses to refer to the person 

through whom the spirit manifests. 
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(Berliner, 1978:186). In the Shona case, once trouble such as illness occurs, 

people consult a traditional bealer, (n'anga).15 An n'anga may prescribe herbs 

for an effective treatment, but if the condition of his or her patient worsens, the 

n'anga advises that the illness is not a natural one, but is caused by an 

ancestral spirit wishing to call attention to some personal (X' social problem to 

indicate that a spirit wishes to possess the patient's body as its host In such a 

case the patient should seek assistance from a spirit medium. and the n'anga 

advises family members of the patient to arrange a traditional religious 

ceremony to deal with the problem (Berliner, 1978: 187). 

The illness which affects the future traditional healer (nyamussoro, nyanga 

or nyangarrume) in svikwembu could be represented as the fight for power 

between the individual and the possessed spirits for the control of the body and 

personality of the chosen individual (Honwana, 2002:88).36 This is a very 

violent process, which implies the temporary dislocation of the soul of the 

possessed individual and consequently the substitution with the soul of another 

entity or entities (Honwana: 2002:88). In order to gain esoteric (mysterious) 

knowledge and access to ancestral power, the individual has to go through a 

period of difficulties and suffering which Honwana terms the illness of the 

calling.'57 According to Honwana (2002:88), the illness of the calling 

represents the symbolic death of the present identity of the individual leading 

to possible rebirth in a new dimension, with a new personality and new 

identity. 

Once chosen by the ancestral spirits, the individual has to abandon 

everything and follow the calling, the "chamamento", lest he or she become 

sick for the rest of his or her life. My aunt, whom I prefer not to identify, was 

affected by the illness of the calling, and fell sick for many years because she 

would not agree to go through a course of training in order to become a 

traditional healer and perform the functions of a traditional healer. She only 

~ N'anga is a tcrnl to indicate a traditional healer in the bim ritual of Zimbabwe. 
36 A doc~ de cJei~, que affecta 0 futuro nyamussoro. pode representar uma luta de poder 
entre 0 indivfduo e os espmtos possuidores pclo controJo do corpo e da pcrsonalidade. 

'57 Translation from Portuguese: a doem;a de chamamentQ. 
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got better when she received effective ''treatment'' by a traditional bealer. I 

recall my uncle explaining to me that the troublesome spirits were tied in some 

place by the traditional healer in order to stop them bothering my aunt, a place 

he is unable to identify (Magaia. 2005). Later, he also explained that this 

healer is certain that the treatment may be effective for a lifetime. Morais also 

explained that he had fallen ill for a long time before he accepted the spirits 

and underwent the course of training (Morais, 2005b). 

Rouget (1985:40) says that this kind of phase in possession traditions, 

which he terms the prepossession crisis, is "interpreted as the sign that a 

divinity desires embodiment". ''Whether or not it takes the form of a fall, such 

a crisis comtitutes in many cults a unique and decisive type of event in the life 

of the future adept" (Rouget, 1985:40).38 

Morais (2OO5b) and Candinha (2005a) mentioned illness, falling down, 

unexpectedly entering into trance, and drowsiness as some of the crisis 

symptoms, but I am of the opinion that there might be other symptoms apart 

from these. It is believed that the spirits might exact revenge, causing 

turbulence within a fami1y and provoking illness, bad luck, and even deaths if 

someone does not accept them (Morais, 2005b). 

I did not come across a specific term to describe this initial phase during field 

work amongst my research consultants and there is no association at all with 

music during this period of unexpected signs of spirit possession and trance. 

5.3.2 "rhe training course (ku tchBi/1wa or ku thWBSB) 
According to Candinha (2005b), svikwembu is divided into different 

ceremonies. She did use the term 'ceremony' to indicate the practices within 

the training course which I translate as ceremony. 

Ku tchailiwa or leu thwasa are the terms used to refer to the phase when the 

person affected by svikwembu undergoes a course of training to become a 

traditional healer and exercise his or her spiritual functions. Once somebody 

affected by the phenomenon accepts the spirits, it is believed that he or she bas 

3a See next paragraph 
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to be taken through a course to "educate and prepare" the spirits to work. lest 

the host face greater problems and even death.39 

'The entire training course is aimed at educating the spirits, as they are 

considered to be like children who are not behaving in socially appropriate 

ways (Candinha. 2005a). It also aims to teach the afflicted individual how to 

deal with the spirits, their demands and inopportune behaviour, such as 

causing the unexpected trance and coming out at inappropriate times and 

places. 

Another objective of this course is to produce a traditional healer who will 

provide work for bim- or herse1f and hisIber spirits by curing people with 

different types of infirmity caused by witchcraft and diseases. 

Morais (2005b) referred to the course of training as ku tchailiwa, while 

Honwana (2000:81) refers to this course as initiation and says it is known by 

the Zulu term leu thwasa. The word thwasa means renovation, being equally 

used as a reference to the new moon's appearance. She says, too, that ku 

thwasa nowadays lasts for one-and-a-halfto two years (Honwana, 2000:81).40 

According to Morais, the course of training used to last for five years about 

twenty to thirty years ago during the colonial system because the traditional 

healers were also forced to do unremunerated forced labour imposed by the 

Portuguese colonial government while undergoing training.41 So, in order to 

complete the course, the aspirant traditional healers had to share their time 

between forced labour and the training course for traditional healers. Adding 

to people's stress, svikwembu was banned by the colonial regime (Honwana, 

2000:272-276), and so had to be practiced in secret. 

The association of meanings linking initiation, the new moon and the idea 

of renovation symbolises the change of identity implicit in the initiation. The 

instructor responsible for the course of training is always a senior and well 

experienced traditional healer tenned b'ava (Honwana, 2002:90). The 

)9 (Candinha 2005a). 

«J My translation: a pa/avra thwasa significa renovlJfiJo, sendo igualmente utilizadtl com 

referenda ao primeiro aparecimento da lua nova (Peires, 1987:53, Junod, 1927:454, cited in 

Honwana., 2002:81). 

41 Mozambique gained independence 31 years ago, in 1975. To my understanding. during the 

interview, Morais was perhaps referring to a period few years before independence. 
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individuals who are initiated are called mathwasana (those who undertake leu 

thwasa) (Honwana. 2002:90). 

100 initiation of the mathwasana takes place in the household of the 

instructor, b'ava. The mathwasana have to mentally prepare themselves to live 

in the instructor's household for the duration of the training course, which can 

last for up to one-and-a-half or two years. The individual or individuals 

(trainees or mathwasana) are taken to do this training course (for traditional 

healers) by family members. They could change from one traditional healer to 

another before finding an instructor who is a senior experienced traditional 

healer capable of dealing with the trainee's spirits. The search for the right 

traditional bca1er is occasioned by the instructor's spirits being weaker than 

those of the trainee, with the result that the instructor therefore cannot train 

them. As we will see further on, this initiation is both for the trainee and for 

his or her spirits, hence the importance of finding the right instructor. 

According to my research consultants, music is frequently performed 

during the training phase. '10 order to make the spirits come out and put the 

individual in a trance, leu xaela (music performance of drums and singing) and 

certain remedies help some spirits to develop the ability of speaking out" 

(Honwana, 1996:253). During the course, different styles of spiritual music are 

performed; in order to evoke a specific Ndau or Nguni (Zulu) spirit, a 

corresponding, specific style of music is performed, According to Morais 

(2OOSb), the songs are performed every morning, afternoon and night during 

the course. 'The trainees are taught to play the instruments and dance to 

different types of ritual music. Learning to play drums during this course of 

training, and playing drums during ceremonies, to wake the spirits and make 

them come out or emerge is called leu xaela. 

The training course is not free; the trainee has to pay a significant amount 

of money or make another type of significant payment negotiated between the 

trainee and the senior traditional healer (Candinba, 2OO5a),42 The payment 

could be cattle, for example. As for payment in money, I do not have 

information about the amount charged or negotiated between the traditional 

healer and the trainee. 

42 X and Y refer to the trainees as "clientes" in Ptxtuguese, as they pay for their training. 
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Before the completion of this course, it is extremely important to hold a 

ceremony to evoke the spirits' lideres (portuguese for leaders), referring to 

Tsonga spirits of the sick person(s), to let them know about the course and ask 

them to ensure that everything goes well throughout the process. Candinha 

states, "I was lucky; 1 did not have any problems and everything went well". 

This ceremony is named ku pahla (Candinha. 2005a). 

This rite is performed most often before any ceremonial event, because it 

is important to make the "lideres" aware of such events to ensure that 

everything runs smoothly. When ku pahla is performed in secret, participants 

do not perform elaborate music with a full ensemble, but clap their hands as 

form of creating music to invoke the spirits. The hand clapping must be in a 

specific rhythm, an issue that will be discussed at a later stage. 

Ku pahla is not limited by the training course; it is a rite performed 

throughout the svikwembu practices at different stages. It is a way of 

communicating with and thanking a range of ancestors. This ceremony is even 

performed by healthy people who otherwise do not practice svikwembu at all. 

