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"Nyatiti is my people": Music and the Reconstitution of Culture among the Luo of Western Kenya

Introduction

In a small rural village of the Luo community near Lake Victoria in
Kenya, there is a small gathering occurring under, the shade of some trees.
There is a man singing and plucking a lyre, while the others, old and young,
male and female, watch, listen, sing with him, and dance. His songs are
repetitive and melodic. He sings about the virtue of particular people who
have benefitted him or his peers. His performance is interspersed with
ramblings and goings-on of various participants about their own virtue or the
r

virtue of their relatives. The group is focused on the music, actively taking
part in the creation and enjoyment of it. At times the music seems to reach a
peak of excitement, evoking high-pitched screams from the women.
Gradually, the event becomes more and more exciting for the people
involved: more are singing, dancing, and reciting praise for all to hear.
While each takes part in the gathering to a different capacity, they are all
focused in their participation.

In a baseball stadium in Cleveland a multitude of people attends a
game between the Minnesota Twins and the Cleveland Indians. The
overwhelming majority of the people in the stadium are fans of the
Clevela;nd Indians. They are present to watch their favorite team play and,
they hope, win. The score is two to one, with the Twins leading. The Indians
are at bat with the bases loaded and two outs. As one of Cleveland's players
comes up to bat, a short and loud burst of music comes over the PA system:
the ever familiar bugal call that has the obligitory response of "charge!" This
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burst of sound excites the crowd, encourages their response, and draws their
undivided attention to the man at bat.

Although these two scenarios are in many ways different, there are
characteristics common to both. Most basically, in both situations music is
created. In the former scenario the music is produced directly by the
participants; in the latter the music is created by an electronic sound
production device, but it is also created by a participant who triggers the
device (the sound is not heard until that person triggers it). In both
situations, the music is created for a specific purpose: in the first, the music is

I
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made to entertain the participants and to inspire them to become engaged in
the situation at hand. The situation at hand, in its most basic sense, is a social
gathering that promotes community. In the second scenario, the purpose of
the music is also to entertain the participants and to inspire them to engage in
the present situation, namely, that there is one of the home team at bat, the
team is down and they want to score, and there is a need for encouragment of
the home team. How successful the music is in fullfilling the purposes in
either scenario is hard to measure. What I am concerned with here is that
music is created to enact a result.
In this study, I want to address the question "what is happening here?"
The answers may seem obvious: "music makes people excited" or "you need
to play some music to get people going." It is obvious that music can inspire a
reaction in people that nothing else can, and, for this reason, it has a special
place in the daily goings-on of human life.
The reason music has this "special place" in human life is that it
reconstitutes culture and enacts social identity, and it does so in a way that has
a unique power to affect. It is for this reason that we find music penetrating
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so many areas of our lives. It is for this reason that there are many human
activities that simply would not happen without the presence of music.
The above contention, which is the premise for this thesis, is an obvious
one. It may be obvious to the Luo that their gathering just wouldn't be a
gathering without the lyre; it may be an obvious idea to baseball fans that a
baseball game wouldn't be quite the same without all the rallying music. By
the same token, it is obvious to Christians that church wouldn't be church
without the hymns. The point of this study is to illustrate exactly how and
why, to take the last example, hymns make church what it is.
I want to probe more deeply into the fact that people get excited about
music and that music is necessary, or at least desirable in certain
circumstances to create a needed effect. The main questions I will address in
this inquiry are:
-What is music? What is the lyre player creating? What is a singer
r

creating? What is the trumpet sound we hear at the baseball stadium?
-What is participation in music?

What are people doing when they

become engaged in the music, whether as lyre-players, the audience of the
lyre, baseball fans, or baseball players?
-Why is music important? Why is lyre music necessary at a Luo social
gathering? Why is it important to create a "charge" signal when the bases are
loaded?
-How do people interpret music? What goes on in the Luos' heads when
they hear or play the lyre, and what goes on in Indians fans when they hear
that trumpet signal?
-Lastly, but most importantly for this thesis, how, processually, does
participation in and interpretation of music reconstitute culture and social
identity?
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In anwering these questions I will set the groundwork for examining a
variety of different musical situations that illustrate the point that music is an
essential force in the creation of culture and identity, operating in a distinct
manner with a unique potential to engender feeling and meaning. By looking
into the meaning produced by pertinent musical experiences we can gain a
valuable insight into what currents are running through the life of a
particular society at a given time.
Music pops up everywhere; it is in cars and elevators; on the streets, in
the churches and the bars, at the baseball stadium, in people's thoughts, on
the tips of their togues, and in their voices. Sometimes music is present to
fulfill a specific function; sometimes it is present simply because it is to be
enjoyed. Whatever the reason, music always carries weight: it is meant to
create an impression upon those who hear it.