For example, though my father does not attend, practice or believe in 

svikwembu, the family ran a leu pahla ceremony, thanking the ancestors by 

dropping white wine on the sand as a form of serving ~ before celebrating 

the inauguration of his house about 10 years ago. Some people fry chicken, or 

kill a cow, etc, as there are different forms of feeding and thanking the 

ancestors. 

Ku pahla normally happens as a ''big'' event amongst traditional healers at 

least once a year; "it is necessary to make such a big ceremony for the 

traditional healers annually to feed their spirits and give them strength to be 

able to work" (Morais, 2005a). During this big annual ceremony, all sorts of 

spiritual music are performed to please the Ndau and Nguni spirits and the 

ancestors (mahlonga or tinguluve). 

Right at the beginning of the training course it is necessary to hold a 

ceremony tenned akhuninguenisa mwana akhunhanguen, meaning ''the child 
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is coming into the spiritual life", which is more like a presentalioo to the 

ancestors and vice versa" Candinha (2005a). 

After a certain period, usually six months after the course ~ there is 

another ceremony named khunhantsela khava humkwenhava, which is 

intended to "inform the family members that the spirits embodied in the 

daughter or son's body are getting ready to start working and that the course 

may proceed" (Can~ 2005a). KJumhantslela khava humkwenhava means 

going back home with the tinkhosis Oeaders). This ceremony is often held at 

the trainee's house, because the purpose of this ceremony is to return home to 

fetch those spirits that may have been left behind and to take them to the 

course to be properly educated. 

Lastly, at the end of the course, there is the ..motbei' ceremony named 

intwaso, which announces that the spirits are totally ready to work. That is 

when the pupil receives a "diploma of graduation" in an oral form. witnessed 

by everybody present The celebrations, made at the traditional bealer's house 

as a form of farewell. are named umobhuyisa khaya, which means "bringing 

back home" [referring to the mathwasana's home]. 

1bere are cases where some trainees finish their course but do not get to 

work. It is advisable that they go back to their instructors to find out why 

people do not consult them. It is believed that the spirits will create work for 

the individual; in cases when the healer does not get to work: properly, the 

problem might be connected to the trainee's relationship with the spirits. 

5.3.3 The professional phase 

The professional phase is the phase when the trainee starts applying what he or 

she has learnt during the course of training to assist people and to make a 

living. In this phase the trainee becomes a traditional healer by profession. 

The professional traditional healer is mostly occupied with dispensing 

traditional medicine for various types of diseases, consultations, divination, 

courses of training for trainees, treating patients affected by witchcraft and 
.. 

other infirmities. 1be latter exorcism practice is only performed by those 
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traditional healers who are already experienced in the field of spiritualism, as 

they have to use their spirits to fight against malevolent spirits embodied in 

their patient's body and causing infirmity. Most of these cases are linked to 

witchcraft (Morais, 200Sb). The exorcism practice is called ku femba. Ku 

femba is performed only by a specific type of traditiona1 healer named 

nyamussoro. 

In mentioning witchcraft, one has to be careful about typifying this 

phenomenon. A distinction between magic and witchcraft is important for the 

understanding of the nature of witchcraft. Parrinder (1956:142) suggests that 

'"we must distinguish between bad magic (sorcery) and witchcraft". Parrinder 

further suggests that "many African people distinguish clearly between the two 

and for ethnological pmpose we must do the same". 

Witchcraft is an imaginary offence because it is impossible. A witch cannot 
do what he is supposed to do and has in fact no real existence. A sorcerer, OIl 

the other hand. may make magic to kill his neighbours. The magic will not 
kill them. but he can and no doubt often does, make it with that intention 
(parrinder, 1956: 144). 

He states that a witch performs no rite, utters no spell, and possesses no 

medicine. An act of witchcraft is a psychic act, and that it is debatable whether 

a witch possesses medicine but that it is common knowledge that the witches' 

activities are psychic (parrinder, 1956:144). 

According to Russel and Magliocco (1987:9768), the "term witchcraft 

embraces a wide variety of phenomena Its meaning varies according to 

historical and cultural context". He also suggests a distinction between sorcery 

and witchcraft by defining sorcery as 

a system of beliefs and practices whose goal is to manipulate nature in order 
to bring about specific changes that benefit the sorcerer or her or his clients, 
and witchcraft is the belief that certain members of society are inherently able 
to harm others. (Russel & Magliocco, 1987:9768) 

Markwick (1987:9768) looks at witchcraft in Africa as "a set of beliefs that 

varies region by region and has a good many consequences in everyday life". 

African witchcraft is similar in many aspects to those of other continents 

according to Russel and Magliocco (1987:9768), and most African societies, 

though not all, hold the fundamental belief that certain members of the 
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community use supernatural means for illegally destroying the interests and 

lives of the their fellows. 

There is a widespread belief that witches, and some other people, can 

change themselves into a bird or animal form. I recall Morais telling a story 

about a particular witch who turned himself into a bird at night. "The witches' 

souls fly at night, while their bodies remain asleep in their houses" (Morais, 

2005b). 

Divination is also of great importance during this working phase as lot of 

clients consult traditional healers to fInd out about their future (Candinha, 

2005b). The majority of those traditional healers who practice divination are 

also capable of doing consultation and curing their patients. 

There are a quite a number of traditional healers who dedicate their 

working phase to the training course, however, it is important to note that only 

well experienced traditional healers can practice this function. 

5.4 The spirits Involved in svilcwembu and their 
provenance 

Both the literature and the research consultants with whom I worked agree that 

the spirits involved in svikwemhu are mainly Nguni, Ndau, and mahlonga or 

tinguluve ancestral spirits of the Tsonga. One person only spoke of working 

with Monbe spirits, and I could not fmd any reference to this phenomenon in 

the literature. 

5.4.1 Nguni spirits 

The Nguni in Mozambique originated in the area known today as KwaZulu

Natal and moved to southern Mozambique in the 19th century because of the 

social upheaval resulting from the strife between Shaka Zulu and his rival and 

cousin Soshangane, also known as Manicusse. 

5.4.2 Ndau spirits 

The Ndau in Mozambique originally came from central Mozambique and 

Zimbabwe. During the period of the Gaza kingdom in southern Mozambique, 
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the Ndau people were considered the lowest class, and were treated as slaves 

and not allowed to acculturate with or marry Nguoi people. Today, the spirits 

of the unburied Ndau are believed to be troublesome. 

5.4.3 Mahlonga or tinguluve spirits 

The mahlonga or tinguluve are the indigenous spirits of the ancestors of the 

Tsonga ethnic group. They are normally referred to by the mediums as the 

vovos (portuguese grandparents). As mentioned before, these spirits did not 

emerge in a host during a state of trance before the contact between the Tsonga 

and Nguni people. It is believed that the Nguni and Ndau spirits have shown 

the mahJonga spirits how to occupy a medium and speak through him or her. 

The mahlonga spirits work with herbs and traditional medicine and people 

consult their ancestors (mahJonga) about their own lives with the help of a 

traditional healer. 

5.4.4 Monhe spirits 

According to Manuel (2005), there are also Muslim spirits, termed Monbe, 

that possess people. Manuel further states that these spirits came into existence 

during the trading period between Muslims and the local population of 

Mozambique.43 During this period, some of the Muslim traders were killed 

and not properly buried. Consequently, these spirits also possess people today 

as a form of revenge, or in search of shelter. 

I have not found a reference to Monh6 spirits in the literature, and Manuel 

was the only traditional healer that I met who works with these spirits. As I 

was able to meet him only once, I could not pursue this interesting 

phenomenon further. According to Zamparoni (2000:193), the term Monbe 

was popularly used to designate various cultural groups of Indian origin. 

Zamparoni refers to two origins of this community in southern Mozambique: 

TIle first as an extension in the south, of mercantile interests established in the 
northern coastal area centuries ago. and the second. and numerically the most 
important, is associated with the involvement of the southern region in the 

43 This is a very loose periodisation requiring further investigation. 
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economy of the (former) British colonies and the oeighboming boers 
(2000: 193).44 

It is important to note that I did not find or hear of any traditional healers other 

than Manuel who hosts this type of spirit although Manuel affirmed that there 

were a significant number of traditional healers hosting Monhe spirits. 

However, it would seem that the Ndau, Nguni and mahlonga spirits are the 

most predominant amongst traditional healers. 

5.5 Svikwembu in families 

Family is a "controversial term in anthropology with a definition beset by 

difficulty and disagreement, though [ ...] it is often employed loosely and 

without precise defInition" (Seymour-Smith, 1986:110). By family I mean a 

large group of people related through kinship. This description of family goes 

beyond parents and their children to include cousins, aunts, uncles and other 

members of the extended family. 