r

l

What I find most interesting about music is that, while it may be
utilized to perform a specific social function, it is at the same time to be
enjoyed by at least some of the people involved. So, while music is
functioning to fulfill a role, say to foster solidarity within a group, it is
fulfilling this role precisely because the people taking part enjoy it.
Music has a unique place in culture. Musical experience is a social
activity that evokes feelings in its participants, feelings that cannot be evoked
by any other means. Although these feelings may be reinforced by other
experiences, the musical experience has a special weight to it, a unique
intensity that enables people to conceive meaning through hearing sounds.
In many of the activities that pervade human life and culture, such as
work, social gatherings, religion, ceremonies, and even conflict, music is
present, acting as a dynamic purveyor of meaning and feeling within the
scope of time.
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In this thesis I contend that experiencing music is a fundamental
activity in the realization of cultural identity. Music reinforces cultural
identity by enacting significant forms and practices that embody meaning,
meaning particular to the identity of a culture. When people hear music that
is significant in their culture it excites certain feelings in them which
reinforce and regenerate their identity with that culture. Participation in
music is a condition that evokes a vivid impression in the participant like no
other activity in social life. Functionally, this impression may reinforce
r-

I

themes impressed on actors in other ways; however, the way the impression
is made and the way it is experienced is different in music. To take the
baseball example, you can rally an audience around the home team with
visual signals, such as a sign reading "go team," but it is the music that acts to
really draw people's attention and inspire them.
The musical event is a unique expression of culture in the form of
sound. The practices and sounds of a musical activity can be placed within
the framework of the culture that it is rooted in; at the same time, however,
the culture itself can be placed within the framework of the musical practice.
While music is always happening within the context of culture, culture is
happening within the context of the music.
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Approaching music from an anthropological perspective

"The musical event, from collective dances to the act of putting a cassette or
CD into a machine, evokes and organises collective memories and present
experiences of place with an intensity, power and simplicity unmatched by
any other social activity."
-Martin Stokes, in Ethnicity, Identity, and Music

The reason that music's effect is "unmatched" is because music instills
feelings in its participants that no other social activity can. Here I want to
examine the ways people interpret and thus feel music, how this process of
feeling is related to their culture, or "collective memories and present
experiences," what makes this process unique throughout the realms of social
activity, and how the activity of participating in music enacts culture and
identity in a potent, indispensable way. Music is a catalyst for cultural
generation; I will discuss how this catalysis works and what the results are.

In looking at musical activity in social life, it is important to clarify the
context in which music is to be considered. In much anthropological
literature, an event involving music, such as a ritual or religious gathering, is
often conceptualized as an event that is part of a larger context, such as ritual
sacrifice, ritual entrancement, or prayer. The music that is involved in this
"context" is often subordinated as an incidental aspect of the macrocosm of
experience.
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Even in cases where scholars have actually delved into the processual
aspects of participants, such as Small's work on western "art" music, many
times the participants' experience of the music itself is downplayed, mainly
in reaction to the fact that music has been handled so strictly in a contentoriented way by musicologists in the past:
"We can, as most of the audience do, content ourselves with the
surface experience, contemplating the beauty of the music and
the seemingly miraculous communication of one individual to
another through the medium of organized sound ... But it is the
second, the ritual level, generally unperceived or ignored since it
is so close to us, that is the really interesting and important
aspect of a concert." (Small 1987:8)
These approaches do get at the theme of the event, but often they ignore a
great deal in terms of what is happening in the musical experience in order to
better understand the social experience. They ignore why and how people
interpret something as "beautiful," how this is interrelated with the "ritual
level" of the event, and how the enactment of the culture of the actors
involved is made possible by music.
In the context of an elaborate ritual or simply a private listening to a
recording, a musical experience is a microcosm in and of itself operating in
unique ways that are often ignored in the anthropological description of
human activity. The musical experience itself creates a context for other
r

things to happen. Martin Stokes states that ".. .it is important that music and
dance in these kinds of rituals are not just seen as static symbolic objects
which have to be understood in a context, but are themselves a patterned
context within which other things happen" (Stokes 1994:5). This can be
illustrated in the context of the nyatiti musical tradition of the Luo
mentioned above, which I will examine in more detail below. In a musical
event, such as a beer party featuring nyatiti and pakruok (praise), the music is
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not simply a static element.serving as an entertaining backdrop to the
realization of culture. It is integral to the situation. Pakruok could
conceiveably occur without music, but the shared experience of the music
brings an added potency to the situation, an intensity, an excitement that acts
as a catalyst for the overall experience. How exactly this potency acts as a
catalyst, or generative force for culture, is the issue I wish to explore in this
discussion. Music is not an incidental element of culture. Rather, it is
reconstitutive. It is a product of culture while at the same time it is a
producer of culture.