According to my research consultan~ Candinba (2OO5a), the svikwembu 

phenomenon passes from generation to generation within families. When the 

spirits choose a specific individual, there may be more than one spirit of a 

specific ethnic group. This is to say that an individual may have a number of 

spirits of a specific ethnic group. Candinha, for instance, hosts five spirits: two 

Nguni, two Ndau and one Tsonga or ancestor (mahlonga or tinguluve). That 

means, if an ancestor was a traditional healer in the pas~ his or her spirits will 

pass to another family member of the next generation after he or she has 

passed away. The spirit's choice of a family member has left me questioning, 

as my research consultants could not give an exact answer to the question, 

"Why would a spirit choose a particular individualT' 

5.5.1 The ngoma house 

Most rituals are held in a spirit house at the traditional healer's home, called 

ngoma (the spirit's house). This ngoma is always separated from the family's 

44 My translation. "A presem;a de tal comunidade 110 sui de Morambique deu se por duas 
vias: a primeira como uma extensilo, para su~ dos inleresses merrantis estabelecidos na costa 
norte desde h4 siculos, e a segunda, e nr.unericamenk mais importallte, estd associada a 
articuW¢o de regiiIo sui a ecOllOmia da cokmias britlJnicas e ~rs vizjnhas" (Zamparoni, 
2000:193). 
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hOllse. It docs nor necc'Ssarily have to be " traditiolHll hm, hut could be a brick 

house. depl";llding on the spirit 's demands. and it is always sepamte from the 

fitlnily':-. main hOllse. As a general mlc, anyone who cntCTIi tht;; ngoma must 

remove shoes and socks. TIllS is 3 sign or rC'S]1etl tl) the spiril<; present in Iht 

ngJilTw. Similar 10 this, is thl:: him rilu l.d nC 7imh<.lnwe, wbt rt "pilrti.:.:ip:utts 

somdimes n~mo\'t tht::ir sh()t.~ and wnsi watcht::s bt::flln:: entering the place of 

him, since such s}mbols of modem life might offend Spilits unf;'llniJiar "vith 

the objects duTing their o\vn existence in tl1e world of the living" (Berliner, 

\978~ 189), 

"'igure 9: Manuel. a traditional heriler in~jde his brick ll()u~c ngoma. 

In sdkwembu practice. this house is hujlt S'ptcWcally for the spirits illld is the 

p](Jce \~'herc the traditional healers keep all the materials (clothes, ohjcct~ 

fuhrk s. tralliUonal medicIne and musical inslruments) related to the pract.ices 

(Jfsvikll'l:!ml)ll, 11 is hdieved that the :.;plrits live inside tl1t.: JlgOl1lil, in (J separate 

shelter. Within the ngoma there me tv.'o or morc different shdtc:rs covered by 

fabric l(\ represent the ethnic b'TOUPS of different types of spirits (Ndau, ~guni, 

mah./ongu or Monhl:). For th(1se tmdilional he.alers Il1at host more than one 

spirit of a spccific ethnic group, one sheltc:r \""ill repre.senl that specific elhni.:.: 

group, Candinha's ngoma house h('lsts five spirirs in these shelters; two Ndall, 

Iwo Nguni ami one T/wh!ongll. Each shelter represents one ethnic group. 
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CODsulUltions, treatments (lnd comm.unicatiol1 with rhe spirits arc all held in 

the ns:oma, The shelters are nonnally covered by a piece of fabric llnd in some 

cases take the Ionnat of a hut and in other cases could even take the J~)mlat or 

a small how,c, which is [11(; case of t.he Monh6 spirit's ::Jhelter at l'vf,Jnue!'s 

home. L,nfc)J'tunatcly, 1 do not have any representation of the btl0r, bUl the 

firsl (wo are illustrated in the picture below by shelters covCfed hy pieces or 

fabric, 

lijgurt! 10: ' IIH.' inltrior uf Ctirolim':; brld lmu!>c Ilg(mw wilh Lhc maLcrials fix 
jvikYl 'em bu. On the right art the shdH'lS cov(:T'Cd in labric:. reprcsenting dill'.;n:nl 
spiri(6' etluiic groups (MJz\lze, 2005), 

5.6 The terms and functions of traditional practitioners 

According It) my research consultants, a n:vamllssoro is (1 polyvalent 

pra(~tition(~r who hosts three f)f t'()ur spirits: NgWli, Ndau, mah/onga and, 

som etimes, rvtonhe spirits, l',,'vamussoro are linked to the system or c);'orC1::Jtn 

numed kll fC!l11ha. This practitiOllt!r is considered po]yv(1lent bec(luse he or she 

has the Cflpflcily to .:xorcisc all types of spirits, H~ or she (;liTeS <lnd pr:tGtiG~S 

divin.ation and exorci'olll (kll,lcmbal Uis or her practice is charnctcrised by 

entering into trance and locating the troubles(1me spiJits that are em bodied in a 

particular pi.lticnt, 
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The traditional healer known as nyangarhume does not eoter into trance 

but mainly specialises in diagnosing and working with plants in order to 

effectively cure the patient. Nyangarhume only hosts one type of spirit, the 

mahlonga spirit ancestors of the indigenous Tsonga spirit (Morais, 2005b). 

Apparently this type of practitioner existed before contact between the Nguni 

and Ndau people in southern Mozambique (Morais, 2005b). In the past, these 

practitioners never used to enter into trance, but it seems that the Ndau and 

Nguni showed the Tsonga spirits the state of trance after contact with the other 

ethnic groups was established (Honwana, 2002:61). 

Another type of practitioner is named nyanga. This term bas two usages: 

one refers to a specific group of traditional healers, and the second, used by 

most people. indicates any traditional healer. The nyangas (in the specific 

sense) have characteristics distinct from the nyamussoro and nyangarhume. 

Nyanga practitioners only bave the vanguni spirits and only have the function 

of curing (Honwana, 2002:63). 

The table below sets out the terms and functions of these traditional 

medicine practitioners as discussed above. 

Traditional medldDe 
practitioner 

Spirit Practice Geuder Origin 

:J Tinguluve Healing Male Tsonga 

Nyamussoro Vanguni Divination Female Nguni 

0 Vandau Exorcism M/F Ndau 

Tinguluve Healing Male Tsonga 

Nyangarhume Tinguluve Against 
witchcraft 

M/F Tsonga 

Tinguluve Divination M/F Tsonga 

Nyanga Tinguluve Healing Male Tsonga 

F"JgUn 11: Traditional medicine practitioners and related spirits and practices 
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5.7 Languages involved In the svikwembu ritual 

There are three major languages involved in this ritual: the Xichangana, Zulu 

and Ndau languages. The Xicbangana language derives from the Tsonga 

language and Nguni languages. 

The tenD Tsonga has been used by scholars to designate both a whole 
language namely Tshwa. Tsonga. Shangaan and Roogaand as one of the 
languages. The cross border language is referred to by the tenn Xitsonga in 
South Africa. but in Mozambique people refer to their language by the term 
Xichangana. They use the tenn Tsonga to designate the whole language 
group" (Sitoe, Cbimbutana, Mabaso, Nkuna, Nxumalo, IDungwani. 
2003:4). 

According to Junod (1932: 1), ''the Sbangaan language which would be more 

scientifically called the Tbonga language, is the most wi~spread of the Bantu 

languages of South Africa after Zulu and Sutho languages". 

100 Xichangana language is widely spoken in southern Mozambique, 

while Ndau is a language widely spoken in the centre of Mozambique from 

Beira province up to Manica province and in some areas of Zimbabwe. 1be 

Zulu language is a dialect cluster from the Nguni languages (Azevedo, 1991:4

6). According to Canonice (1994:2), "a standard language is made up of one or 

more dialect clusters. These show resemblances and differences in phonology, 

grammar and lexicon. and are mutually understandable to varying degrees". 

Considering that the Sbangana Tsonga people are the most affected by the 

svikwembu, Xicbangana is the widely spoken in svikwembu. In consulting 

traditional healers, most clients use Xicbangana because the majority of 

traditional healers are fluent Xicbangana speakers. However, in those cases in 

which the client does not speak Xicbangana, the communication can be in 

Portuguese if the traditional healer is able to speak. Portuguese, or in the 

presence of an interpreter. 

5.7.1 The communication with the spirits 

The different types of spirit speak and communicate through different 

languages, depending on their ethnic origin. When a Ndau spirit manifests, the 

communication will be through Ndau; when a Nguni spirit manifests, the 

communication will be through a Nguni language, specifically Zulu, and 
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similarly, when the mahlonga spirit manifests, the communication will be 

through a Tsonga language, specifically Xicbangana. Unfortunately, I have no 

data about the language that the MonM spirits use. 

Spirit type Language spoken 

MBhlonga or tingu/uve Tsonga 

Ndau Ndau 

Nguni Nguni 

Figuft 11: Spirits and corresponding languages 

Svikwembu involves a trance phenomenon and the medium is unable to 

remember what happened during a particular moment of the ceremony when 

be or she was possessed by a spirit or spirits that communicate through him or 

her (Cao~ 2005b). There is a considerable number of traditional healers 

who cannot speak all the languages involved in svikwembu, except when they 

are possessed and the spirits speak through them in languages that they are 

unable to speak when in the normal state consciousness. 