Defining music, participation in music, and importance of music in
culture

One seemingly simple question that needs to be addressed to frame this
discussion is "What is music?" or "What is making music?" Although this
can be seen as a quite a broad question, for my purposes here I will suggest a
working definition of the term "music." In contemporary ethnomusicological writing, music is often defined as "humanly organized sound,"
or something to that effect. I suggest that music-making is an attempt at
creation or manipulation of sound by people to conform to a desired aesthetic
medium, with the desire to create a sound with some feeling of coherence.
That is, when people are creating and manipulating this sound, generally
they want it to sound a certain way and to engender a certain feeling. What is
the difference, then, between two activities of sound manipulation, such as
knocking on the door and playing a violin? Like violin music, knocking on
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the door is human creation and manipulation of sound, with some sort of
coherence involved (by knocking on the door, one wants to signify a coherent
message). Knocking on the door, like beating on pans to scare away animals,
is usually not created with intent of conforming to a desired aesthetic form.
The difference can be illustrated by comparing a simple non-descript knock
on the door to a knock that has the rhythm of "shave and a haircut, two bits."
r

The latter is created with intent to engender a feeling as well as to communicate the information "may I come in?" Both are functional, but the former is
more randomly structured, while the latter has a sense of coherence
conforming to a certain mode of thinking and feeling about sound.
Comparing music to speech is another way to illustrate the basic nature

r-

of the musical event. If we take a definition of language from correlative

l

linguistics, we have language as "a set of rules enabling speakers to translate
information from the outside world into sound" (Gumperz and Hymes
1972:14). This is a very simple definition, and it may also be said that speech
may be used to communicate emotional states in addition to strict referential

r

meaning. Besides simply relaying raw information, speech can produce a
feeling that can be interpreted by others, such as in speaking in a tone of voice
to signify a feeling, or producing nondescript sounds such as groans. For
example, when someone says "ouch," it signifies the information "I am in
pain," and it also engenders the feeling of their pain. In one speech act,
linguistic communication (words and phrases signifying meaning) is coupled
with paralinguistic communication (signification of an emotional state).
The musica! form, in its basic mode as sound and not necessarily as

r

speech/ music, is different because it is concerned with engendering a feeling
in a prescribed format. In speech, feeling is fused with the conveyance of
information. In music, it is feeling alone that is content to be communicated.
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It may be argued that some music communicates explicit information, such as
a fanfare at a horse race signifying the beginning of a race, or a bugle call at a
baseball game to rally the crowd around the team. However, it is the fact that
this sound of the fanfare engenders a feeling that enables the information to
be communicated. Meaning is embodied in the feeling that is initially
inspired by the music. In music containing speech, the meaning derived
from the speech, while potentially linked to the meaning inherent in the
music, transcends the meaning inspired by the music. While the
interpretation of both is linked, they each create different impressions.

I
r

Another phrase that I will attempt to define is participation in music.
"Participation," as used in this discussion, refers to the act of being involved
with an experience of music, or humanly organized sound. This phrase
could signify the act of creating music (either in an outward form or within,
simply by thinking about music), the act of listening to music (whether it be
live music or music in a mediated form), and any other form of activity
related to a musical experience, such as dancing, meditating, etc. One may
question the notion of how listening to a record (mediated music) can be
thought of as participating in music. Central to the idea of participation is
that there is music in any form that is being experienced. So you don't have
to sing, dance, or play a musical instrument to participate in a musical
experience. A participant can simply hear the music in any way.

Why is music important? For one reason, music is peculiar in the
range of human activity because its rol~ in the lives of people is not as clearcut as activities such as acquiring food and maintaining shelter. Although it
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can be likened to other "arts," such as visual arts and literary arts, it has its
own medium and a particular result: it evokes unique types of feelings and
responses, and it also performs special roles within the continuity of culture,
r

with which it intersects and of which it is a part. All of these peculiar aspects
of the activity of music are coupled with particularly intense, unique feelings
on the part of the listener. By exploring how this works, we can understand

,--

better a unique pattern of human behavior.
By interpreting culture through a reading of various "texts," as Geertz
refers to them, we can understand the themes upon which culture is based.
In the case of this study, the particular text is music. A cultural text such as
music is read emically through experience. From an etic, anthropological
standpoint, a cultural text is read through observation and interpretation of
what happens in the emic experience, when the subjects realize their own
subjectivity. In his discussion of Balinese cockfights as a cultural text, Geertz
states that "attending cockfights and participating in them, is, for the
Balinese, a kind of sentimental education. What he learns there is what his
culture's ethos and his private sensibility (or, anyway, certain aspects of them)
look like when spelled out externally" (Geertz 1973:449) So a Balinese
participating in a cockfight and a Luo engaging in nyatiti music are
experiencing their own subjectivity regenerated in a particular text or form.
This statement relates to the premise in this paper that music should not be
considered as simply linked to a part of culture. It is a dynamic activity, an
actively developing text, that creates culture, and creates it in an important
way matched by no other activity.
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The process of interpretion of music

In understanding how music acts as a potent social activity enacting
r-

identity, it is important first to understand the process of how humans
interpret the organized sound we refer to as music, or "how they read the
text." Here I will discuss a theory of musical interpretation elaborated by
Steven Feld in his essay "Communication, Music, and Speech about Music"
(in Feld and Keil 1994). In this work Feld proposes models for understanding
the process of becoming "engaged" in a musical event. He uses the word
"engaged" to mean "socially interpreted as meaningfully structured,
produced, performed, and displayed by historically situated actors" (Feld and
Keil 1994:77). Although it seems that Feld is trying to signify a broad range of
activities with one word, it is a useful term to describe what happens when
people hear music. A purpose of this study is to look deeper into what
actually engaging in music is. When someone becomes engaged in music,
when that person is participating, there is a variety of things happening
simultaneously that culminate in the resulting experience that the subject
has, and that can lead to the realization and enactment of cultural identity.
In a broader sense of human activity, music can be considered as a form
of communication. Feld states that "communication is the process of
intersection whereby objects and events are, through the work of social actors,
rendered meaningful or not" and that communication is "an ongoing
engagement in a process of interpreting symbolic forms which makes it
possible to imagine meaningful activity as subjectively experienced by other

I
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social actors" (Feld and Keil 1994:78-79). So the process of communication is
relational; there is the intersection that occurs between the objects/ events
and the actors; there is the relationship of the experience of one actor to what
that actor believes to be the subjectivity of other actors involved. Actors do
not simply take meaning from the objects and events; rather, they relate to
what and who is involved. When communication is happening, the actors
involved share a sense of reality. The idea of a shared sense of reality is very
important to the experience of music, especially that which has an explicit
r

role in inspiring socialization.
Before I elaborate further on Feld's model of musical interpretation, an
important note must be made on the "sense of reality" mentioned above.
This sense of reality materializes on the scale of time. Feld describes the
musical impression made on a participant as an "instantaneous, momentary

r

dialectical impression, which is unraveled and developed, or fixed and held,
through listening time" (Feld and Keil 1994:89) The dialectical character of
the musical experience is that actors are simultaneously experiencing the
musical aspect and the extramusical aspect of the event. There are two things
going on in a musical experience; on the surface level, sound is produced and
heard, movements are made, gestures are made; on the inside, people are
feeling the flux of the music and the event, and it invokes feelings particular
to each person involved.
Alfred Schutz makes an interesting comment on the concept of
temporality in music experience in "Making Music Together" (Schutz 1977).
He talks about the concept of "inner time," or "duree." Looked at externally,
from an objective point of view, music happens within a tangible scale of
time, or amount of time. However, from the participants' point of view,
there is a different sense of time at work. The inner time, as Schutz calls it, is
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the scale on which music meaningfully occurs in the experience of the
listener. This is the scale of time in which the actor interprets the content of
the experience, in which the actor reads the text. For the participant, the
music evokes feelings, evokes a particular experience. So, while on the outer
time scale a piece may last for three minutes in the experience of the listener,
many times listeners will feel a different sense of time, independent of the
outwardly measureable temporal dimension. It is within this inner time and
through this flux that the power of music is felt by a participant. It is within
this dimension that a performing musician fuses a musical idea with the
ability to transform the idea into sound. The outcome of this transformation
determines what the music will sound like on the outs1de, whether it will be
,--.

good, bad, pretty, ugly, right, wrong, and so on.
Since the experience of present time events as well as reference to past
experience is important to the actor's interpretation, the actor is experiencing
more than just the creation of sound. The actor is experiencing all of the
connotations that the musical event itself creates, as well as the connotations
that past experiences bear on what the actor is presently engaged in. This
dialectical impression creates a sense of a vivid present, or a vivid reality.
Getting into this sense of vitality is important in understanding the unique
character of a musical event. The experience of music within the inner time
of the participant is vividly present, present in the sense that the experience is
happening right at that moment. However, within the sense of inner time of
the participant, there is another sense of vividness present, a vividness of the
feelings that the music inspires. The feelings associated with the music
materialize simultaneously with the very sounds that inspire the feelings.
The special vitality of the inner time experience in music can be
illustrated by comparing it to other activities of expressive culture, such as the
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visual arts. In the visual arts, feeling and meaning are also engendered in the
participant, but on a different plane. The painting is created on a temporal
scale as music is, but it reaches a point where it exists in and of itself in a static
manner. When it is being interpreted, its content is static. The content of

r

music, on the other hand, is experienced on the plane of time. A musical
experience involves experiencing all the subtleties and characteristics of the
piece in time, as they are happening. A painting is different: although we
observe visual art in time, and notice different subtleties, it is different from