Candinha (2005b) explained that the spirits that manifest through her, 

speak languages that she is unable to speak when she is in a normal state. For 

the Ndau language-ber mother can speak. the laoguag0-5be states that her 

mother and the Ndau spirits "click", meaning that they understand each other, 

and her mother receives the infonnation from the Ndau spirits. 

5.7.2 Communication between traditional healers and their 
clients 

Traditional healers are mostly fluent Xichangana speakers, but in some cases 

they can communicate through a language other than Xichangana. Because 

POrUlguese is the official language in Mozambique and Maputo, the capital of 

the country, the majority of the people in the area where I conducted field 

work could speak. Portuguese. I was fortunate to work with traditional healers 

wbo could speak Portuguese, as my Xichangana is insufficiently fluent for 

detailed discussion and understanding. In those cases when patients cannot 

communicate in Xichangana, Portuguese is available as an optional language 

for communication. The feedback or messages from the spirits can be 
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translated by the traditional bealer from Xicbangana or other languages into 

Portuguese if the traditional healer can speak these languages. 

5.B Gender and age In svikwembu 

While conducting field work I had the opportunity to work with and interview 

both men and women. Most of my research consultants stated that women are 

the most frequently affected by the svikwembu phenomenon. None of the 

traditional healers could explain the reasons for this. All of them simply 

answered, ''Maybe it's because there are more women than men". According 

to Honwana (2000:63), prevailing theory suggests that possession is mostly 

associated with women because women, more than men, are identified with 

the community, household and, consequently, traditional culture; men, on the 

other band, go out of the community to find work somewhere else. 

Furthermore, according to Morais (2OO5b), some ceremonies are linked to 

women more frequently than to men; for instance, exorcism (leu femba). In 

fact, the different types of traditional healers are linked to specific genders. For 

instance the function of the "nyamussoro (which does not involve trance) is 

exercised specially by women, while the nyangarhume is exclusively 

masculine and does not involve trance" (Honwana, 2002:63).45 This is shown 

in figure 11 above. 

5.8.1 Gender in terms of spirit possession in sIIilcwembu 
Men and women may become possessed by either male or female spirits. In 

my experience, my aunt used to become possessed by both male and female 

spirits. However, it is believed that the majority of the spirits that possess 

people are male. The reason for this is that most of the unburied dead during 

the Gaza kingdom period were male soldiers (Morais, 2005a). The same men, 

in a spirit form after death, have the desire to ''marry'' young, virgin, teenage 

girls to take care of them (the spirits). This seems to be one of the reasons for 

women, in the majority, are most frequently involved in spirit possession in 

svikwembu. 

45 My translation. TIle original reads: "De facto, se se OIhaT para a especiali'l.a¢o dos tipos 
actJuli.J de praticOlltes de medicina tradiciorwJ em termos de ginero, constata se qlU! afwtfiio 
de nyamussoTo (qlU! envolve 0 tran.Je) i uerclda especiaJmeme pOT mulheTes, enquanto a de 
nYOllgarluune i exclusivamente masculina e niIo envolve tran.Je" (Honwana. 2002:63). 
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5.8.2 Age 
Most of the traditional healers with whom I worked became affected by the 

phenomenon of svikwembu at a very early age. Candinba. who is 30 years old, 

for example said that she was born with the phenomenon. 1be spirits had 

troubled her and made ber suffer for 27 years until she accepted them. Manuel 

furthermore said that. in his experience, the spirits choose a baby in the 

mother's womb before it is born. In contrast to these people's experience, 

however, another traditional bealer, Morais (2OO5b), said that a chosen person 

may be affected at any time and age: "Somebody might be 30, 40 or 60 years 

old and suddenly be affected by svikwembu". 

To sum up, the majority of svikwembu practitioners are women and, in 

most cases, they are affected by the phenomenon at a very early age. The cases 

of people affected by this phenomenon at an older age are rare, but are 

acknowledged to occur. 

5.8.3 Musical Instruments and gender In svlkwembu 

There are musical instruments that are associated more with women than men, 

for instance the gocha and ntxonuma, which are mostly played by women 

reportedly because they are light and require less strength to play (Morais, 

2005:B). The heavier drums, the different kinds of ngoma drums, are played 

by men and are considered to be violent drums (Morais, 200Sb). Men often 

play drums because of the intensity and loudness that have to be produced 

during these musical perfonnances (Morais, 2005b). There are no set rules for 

this, and there are exceptions: as an observer at two music performance 

sessions, I also saw women performing on different types of ngoma drums, 

which are said to be played mostly by men. 

5.9 Musics/Instruments used In the performance of 
svikwembu ritual 
An extremely important aspect of svikwembu ritual music is the potential to 

trigger spirits, and rhythm is a crucial aspect of this music. Candinha said in 

conversation with me that she could enter into trance when a specific type of 

rhythm is played, regardless of the type of instrument played. She recalled that 

she would feel very uncomfortable even when she used to hear the right 

rhythm played by rattles or by any kind of drums. As a saxophonist by 

89 



profession and a band leader, I often perform in Maputo, Mozambique. In 

2003, Candinha came to one of my concerts in Maputo and she also felt 

slightly uncomfortable, as if she would go into a trance, because I performed a 

number of traditional rhythms from Mozambique. It is important to note that. 

according to my research consultants, it is the rhythm that triggers the spirits 

and not the instruments on which the music is perfonned. 

Of all the musical phenomena present during svikwembu, it is the sound of 

the drums that is most closely associated with spirits. The instruments 

frequently used in these rituals are gocha, ngoma and ntxomana. The ngoma 

and ntxomana drums (batuques) are always played with a pair of sticks.46 

Rouget (1985:73) argues that possession music can be vocal or performed on 

any kind of instrument, "All instruments can be used. contrary to the 

commonly accepted idea that drums are the major cause of possession". We 

find this in svikwembu where drums should not be played on some occasions, 

as in the case of a secret rite. If the singing and dnunming is loud enough to 

trigger spirits, it may even trigger the spirits of the neighbour next door 

(Morais, 2005a). In secret rites, people sing and clap bands very quietly so that 

the neighbours' spirits will not bear and interfere with the secret rite. The quiet 

singing and clapping of hands are only meant to avoid interference from the 

other spirits that do not belong to a particular house, in that way to involve 

only the restricted spirits present in the secret rite. It is also possible to evoke 

spirits just by clapping hands, as long as the clapping produces the right 

rhythm. An instance is the case of matandaro (singular. dandaro) spirit 

possession ceremonies in Zimbabwe where in some ceremonies, a ritual form 

of handclapping is sufficient to bring about spirit possession without any 

formal performance of mbira music (Berliner, 1978:187).47 

Most importantly, it is always necessary to perform the leu pahla ceremony 

to trigger or to communicate with the spirits. One may perform. play and sing 

46 Batuques is a plura1 term for the Portuguese word batuque. It is a word that is commonly 

used in Mozambique. Maputo, to indicate any type of drums or percussion instruments. 

&tuque derives from the word batucadD, which means to play the drums. 

41 Matandaro are spirit possession ceremonies similar in some respect to the biro. but 

modified for compatibility with urban African lifestyles in Zimbabwe (Berliner. 1978: 187). 
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the right songs, but if no communication bas been established with the spirits 

through leu pahla, they may not 'come out' or emerge. 

While the instruments referred to above are those most commonly used in 

svikwembu rituals, there are cases of other instruments being played in this rite 

rather than drums or percussion instruments. Morais, for example, plays an 

instrument named xitende (a musical bow) to please one of his spirits who 

used to be a traditional musician while alive. Morais says: 

I myself have a xitende in my hut which beloogs to the spirit. as it is his 
demand to have the instrument present there. Because there are people who 
were nusicians, before death, they continue to like music when they die 
(Morais 2005b). 

Xitende is not a drum, but a melodic instrument, a musical bow, although it is 

played with a clear rhythmic technique producing an osti1UJto. Levine 

(2005:223) describes the xitende as a braced gourd made from a bent branch of 

the morethloa tree with a calabash or tin resonator attached near the centre. 

The string is made from the twisted fibre of the 11U41ala ground palm tree or 

copper wire, and is divided at the centre, while the stave of the bow is made 

from a branch stripped of its bark, or of a cane. The instrument is grasped near 

the calabash., with the fingers extended to allow the player to finger either 

segment of the string to a higher note. The other hand strikes the string with a 

thin stick or reed (Levine, 2005:223). This bow is not mouth-reso~ which 

means that the player can and usually does sing while playing (Levine, 

2005:223). The size of xitende is variable and sometimes may reach two 

metres in height (Treglia &Vilanculos, 1993:3). It is fairly easy to play, and 

musicians often dance while playing. The xitende is sometimes played by a 

wandering entertainer (xilombe). It is predominantly used in the southern 

region of Mozambique and has similarities with other traditional instruments 

like nyaJcatangali. It is likely that there are other instances where healers play 

instruments other than drums in svikwembu (,Treglia &Vilanculos 1993:3).48 

The non-drum instruments involved in the ritual are not used to induce 

trance as they do not have the ''power" for such an effect (Morais, 2005 a) . 