,....,

music because all of the subleties are there together at the same time, as a

r

unified entity in time. Music, especially improvised music, stretches its
content across the scale of time. Improvised music has the high potential of
participatory discrepancies, which give the music a heavily dynamic,
"present-tense flavor." As the "flavor" of the music is created, we
simultaneously hear its creation and interpret its meaning within the realm
of inner time.
The vivid, shared sense of reality of the participants is also enhanced by
the fact that they are participating in the process of creation together. Schutz
states that "the participants are sharing not only a section of time but also a
sector of space" (Schutz 1977:117) That is, a musical event involves face-toface interaction between the participants, which, on the surface, happens
within outer time. This relationship between the actors adds to the vitality of
the experience, especially in cases where music acts as a catalyst for social
groups to realize their identity. The actors are not only reading into the
sounds which are being produced, but they are also reading into how others
around them are experiencing the event. Schutz states that "the social
relationship between performer and listener is founded upon the common
experience of living simultaneously in several dimensions of time" (Schutz
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1977:116). These dimensions are framed by the experience of the actors
involved. Music invokes interpretation based on experience. Therefore,
when people are participating in a musical event several dimensions of
experience are enacted and sensed within a shared reality, made real by the
music itself. When people are linked together in experience by music, they
are collectively listening to the music and interpreting it, and in the process
living through a vivid present time in common-something that Schutz
calls "the mutual tuning in experience."

It is important to note that mediation of music changes the musical
situation within space. The performers themselves are no longer sharing
common space simultaneously with the other participants (the audience).
However, even with recorded music, the flux of the event is still there, and
the listeners do interpret the music in a sense of inner time--the shared flux
r

of experience still happens, except that the people who create the music are
not there. A recording is like a crystalization of time--the flux of a particular
piece of music is caught on tape, and it can be reproduced and experienced at
any time. So even though the listeners cannot see and react to the
performers' immediate presence, they can hear what is going on, and they

,--

make interpretations based on the "flux" they experience, which is created
from what they hear from the other dimensions of time represented on the
recording. The sense of reality of the performers is represented on the
recording, and listeners can share this sense when they hear the sounds
created on the recording.
What is happening processually, in the subjective experience of the
actors when they are hearing music, when they are feeling the flux of the
music, or when they are experiencing "inner time"? Feld discusses a model

r

to help understand how music is interpreted by participants. He discusses the
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idea of various "interpretive moves." He contends that when participants
hear music, they understand symbols and meaning through "various forms
of typification" or moves they consciously and unconsciously make to
interpret what is going on.
Feld states that when we begin to listen to music "we begin to 'lock in'
and 'shift' our attention, so that sounds momentarily yet fluidly polarize
toward structural or historical associations in our minds" (Feld and Keil
1994:85) The "structural or historical associations" are the extramusical
objects evoked in the musical experience. Music is a momentary experience
that is contantly developing over time. As these momentary experiences
happen we are constantly working them into the relevant previous

r

experiences we have had to make sense of how they feel, to interpret them.
When a baseball fan hears the bugle call, he/she makes an association with
past experience and at the same time integrates that into the thought process
of the present experience.
In the process of contextualizing the music in the field of their
subjectivity, people make "moves" to interpret the event in certain ways.
These "interpretive moves," as Feld calls them, can be classified into five
categories: locational, categorical, associational, reflective, and evaluative.
Feld does not assert that these interpretive moves occur in any type of

,--

sequence, but rather that they occur spontaneuously and simultaneaously in
the listeners' interpretation of the music. Locational moves place the object
one is hearing within a sense of something that person is familiar with or
something unfamiliar; categorical moves relate the music to classes or specific
sets of objects; associational moves relate the item to "particular visual,
musical, or verbal imagery"; reflective moves relate the music to social
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conditions, attitudes, and personal experiences; evaluative moves are the
immediate judgments of value that people make on music.
These interpretive moves develop the participants' impression of the
music by creating a frame, setting certain boundaries to how the participant
reacts to the music.

r

Feld states that:
interpretive moves act roughly like a series of social processing
conventions, locating, categorizing, associating, reflecting on,
and evaluating the work through various aspects of experience.
Such conventions do not fix a singular meaning; instead they
focus some boundaries of fluid shifts in our attentional patterns
as we foreground and background experience and knowledge in
relation to the ongoing perception of a sound object or event.
Meaning then is momentarily changeable and emergent, in flux
as our interpretive moves are unraveled and crystallized.
(Feld and Keil 1994:88)
While meaning is emergent, in flux, the event can produce a tangible
impression on the listeners. They may be affected deeply or they may not be
affected at all. The possible variability of the music object as well as the
variability of the overall characteristics of the musical event provide an
endless range within which we can interpret and feel music. However, there
is a limited range within our social processing conventions, and a certain
musical experience will have an effect on the participant determined by these
conventions. The effect is manifest in the overall reaction of the participant.
Regardless of a music's relevance to a particular listener, the music will
have a presence which a listener will interpret. If someone from Kenya has
never heard experimental electronic music from America, it may not be a
particularly meaningful experience for that person, but the Kenyan will
interpret the music, or make the moves to interpret it. Feld states that "... each
experience in listening necessarily connotes prior, contemporary, and future
listenings. Engagement reproduces one's sense of meaningful pattern and
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experience" (Feld and Keil 1994:83). When a Luo man hears nyatiti music his
"interpretive moves" are set into motion: he locates, categorizes, associates,
reflects on, and evaluates the music within the field of his subjectivity as a
Luo. This experience of the music enacts a sense of identity with his culture, a
sense of naturalness running through himself and the music. When he
hears American experimental electronic music, it also sets these
interpretations into motion, the difference being that he may not feel this
naturalness, but rather an exotic strangeness. Feld states that:
r-