... The Nyakatangali is a musical instrument that belongs to the family ofbow instruments in 
the chordophone group. which produces a Jess intense sound with a small projection. (freglia 
&Vilanculos, 1993:3). 
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"YlIt"fUh is no! used for people to get in trance; its usc is only to please certain 

demnnd~ or the spirits" (Morais, 2005a). lhe non-trancc-triggering 

instruments are typically used when the mt:dium ls already tn trance and the 

~pirit asks or demands that he or she plnys n particular instrument (Morais, 

200 5a) N t:\ cnheless. apart frnm these cases. drums (hU!1hfU(!s) .an:~ red;)[deJ a~ 

t.he most important instruments to ev()kt.~ and pkase the spirits. 

t'dorais :1l1.TUed that, during the training COUTse for traditional healers, the 

only lt1strUrlleots (hat cart identify and make a certain spirit emerge or 'come 

out' are the n!xo1J1U!i(I, gochl.l and JlgoJ1la drums. The ngoma drums have 

eli rferent shapt.':i and sizes hut they are all known by the same name. The goclw 

also varies ill shapt~ and material used for its constmctl0n. 

Figure 13; Family members and friends oflvlanuti perrmming on ngmJlG ofrlillcrcnt 
Sl ~e-;; and gocha 

According to 1\.-1 on11 s, the gocha and lIgoma arc the two most important 

instruments, followed by the ntxmnuna. nle gocha and ngoma arc considered 

f(, he the most important instruments because of the intensity or the volume. 
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According to C::mdinhi1, the use of each of these instruments depends On the 

style of BlllSic performed. As an observer. I concluded thai there is n{) general 

rule thai a sp ctifie tyre of instrument has to he playt:d in a partiGular style of 

music, a<; the perfnml(''TS mIx insh-um(;nt~ ror different styles of music. 

Ne\erthdes~, the ng oma dntms are ahvays included ill allY style of s l'i/nl'f.'fllhu 

ri1U<l1 music . These drums are a major faLilitating agent of spirit possession in 

s"'ikll'embll . The nrxomana are mostly used to play the ~dau rhy1hm, rather 

thart other rllythms. AC(~onli ng ro \Ifanuel, the raNa are the appropriate drums 

for tbe Monhes. If the tab/a is not available, the ngoma drums-· \;vhlch aTe 

ml)st often played with a pair of stic.ks-- v ...·ill replace the labia ; bm instead nf 

sticks they \ 'ill be played with the hands to create a sound c!osCJ' to that or Iht: 

(abia. The f.lb/a is a p<lir of tune{) dnlms that consists of (I sm<lll hand drum 

l:aJled daMna and a larger dnllll with a metal body called bahina. 

The higher pitched drum ('tI[led dahina, is a one-skinned drum usually of' 
",,·ootl i1nd bi1ving the pn)Llle of Iwo Inlll(;aiAxi on(:S bUlging at the centre. t11e 
lower portion sllorter. Skin t~nSl()n is majntained by t!tong i<1(ings i1nd 
wooden ul'wels that are tapped wIth a hmnmcr in r('iuning:. It is usually tuned 
to the tonic. or gt'Oulld note. of the .nlg,~ llllelodic pi1uem). 
The h7ltina, the left [drum), i~ a kcttk:drum, usually of copper but alf)() of clay 
or wood, with ,1 hoop ilnd tbong I,'lcings to lIlaintain skin tcn5i()n. A disk Df 
black 111l1ing paste is placed on the skin of each drum to give lllimlonic 
ovcrronas. The drums af(; played with the ting:crs and hands. the bahiml I() jhe 
player\ left . (Blade, 1994:481). 

Figllro:' 14: A pair of tabla drums : on lilt' righf Ihe dahilla and Oil the Jen the hailina lahlo . 

[Onlinel AV[Jilable:htw: ::.www.(ab1<1 .c()mi!abIawh~. itIJllI r2 006 July, 20J 
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Figure 1~: Tahitl pltl}l:f:'\ u"ing their hand., in the performance;. rOnline l 
1\ \ aill1hlchttp;:':''''''''';.(ab/a.com.... 'I1b,/awha.hlI1lJ l2006 July, 20l 

5.9.1 Gocha 

The G(Jcha I~ a hand-held shaker classillcd a~ an Idiophone in the Homho~teJ 

Sach~ cla~ ~itication ofinstlUments (Myers. 1992:451). The gocha carries the 

Homhostel -. <lch~ clas~ification numhh of 111, indi(:ating that "the player 

himself eXi:cutes the movement of striking, whether by mechanical 

intermwiatc dcvicc~, beater!). kcyhoard~ or hy pulling ropes" (Myers, 

1l)92:451). It is detlnitive that the player can apply clearly defined individual 

stroke~ and that the instrument itself is equipped for thi~ kind or percus!)ion 

(My(:rs, 1992:451). The gocha is made of a short slick thaL pierces a hollow, 

dried shell nf the fruit known ~s II/liSsa/a, cOlltail1illg sm~11 $toue':> or seeds 

inside thc~ shell Not all f{ocha instruments loday arc: made v",tlh dry hollo'w 

shells from troLts, Where there is a lack of this type of shell, the makers 

reJ1laLe them with c<Jns (C':lTolin<l, 2005}, The player hold,:> the instrumellt by 

the stick and shakes it. P('riormers often play !\vo g()(;i1a ilt the same timc. 

Serving as a rhythmic accompaniment instrument. the gocha is part of a group 

ofshukers thClt are played in a significant numher ofdiff~rent dunces and styles 

of musi~ In l\.-·loLrunbiquc. The namc's of these ratt1cs vary hom region to 

region throu.ghout the country: (Ministerio d.'l educao;:Ao e cultura, 1980: 13) in 

the northern pl'oviuces of Zambezia, the mttle i$ ll~med sekere or 1/Iukorcho, in 

Tete it is numc.u nkotcllO, in ~iassa It is named mihea, in southern 
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\1o;:amhiyw:, Maputo 311d Gaza it is namcd g()c/w and in Inhambane it L~ 


named n~elQ (Minlstl~ri() dOl WUGil,;:3.0 e Gultura. 1980: 13), 


Figure 16: A g oclw mil.dt uf maHo/a shell containing scecl" to product sound (Mazu~, 2(05) 

Fi~urt' ] 7: Goclw made ofa l:;m u.mtaining ptbbles (M'I7:uze, 2005) 
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5.9.2 Ngoma 

'I11C word ngomu is widely used to indicate sub.iccts Of practices other than 

dnlms. 

A widestlrelld ri1.lwl insti~\ltioll in celllrill and southem Africa is often refclTcd 
to, (11 can-ies the name of IIy,Cima, at once the lel'lll for drum, ~s well as 
drumming or olb(T musical instruDlentation, singing, dan,:ing, and ~he 

complex of collsrill)cnt bebaviour and COlll'CPt3 (JLillzm, 1991 :290). 
There seems to he three sizes of ngotna drums (small, medium and largc) in 

the svib1,'Cmbl-i music pert"i:mmmce. \"\lleu the rJlIee sizes are available ,md 

p~fomlt:d together (hey are referreti to hy the t~mily tenn "'fngomww 

(Johnston, 1972: 1~)_
4'i Acc(1rding to Johnston, when the three sIzes arc 

avnilahlc, illt'y are peri<.nneu simultaneously to provide rhythm ie 

aceompanimc11t at hecr-drinking dances (l ~72:U~). TheJncmbmne is a cow's 

skin tAstened v'r'ith wooden pegs, with knots used as handles and the holes 

heing a simple cut In the skin_ Each peg is so tight that the sides of the skin 

become W3\' y by being stretched over the peg TIle w()oJen houy helow the 

skin sl1o\\/s a large strip. in rigidly sClllpted pattern, FigUTe l S. belovo{; 

illustrates rIllS type of n~(Jnw. 

P"i{!ure 1 R: ,'I/g()ma with wood humeri pnttems (J\bzuze, 2l)05) 

~9 Xillguma.tla is thr plural form or Ilgmrw 
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1n the. musical perfi:m-nance of the ngoma in Ihe svikwemhu practit.::c, the 

ngoma are always played ,vith a pair of slj,~ks (\lly own oh~crvati()n). 

Accordi ilg to Hornhostel and Sachs (l\/lycrs, 1992:453), the ngoma iOnllS 

part of the gR'UP of membranophon(: instruments. The sound of 

memhnmopilorle inslnrments is excited hy tightly -;Irelchcd mcmbwncs. Thc 

ngoma has tlle l1ornbostd and Snchs number 211.211. Thi~ number is 

assigned 10 u single-skin, cylindrical drum IIwt has onI)' one llsahle mem brant', 

According to Hornhostel ami Sachs (Myers, 19<)2:454), "in ~omt: African 

Jrwns a second skln f()lTllS part of the being device and is not used f(x 

he"'lling, and hcn~c OOCS not count a~ a membrane in tht: pr~sent sense". This 

categorisation coincides \,vith the characteristics of some ngoma dmms, as we 

can see in Figure 19, below. 

figure 19:.\~~OI1t(t made ofa metal P\11, lind laced braced ll'P memL)ranc with hot/om 
me.mlHane serving to secure 111~e;;; 0 twndle of skin i" also visible (Ma7U7.c. 20()5) 
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Figun· 20 Three Jlgoma of JiffCTCnt ~ize~ Hnd thr\..'C gocha below. When the 
three JJgoma of varied size:; are availahle.. they <lfe referred to as xingum(J 

(l\.{azl1z~. 20(5) 

5.9.3 Ntxomana 

The nl.wmmw 1s a single-skin frame drum always playeJ \vith a pair of stich. 

The !Ihmmana is also used to tilt tJ1e n~oma drum to a comfortable angle) as 

shown in Fi;;lUre 20, above. This llenns: thM they will not be played ::it lh(; samc 

time and thi s IS because they are played in different repertories, ngoma al ways 

for all styles and ntxolnana mostly Ibr Ndau . .'\/txomana fal1s under the 

categllry of membranophune lnstruments III liornbosteJ and Sachs' 

c1assiikatioll or musical instruments (Myer~, 1992:454). It has the number 

211.311. Tn Johlls{l)n'& (1972:17) re&earch into the music of the Shangana 

Tsonga people of IVlozamhique and South Atl-ica, he st'-ltes that this instillment 

\vas llsed 'v-xcJusivdy' in t11e exorcism dance and that the instTumel)t is named 

mannmwJlc This could have been the case back then, because thi~ mstrument 

is also used in many other practices of svikwcmbu today. Its pcrformanee b 

onen accompanied with the ngorna urums anu it is often play(~d by wom(;ll in 

sl'ih,vemhu rracllccs. 



Figun 21 ;Vtxnmana (J\Ja7U7.e. 2005) 

5.9.4 The whistle 

The pn;senc~ or the \vhi"tk: was only notlc<':u at th.:: lntToduclion of <l Nguni 

song by Manud and once dUling the song_ 1t is importnnt to mentiOl1 this a') it 

fonns p:iri 0f -musical instruments invo1Vl:d in the mtlsical pnfonnancl: of 

sviJ...'1vembu , 

liigure 22: A rriend ofManucl"s hlowing n whi:;lle and playlfig Ihe 1~.~O'litHH the 
sam(: lim(: (~fnzuze, 2(05) 
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Fi~ure 23: J ;'g(}ffj(1 drums are pJaye{f with a pnir of s.ticks by tw() traditlGnal healers and 
ntxomatw frame drums at the bottom or each llgomll dnuns create tl specific wund effix:·l, 

fMazllu, 2(05) 

5.10 Relationship between music and the spirits 
Aco:~rding to al1 my research consultants. there is a strong relationship 

between music and the pilits. In order to evoke or expel spirits, a specific 

style of rhythm and melody (scale) must be I~rf(lmled, depending on which 

spirit appears- As mentloned Ix:f()TC, with reference to Johnston's 

transcriptions (1972:299-315). a mandhlozi song with both a pentatonic scale 

and foursquare rhythm, for example, is needed to expd a Zulu spirit. In order 

to expel a Ndau spirit~ a xi£kimna song with a heptatonic scale played -in a 

tripJle rh)t'hm on the drum is m~edetL 
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5.11 Who performs the music? 
fll • me. pene C. I I ll),! 'i"' Tl1\ ( ft ur ' d 51(: r I. ll \" u . • III n 1 

h ler;; . Tnl'Y ~1H' (t'\.ugttl tu Ill ' II in. rnllnCI1I $ and tlilT ,rt,;nl 'Iyl (II rill liJ l 

mil 'k by l e lrudilionul h arull na, 200"), In $omt~ . ' $S l 

atlt'ndeJ in ChumrllH': ut.) tlill til' Illy fikldwork, Ihe lradilion.lI heal rs ",,()ul(l 

P ' 11'1. pla ying th inl-i lrWlII: I • U1~ ng (hl: n'pl~rt ji G r lil t' tilU. l \\'h l 

II I '<mll lu ' n Ih(' i g. 

k ... d \' ',.li i, .m uru 

Ie I I r 

(tt . 

If h 

' 1I;o. \,.'lllb h:, 

]h f(;ldiliomli h~al r I am... the JIIll. I{;{ll J'q'C'l'toiJ\.' of n J'iI LI ~d Juril ! Ih(' 

l'llll ,' or uaining. In Ill ' (' I(r'(" rl en~(' , th("; rnusic.:anls, i.e. r r~ I'm (S, non

http:lradilion.lI


professional musician.., (thllowing Rouget 19~5:1(3), often are close relatives 

of the traditional hel1leT.., who also live ".... ith the traditional healer- These may 

incillde a sit liJlg, child, spouse, or other family member- They leam to play tlle 

jJl"tl1lmL~nt:;: and to interpret rlifferent ,,;ryles nfritu::tl music from the rmciitiol1Hl 

healer. lJ) some s~siol1s 111 which T \Va.'i pre~en~, rhe 1Tadirional hel1ler would 

perform, plllYLng tlle instruments as well ~ singing. 

Figun· 26: '\ tamil}' nlemhcr ofthc truditional healer Mllnucl. playing IlgnnJa drum~ with Il 
pair of sticks {lvla7uzc 2()()S \ 
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Figure 27: Candinha. a frie;ld rd mine and tmdltion<ll ler per-t'.)II\1Ing n,~vlnlJ 

drwn with a pair of sticks. The Ijgoma inat ClIlldinba iii playing is [he &lIflle drum as 
in Fig ure 19 (MftZuz . 20(5). 

Figure 2.8 : aco liua' s daugJlte r, on th~ left, flud orhr,r family members 
rlaying different sizes of ngoma drums, the S<lme drums sb.mm in Figure 2J 
(Mamzt', ~OO~) 

5. 12 The repertoire 
AI;.;ording to my re~c:arch L()n ~ultallh fhe l1lu~il,: :;hould u:;uallr be very loud 

and int.ense in order lo please the spiril(s) that arc attending LUld (.0 keep them 

present. The intensity of the rnusj~ gradu<lHy increases rela/ivt! to tht! stage that 
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the ritual has reached. For instance. the intensity of the music reaches its 

bighest point when the spirit emerges and demands more intensity and volume 

of the performers. Most of the ritual music repertoire features ca1l-and

response songs, as well as improvisation (variations) by the lead performer. 

The lead performer plays percussion, sings and varies the rhythm and the way 

of singing throughout the music making. 

The repertoire of svikwembu ritual music is vast and comprehends songs 

and dance from three or four different styles of music: Nguni, Ndau, mahJonga 

or tinguluve and MonMs. Unfortunately I did not have access to the MonM 

music repertoire for transcription and analysis. The Nguni, Ndau, and 

mahlonga song repertoires are mostly characterised by a call-and-response 

structure. 

Ndau style by Carolina 


Go •• lib· ~ Ii k·JI I .. ·• Ii ".~ .. '0'.' __ 

~2~~~~~~~~~~~~ 

... 
r-'~ r-'~ ,,.., r-'~ 

__~__~__~____~__~__~~___ 
~11~~~~~+4~~~~~~~~~~~~~-+~~~~~~-

Figure 29 (track 1): A Ndau song performed by Carolina. which features call-and
response and drumming variations from the lead player (Mazuzc. 20(6). 

There may be more than one kind of a call in a song, and in some songs the 

call does not include variations from the leader. The responses and the playing 

from the rest of ensemble are often not varied melodically or rhythmically. In 

Figure 30, below, we have an example of musical transcription in which the 
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calJ varies and the response remains the same, and it also includes rhythmic 

drumming variations from the lead drummer. 

Ndau style by Carolina 

r.1~~~~~~~---r,lhe~__~~------------------'1 rl~---...-----------------' 

_-. ,.- ..... -;. _ - Ii·_ -_Go - •• - n:" ....". 

1c:.0600_~ I.......... 


.. _". .... III - ..... -iii· •. '" _ ri·_· _
Go- •• -re .. 

ICodoo_.... -

_ - d-_ - _.... ... .. • - - do- .. 

Fagan 30: The Ndau style performed by Carolina and her ensemble. It features call
and-response, an emphasis on triplet drumming and variations from the lead drummer 
with IItwmana drums (Mazuze, 2006). 

According to Candinha (2005b), the songs of this vast repertoire are the 

same from one location to another within the southern Mozambique region, 

but there are slight differences in terms of the rhythm and the way people play 

the drums, with some people changing the emphasis of the beat. I cannot 

verify this statement, because my field work was limited to one, fairly small 
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area of Maputo. I could not observe whether these similarities and differences 

are presen~ or document them. 