In responding to objects and events that are either familiar or
exotic, both those to which we are frequently exposed and
anonymous abstractions, we take some things for granted, as
transparent, requiring no action or verification beyond their
physical presence or existence. Other things invite engagement
and choice; we make choices that extend typifications and, in so
doing engage an object or event to take it in knowingly.
(Feld and Keil 1994:79)
The interpretive process in a person's musical experience will determine if
,--

something is familiar or exotic. The resulting action from this feeling of
familiarity or exoticness is determined by the actor and the particular circumstance under which the actor's experience is framed. In the context of
this paper, I am examining what happens when the feeling of familiarity is
present, and how this feeling, which comes from music, is a reconstitutive

r

force in culture.

19

"Nyatiti is my people": Music and the Reconstitution of Culture among the Luo of Western Kenya

The power of music to reconstitute culture

r

In a situation where music is an active element, there is an
interrelationship between the music being created and the actors, and among
the actors themselves. These relationships, rooted in culture and collective
,......

experience, are dynamic; they are brought to fruition by the music that is
created and the degree to which their interpretation inspires the participants
or reinforces their subjectivity through an experience of music. This

r

relationship is dynamic because music itself is created in a temporal
dimension. The material that is interpreted by the actors is both created and
felt in a simultaneous instant. From one moment to the next, the
relationship between the music and the actor in the music is developing
through time. The relationship is a development of the intersection of the
actor's knowledge of music and the music itself. It is within this temporally
framed experience that the music makes its impression; this intersection may
result in a powerful impression made on the participant or it may not,
depending on the potential of the music to impress the people involved. In
this paper I am examining how and why a powerful impression made by
musical experience is based in the culture of the participants, and how this
impression reconstitutes that culture. This process emerges in events of all
types, some of which I will examine here.
One factor in these situations that needs to be clarified is the difference
between participants who are actually creating the music and those who are
only listening to it. Although the activities involved in the process and the
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resulting experiences do have the potential to be very different for performers
and listeners, the interpretive process is the same. Take for example a concert
of Western art music. On the surface, the respective experiences of the
performers and listeners are very different. The experience of the performers
is much more subjective than that of the listeners. The orchestral musician
who is performing knows every nuance of the piece and is directly
responsible for creating those nuances. Although the listeners may know and
appreciate all the same nuances, they do not have the same responsibility or
the same subjective relationship to the sounds as the performer. The listener
may engage in a sound, but it is not quite like engaging in a sound that one
has just created. However, what is important to my discussion is that there is

I

a shared sense of reality. It is this shared sense which is the basis for the

'

enactment of culture. Even though the actors may perceive this reality from
different vantage points, if they are engaged in the process they are tuning
into the same sentiment. Whether or not they appreciate this sentiment
depends on the individual actor.

r

Another illustration is American blues music. In this musical form,
there is a high degree of improvisation in performance, as opposed to
Western art music where there is a very low degree. In this situation, the
performers themselves have greater control over the musical content which
they create. While a blues song would never sound the same twice, classical

r

symphony is extremely similar from one performance to the next. However,
the process of creation of a text and reconstitution of culture is done in the
same way, but in different formats. In a classical symphony, the sentiment
that inspires the listeners was composed by one person long ago and is now
performed by musicians who never knew the composer. In the blues, the
sentiment may be given its form in the performance itself, composed on the
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spot. Behind this difference in compositional method there is a similarity.
Part of the blues sentiment is that the content is improvised, while part of the
Western classical sentiment is that the content is developed meticulously in
the hands of a single musical "genius." Even though the blues audience may
not know exactly what notes are going to be created as a versed concert
audience would, the improvised intensity of the performance is part of the
r-

sentiment that regenerates the culture that the blues came out of. In both
cases both performers and audience are tuning in to a shared reality, the
difference being that the performers are the physical purveyors of that reality.

An important factor in realizing the potency of music in social life is
the association of pleasure with music, and how the pleasure experienced in
a musical event makes this event a culture realization different from other
more everyday aspects of cultural bonding and identification. Martin Stokes
states of musical experiences that "the association of pleasure, licence, and a
festival atmosphere with music and dance makes them experiences which are
distinctly 'out of the ordinary"' (Stokes 1994:13). When people hear music,
the atmosphere they experience puts them in a different frame of mind than,
say, when they hear speech or when they interpret strictly visual stimuli.
This not to say that any given piece of music will have an effect of creating a
pleasurable feeling for any person. Different types of music will have
different effects on different people.