The Ndau and Nguni music rhythms I recorded coincide with those that 

Johnston transcribed. Johnston's transcriptions of Ndau songs have a triple 

druuuning rhythm while a foursquare rhythm is used for the Nguni songs, as is 

evident in Figures 31 and 32. 

Ndau style by Manuel 

.. .... II .·II·ca·" 

, , 


To·n c cIi·p·. '" ....... 4; ..... b·a; " ..... b·a; 


Figure 31 (track 3): A Ndau song performed by Manuel and his ensemble (Mazuze, 
2006) 
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Nguni style2 by Carolina 


,1---1 

• • JI WI • ~ ••• L- lie· lie ,... JI WI' ........... 1; • k 


Figure 32 (track 4): A Nguni song performed by Carolina and her ensemble (Mazuze, 2006) 

'The rhythm for the mahlonga songs are mostly duple and foursquare in 

four time rhythm. The mahlonga songs are mostly used for celebrations, and 

are not used to trigger or call the spirits. 

During the big ku pahla ceremonies that are perfonned only once or twice 

a year amongst traditional healers to invoke the names of the ancestors and the 

spirits, all styles of ritual music are performed to celebrate the moment. These 

celebrations may last for two to three days over weekends (Candinha, 2005b). 

'The repertoire features intense drumming and requires lots of energy from the 

performers of the Nguni song repertoire which Morais (2005b) refers to as the 

soldier's songs. The Nguni repertoire is often performed at the beginning of 

the celebration ceremony because its tempo is faster than the other styles of 

music requiring high level of energy for performance. 

TIle last songs to be performed are usually the Ndau songs, because they 

are slower than the Nguni songs (Morais, 2005b). 'The reason for this is 

because the participants are tired by the end of the celebrations and these songs 
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in slower tempos are suitable for tired performers at that time of the night or in 

the early hours of the morning (Morais, 2OOSb). 

5.13 The meaning and significance of music amongst the 
practitioners of svilcwembu 

According to all the traditional healers who were consulted, music plays an 

important role in the ritual of svikwembu. Music has to be performed to make 

the spirits aware of a particular worrying problem., and to call up their presence 

amongst the people. Traditional healers take silence to be a bad sign, 

suggesting the presence of bad company around them. Traditional healers may 

evoke the spirits through techniques other than music, but if the spirits are 

hiding and do not want to emerge, the only way to resolve this situation is 

through music (Morais, 2005b). 

Music triggers the manifestation of spirits. Music is a form of 

communication between spirits and human beings; and if the rhythm is strong, 

the presence of the spirits will be stronger (Morais. 200Sb). According to 

Morais, ''music is the only vehicle that can maintain the communication 

between the human being and the spirits". According to Candinha, ''97% of 

rituals have to have music" (Candinha, 2005a). 

During the training course, music making is the only activity that evokes 

the spirits and causes them to manifest in a particular client. A course of 

training cannot be concluded successfully without music (Morais. 200Sb; 

Candinha, 2005a). Different styles of ritual music are performed during the 

course of training to find out which style or particular song triggers a specific 

spirit. If the spirit belongs to a particular ethnic group, a specific song from 

this ethnic group has to be discovered in order to trigger the spirit. Given the 

vast repertoire of each ethnic group involved in svikwemhu and the Shangana 

Tsonga culture, it may take a tremendous, sustained effort to find that one 

song that evokes a particular spirit. 

"For the traditional healers to do a big work. of great responsibility the 

spirit's presence is needed. Music has the power to make the spirits present. 
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Svikwembu without music does not work" (Morais, 2005 a).50 Music is a means 

to honour and show respect to the spirits. Invoking the spirit's name, singing 

and playing the applOpriate rhythm and song(s) required by a specific spirit are 

also ways of pleasing them. Spirits may be evoked by different ceremonies 

and names and still not appear, they may be close, but not react. When this 

happens, music is needed. In the case of leu femba exorcism, it is only through 

music that the traditional healer can evoke her or his spirits in order to fight 

against the client's evil spirits (Morais, 2005b). 

In conclusion: my research consultants made it clear that music is an 

important means of communication between the practitioners of svikwembu 

and their spirits. Music making is the only activity that retains the presence of 

the spirits through praising showing respect, and pleasing them. The 

practitioners of svikwembu make great use of music to trigger the 

manifestation of spirits, and they use music as a means of thanking their 

forebears. 

so My translation. Para os medicos tradicioNJis fazerem 11m trabalho de grande 
responsabilidtJde a presePlfa dos esplritos , necessaria. Mdsica tem 0 poder de fazer os 
esp{ritos aparecer. Svikwembll sem mwica niio juncioNJ (Morais, 2005a). 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

In this final chapter I discuss the main findings of my study by drawing 

together the results from the previous chapters of this thesis. "It is important to 

show how results and conclusions relate to the literature and theory on this 

study" (Mouton, 2001: 124). 

A considerable number of ethnomusicologists have studied the subject of 

spirit possession and music. Although this comprehends two phenomena, that 

of music and of spirit possession under altered states of consciousness. It is of 

interest to many scholars to study the phenomenon in different cults, as 

different cults have the use of musical performance in spirit possession rites in 

common. Music plays a crucial role in trance spirit possession rituals. 

'The main focus of this thesis is music and trance. I have previously 

discussed trance as an altered state of consciousness, but Rouget (1985) 

prefers to distinguish between two major types of altered states of 

consciousness, namely trance and ecstasy. Applying this distinction, for 

svilcwembu one would study trance rather than ecstasy because trance is an 

altered state of consciousness obtained by means of noise, music, agitation, 

and in the presence of the others, unlike ecstasy, which is achieved in silence 

and solitude and not in the company of the others. Trance is presented in a 

variety of forms, but I consider only two that are relevant to this study: 

shamanism and possession. Both forms of trance are encountered in 

svilcwembu ritual practices, and it is necessary to differentiate between them. 

Based on Honwana's definition (2002:52), shamanism is marked by the 

absence of the medium's soul, which leaves his body to encounter the spirits, 

while the communication operates in the opposite direction in possession, with 

the spirits taking over the medium's soul by possessing the body to 

communicate and speak through the possessed person. 
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6.1lfusic In relation to shamanism and possession 
trances in svilcwembu 

During the practice of sbamanic trance in sviJcwembu, specifically in divination 

(which is regarded as a secret rite), music is regarded as important but is 

performed very quietly, with singing and handclapping but without drums. In 

svikwembu spirit possession ritual practices, on the other hand, music is 

performed by a full ensemble with an emphasis on loudness, because it is not 

regarded as a secret rite. 

6.2 The role of music In different phases of svlkwembu 

It is important to note that there is no association at all with music when 

someone first begins to experience unexpected manifestations of spirit 

possession. This is because the spirits are making the individual and his or her 

family members aware of the svikwembu phenomenon, and are not awaiting a 

performance. 

During the second phase, the training course, music plays an extremely 

important role and it is used intensively. Different styles of music are 

performed to identify the spirit that possesses a particular individual. 

Possession is said to be caused by foreign spirits, either Ndau or Nguni (Zulu). 

Both the Ndau and Nguni repertoires are vast and only a specific song from 

these repertoires win serve to identify the spirit that possesses a particular 

individual. In these different repertoires, the rhythms and scales of the Nguni 

are distinct from those of the Ndau. During the two or more years of the 

training period, music is performed three times a day, in the morning, 

afternoon and the evening. 

In the third phase, which is characterised by different forms of practices, 

including divinatory ceremonies and exorcism, music plays an extremely 

important role and is used to invoke the ancestors as a form of thanking them, 

and to celebrate important moments like the big leu pahla ceremony. 
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6.3 The musical instruments used In the performance of 
svllcwembu 

The svikwembu musical performances employ three major percussion 

instruments as such instruments are believed to be among the major causes for 

triggering trance, namely the ngoma, gocha and ntxomana. Ngoma and gocha 

music is always performed in all the styles of the svikwembu musical 

repertoire, and these are considered to be the most important instruments 

because of their intensity and volume. The ntxomana are mostly played in the 

Ndau musical repertoire, rather than for other rhythms. 

However, other musical instruments are also involved in the practices of 

svikwembu, for instance the xitende. Such other musical instruments are only 

used to satisfy the demands of the spirits. As Morais explained, xitende is just 

used to please one of his ancestors who used to be a musician while alive. He 

just plays xitende to please his ancestor spirit. This and other musical 

instruments besides the percussive instruments indicated above are not capable 

of triggering trance in svikwembu. Whistles are also part of the musical 

instruments of the svikwembu musical performance, but I have witnessed its 

performance only once in the introduction to a Nguni song and once again 

during the course of the same song. 

6.4 Musical elements in svikwembu 

The ritual music of svikwembu can be vocal, instrumental or both. I consider 

instrumental music, music which is perfonned during the secret rites where 

handclapping is the only musical element used to invoke the spirits. In the 

same secret rites, sometimes soft singing can be the only musical element used 

to communicate with the spirits which I consider vocal. The combination of 

both vocal and instrumental music is perfonned during course of training and 

leu pahla where there is emphasis on loud singing and drumming. 

Specific rhythms of the svikwembu repertoire are essential for triggering 

the different types of spirits; in order to exorcize a Ndau spirit, triple meter 

drumming is needed, while to exorcise a Nguni spirit, foursquare rhythm is 
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needed. Tbe use of these rhythmic figures coincides with Johnstoo's (1972) 

findings on the moncomane exorcism of the Sbangana Tsonga people. 

Tbe dynamics are always related to the tempo and intensity of the songs. I 

discussed this in Chapter Three, where I coocluded that the faster the tempo, 

the higher the pitch and the louder the intensity of the musical performance is. 

The higher the pitch, the louder the volume, and the greater the intensity of the 

musical performance will be. At the beginning of the svi1cwembu ceremonies, 

the songs slowly increase in tempo and become correspondingly louder until 

the spirit appears. At that stage. is important to maintain the intensity of the 

songs in order to maintain the spirit's presence. The third and last moment is 

when the spirit leaves and the songs gradually become slower and 

consequently softer. In general, the Nguni repertoire is faster and more intense 

than the Ndau songs. 

The Ndau melodies are based on a heptatonic scale and Nguni melodies 

are based on pentatonic scales. Rouget (1985:93) argues that this may be due 

to the fact that Ndau music is heptatonic and Nguni music comprises melodies 

on pentatonic scales. 

6.5 The musical performers of svikwembu 

The svikwembu musicians always are the traditional healers and their family 

members or friends. The traditional healer is always the main singer and 

instrumentalist. When the svi1cwembu musician plays the accompaniment to 

songs, there are noticeable variations in the drumming patterns within the 

songs' basic rhythmic structures. Tbe accompaniment varies each time a song 

is performed. The traditional healer, as the lead musician, initiates the musical 

variation or improvisation. I clearly see this as a fonn of improvisation 

because the patterns differ from the previous performance whenever the same 

song is performed again. 

6.6 Music snd Its relation with the practitioners of 
svlkwembu 

Music carries significant meaning in svikwembu, and performers regard it as 

playing a very important role in svikwembu. Whether it is perfonned to invoke, 
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exorcise, for training, to please or to thank the spirits or ancestors, music is 

always a primary constituent of the ritual practices of svikwembu. 

6.7 Results and conclusions that relate to the literature 
review 
A number of conclusions from this research relate to similar studies by other 

scholars who have investigated the same subject. For instance, even though 

drums are the main instruments that are used for triggering trance in 

svilcwembu, I am of the opinion (and in agreement with Rouget 1985) that 

drums are not the factor par excellence for triggering trance. I reached this 

conclusion when looking at the spirit possession ritual of the bira (Berliner, 

1978) of Zimbabwe where the mbira is the main instrument for triggering 

trance. A variety of instruments can be used, contrary to the commonly 

accepted idea that drums provide the major stimulus for possession. 

A further point of coincidence between my fmdings and those recorded in 

the literature bas to do with the issue of gender in spirit possession; where it is 

widely believed that women are predominantly afflicted by spirit possession 

(Slrultan, 1987:57). 

Rouget's (1985:325) conc1usion about the ro1e of music during a spirit 

possession ceremony coincides with the explanation that my research 

consultants gave, according to which, firstly at the level of the ceremony, 

music creates a specific emotional climate for the medium, and, secondly, 

music leads the medium towards identification of the spirit possessing him or 

her, while, thirdly, music provides the medium with the means to identify the 

spirit possessing him or her. 

6.8 Anomalies and deviations in the data 

Regarding the musical repertoire of svi1cwembu I can not conclude that it is the 

same throughout the whole of southern Mozambique, because my fie1d work. 

research only focused on three semi urban areas of Maputo city. It is important 

to note that in the course of field work I did not attend a spirit possession 

ceremony. I re1y on conversations and demonstrations. Thus there is a 

considerab1e gap in my description of sviJcwembu. I am of the opinion that, had 

I had the opportunity to attend a spirit possession ceremony, I would have had 
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far more detailed data than my research consultants were able to impart. 

Another gap in this research relates to the musical performance for invoking 

Monbe spirits. I could not record these musical performances because of the 

limited time available to me in the field. I hope to test my present findings and 

to take this research further in a future project dealing with the spirit 

possession music of the Shangana Tsonga people. 

6.9 Value of the study 

In researching this subject I intended to fill a gap in our knowledge of one of 

the most widespread active ritual practices of southern Mozambique. As I have 

explained previously, Honwana (2002), Johnston (1972) and Junod (1913) 

have made remarkable contributions to the description and theory of 

svikwembu. My aim is to make a further contribution in this field of music, 

trance and spirit possession among the Shangana Tsonga of southern 

Mozambique, and to say that the use of musical performance is extremely 

important to establish the communication between the practitioners of. 

svikwembu and ancestors or spirits. 

''Without music svikwembu does not work" (Morais, 2005b). 
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Glossary 

Adept - a term used by Rouget (1985), referring to a possessed person or 

medium. 

B'ava - a senior instructor, well experienced and responsible for the 

svikwembu training course (Xichangana). 

Batuques - drums or percussion, a common term used in Maputo, 

Mozambique to indicate any drum or percussion of any kind Batuque 

derives from the word batucada, which means to play the drums. 

(portuguese, plural; singural. batuque). 

Hombahomba - a term to indicate Shona diviner practitioners. 

Khunhantsela Ichava lwmJcwenhava - a ceremony during the training course 

(leu thwasa). It is held at the trainees's (mathwasana) house, with the 

purpose of fetching the spirits left bebind (Xichangana). 

Ku pahla - a ceremony to thank, please, and communicate with the ancestor 

spirits (Xichangana). 

Ku thwasa - the training course for traditional healers. I also use the term leu 

tchailiwa as an alternative substitute leu thwasa (Xicbangana). 

Ku xaela - '"playing the drums and singing to awaken the spirits and make 

them 'come' out and talk" (Honwana, 1996:252) (Xicbangana). 

Mahlonga - an indigenous Tsonga spirit. This term can also be substituted by 

the word tinguluve (Xichangana). 

Mancomane - according to Johnston (1972:292) the name of exorcism 

amongst the Shangana Tsonga people; he says this name derives from the 

frame drum called mancomane (Xicbangana). 

Mandhlozi - a four-square rhythm used in mancornane exorcism to expel 

Nguni Zulu spirits (Xicbangana). 

Matwhasana - trainees undertaking leu thwasa (the training course) 

(Xichangana plural; singular: mathwasa) 

Mihea - an alternative term for the gocha in Niassa province in northern 

Mozambique. 

Mukotcho - an alternative term for the gocha in ZamMzia province in northern 

Mozambique. 
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N'anga - a term to indicate a traditional healer in the bira ritual of Zimbabwe. 

Ngoma - this term bas a wide semantic range of use with many meanings 

beside drum. For instance, the word sangoma (Nguni traditional healer in 

South Africa) derives from the word ngoma, indicating a name of a ritual. 

In svikwembu ritual practice, ngoma also indicates a but, a traditional 

healer's hut. Among Bantu-spealcing peoples, the term ngoma bas different 

meanings and usages (Xicbangana, singular; plural: tingoma). 

NIcotcho - an alternative name of the gocha in Tete province in northern 

Mozambique. 

Nyamussoro - a polyvalent traditional healer hosting three or four different 

types of spirits from different clans: Tsonga, Ndau, Nguni and, sometimes, 

Moohe of Muslim origin (Xichangana). 

Nyanga - a type of traditional healer who deals with herbal remedies. This 

term is also colloquially used to indicate any traditional healer in southern 

Mozambique, specifically in Maputo province (Xichangana, singular, 

plural: tinyanga). 

Nyangarhume - a type of traditional healer who hosts Tsonga spirits 

(tinguluve) and practices divination and healing (Xichangana). 

Nzela - an a1ternative term for the gocha in Inhambaoe province in southern 

Mozambique. 

Oficciant - a term used by Rouget (1985) to indicate those individuals who are 

well experienced in spirit possession states. 

Selcere - an alternative term for the gocha in ZamMzia province in northern 

Mozambique. 

Tinkhosis - the Tsonga spirits regarded as leaders (Xicbangana). 

Tinlhoko - the word means "a bead" and indicates a slave or a recent captive 

during the Gaza Kingdom (Xichangana). 

Tinyanga - plural form of nyanga (Xicbangana). 

Umobuyisa khaya - celebrations held at the traditional bealer's (b'ava) house 

as a form of farewell celebration (Xicbangana). 

Vandau - plural form ofNdau 

Vanguni - plural form ofNguni. 

Vovos - grandparents (portuguese) 

Xingomana - an alternative plural of ngoma (Xichangana). 
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