However, we all have our own music

that we identify with and adhere to. We may not all be "music-lovers," but
there is bound to be some music that stirs up some sort of feeling in each of
us, a feeling that we can identify with.
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The process of identifying with a piece of music has the element of
r
,.....,

pleasure because there is a deeply rooted familiarity involved. By
participating in music that they identify with, people gain a sense of
belonging, of the music belonging to them as well as of themselves belonging

,-,

to the music. Steven Feld states that "... 'making ours' [of music] is the
overwhelming and seemingly spontaneous pleasure that comes from a felt

,.......

naturalness of the whole, as one finds oneself in and through the music and
the music in and through oneself" (Feld and Keil 1994:133). This special
process of intersection between the participant and the music is what gives a
musical event a particular potency to participants-a potency that calls people
to participation: dancing, singing, moving, or just being there.
In the case of people who are participating in music distinctive to their
culture or social group, the "flux" model or "inner time" model is especially
important. In participating in this flux, they are participating in their culture.

,-

Their culture is happening within the framework of the musical experience.
Someone who is listening to music completely foreign to their experience
may not appreciate this flux, and the feelings evoked within their experience
of inner time or by their "interpretive moves" may not be as meaningful as
for someone who interprets more from the music by way of previous

,-

experience and a sense of subjectivity.
Participation in music expressive of one's subjectivity can result in
making one's feelings of this subjectivity culminate in a particularly intense
way; it can be an intensity associated with a variety of emotions. For example,
throughout the societies of the world, we find that music has an important
presence at social gatherings with emotional tones of all types. In Luo society
in Western Kenya, music is used by participants at joyous occasions to further
communal bonding in a pleasant manner.

On the other hand, immediately
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after someone has died and on subsequent occasions after the death, music is
r

sung by women related to the deceased to display the intense pain they are
feeling, to channel it into another presence, a presence with a high intensity
level for themselves as well as for others. Music-making acts as a device to
enact feelings in the maker of the music, feelings that have the potency to
immediately evoke a change in one's state of mind.

In a discussion of

emotion and music, Charles Keil states that "we know that there are
sequences of emotions that people go through, which are part of purging
,--

themselves of past hurts or past losses or of emerging from death and

r

separation anxieties" (Feld and Keil 1994:166). Keil is referring to how
participation in music can culminate in this movement of emotion.
An examination of public mourning in the form of music well
illustrates the processual aspects of a music experience and their relationship
to emotional state. In this examination I am considering the participant to be
one truly affected by the death, someone who is mourning in a "felt" sense,
rather than a more superficial sense (i.e., mourning solely for the purpose of
public display; public display is part of Luo mourning, but not the only part).
Internally, this person is feeling pain. By transforming this inner feeling of
pain into an outward, expressive form, music, there are a number of things
happening. One, the person is setting his or her feelings into a felt form
within time. This is similar to when someone breaks into tears. When
people are feeling pain, it may ferment inside them until they start to express
it in a form besides inward thought. When a Luo woman sings mourning

phrases, her pain is transformed into a new form, a form where her feelings
culminate in a musical product, felt on the scale of time. Within this
temporal experience, the music itself that she creates inspires an interpretive
reaction in her. Her own interpretive moves are set into motion, which
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impress feelings in her: perhaps feelings of release, of melancholy, of
familiarity with the sound of mourning, of belonging (from participating in
normative behavior), and perhaps of individuality within her community.
r

On the other hand, her actions create a presence that is felt by others
who are around her. When others see and hear this woman mourning, it
enacts an interpretation and reaction in them as well. They may join the
,--

woman in musical mourning. They may have feelings of sympathy. But
what is important here is that they hear the music and respond to it. Within
a community with a shared identity a musical event such as this carries

r1

weight. When people hear the mourning, first, their interpretation is
instantaneously set into motion; their interpretation then establishes a
reconstitution of collective experience in the form of a temporal flux, in their
experience of "inner time." Within the Luo communities the act of

r

mourning is a particularly intense and noticeable one. I had never before
witnessed such wrenching anguish projected in human vocalizing or singing.
In a situation such as the one described above, music has an actively
sentimental role, the sentiment being that associated with death.
Importantly, music has the potential to give these sentiments an added
potency. Suzel Ann Reily talks of music being a means of uniting or
"generalising" collective sentiments, giving them greater communicative
force (Reily 1994) This is especially significant in cases where music has a
functional role in social activities, as opposed to something not as inherently
functional, such as music in mediated form. In a social event, music is often
present to unify the collective sentiments of the participants of the event.
Music acts as an intensifier for the event. A brief example already cited is the
instance of the use of music at a baseball game. In the moment of tension
(two outs, bases loaded, home team losing) there is a great deal of sentiment
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among the home team and its fans concerned that the impending play be a
successful one. A tactic to generalize this sentiment is to play a piece of music
that will inspire the crowd to encourage the players and that will itself inspire
the players. The sentiment already exists, but by playing a piece of music that
,-,

will intantly instill optimism in the listeners as well as evoke an enthusiastic
response, the sentiment is intensified, made into an expression.
Another example of the use of music as a unifying force is the militant
Protestant parades that occur in Northern Ireland (Stokes 1994:8-9). The

r-

purpose of these parades is to direct a unified protest against the Republican
Catholic contituency of Northern Ireland. The sounds of the flutes, the
lambeg drums, and the chants of "UVF" are essential to the gathering,
instensifying the sentiments of the participants into an outward form, that of
music. Stokes states that "it is impossible to disentangle the musical aspect of
the parades from the militarism of the banners, and scarcely concealed
displays of machismo and supremecism on the part of the marching
musicians .... The drums demand that people either march in time to them, or
go away." Thus, the "demanding" aural intensity of the drums in these
parades call to those who want to participate. The parades do not follow a
specific route, but rather materialize wherever potential participants hear the
drums. The sound of the music acts to bring people together for a social
gathering, and once that is established, the music serves to intensify the
sentiments and the identity of the participants through the collective
experience of sound, sound which has a familiarity to it which reconstitutes
their culture as a group.
John Baily discusses the idea, developed by Barth, that cultural identity
is something stressed to varying degrees according to varying situations.
Baily claims that music is an aspect of culture which may "when the need to
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assert 'ethnic identity' arises, most readily serve this purpose" (Baily 1994:48).
So in a situation where a member or members of a social group need to assert
,......

identity, music is a particularly potent medium for this assertion. This
circumstance is illustrated time and time again all over the world. It can be
seen in the playing of national anthems, in the days of more primitive
warfare it could be seen in the martial music that urged on and unified
soldiers in battle, and it happens when the Protestant marchers employ their
drums to assert identity and solidarity in a time of tension and protest.
Recently I witnessed an interesting display of the use of a national
anthem as a way of enacting identity in a time of need. In a title boxing match
between Frank Bruno, of Great Britain, and Mike Tyson, of the U.S., the
national anthems of both nations were played preceding the match. First, the
British anthem "God Save the Queen" was piped in on a recording.
Following that, the American national anthem was sung by the AfricanAmerican singing duo Lavert, from Cleveland. The latter rendition (in my
opinion) had a more noticeable presence than the former. For one, it was a
live performance, which gave the music a more spontaneous, present sound.
Another factor concerned the people who sang the anthem, and how they
related to the boxers. Both boxers are black. Bruno had a typical recording of
the British anthem played. Although this recording may have huge

r

significance to him and a power to enact his identity, it is sound produced out
of the Anglo world and is not a product of Afro-British culture. The
American anthem was sung by R&B singers, performing live, who managed

,~

to give the song a distinctive African-American feel. So even though "The
Star Spangled Banner" was composed by a white man in the tradition of
white music, at this match it was performed as an African-American song by
African-American men. In this instance the music was on the one hand
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asserting American identity, and on the other asserting African-American
identity. The performance received an enthusiastic response from the crowd.
In a situation such as this, where people feel a need to concentrate and unite
r-

their sentiments, music is used to provide the inspiration. Mike Tyson's
choice of music, especially the style in which it was presented, appealed to the
sensibilities of the people whose enthusiasm he values. In this case "The Star
Spangled Banner" regenerated African-American identity, and did so in a way
to unite sentiments during a crucial time, that being the fight.

In many cases, the structural characteristics of a social system
themselves culminate in the structural chracteristics of the music, in the
sense of the music being "organized sound." In much ethnographic work,
there is great effort to structuralize the systems of belief and action of a
particular social group. As noted above, in a study like this, music is usually
relegated to be an incidental piece of this structure, significant only as an act
within a more overarching system. What is illuminating is that these
overarching structures are created within the sound of music itself. This
,-

discussion is framed within the idea that a musical system not only reflects
the sentiments of a society, but also structurally creates these sentiments.
John Blacking states that "people talk about music as they talk about social
life, because social life can be organized musically. In other words, just as art
can reflect and challenge society so social life can be modelled on art"
(Blacking 1987:259). In taking part in this creation, the participants are
forming and discovering their culture within the structure of the music.
For example, Malcolm Chapman talks about the characteristic freedom
of Celt singing, how it cultivates and creates a Celt identity (Chapman 1994:39)
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Since the music is based upon a pentatonic (five-note) scale as opposed to the
tonal systems of the "high art" music traditions of much of English and
French culture, which utilize twelve-note systems, sung notes have a wider
range of flexibility. So Celt musicians don't delineate twelve notes within the

r

octave, although they cover the same range of sound. This leaves room for
"bending" the notes, a musical practice that gives itself to freedom of
movement (tonal) within the participation in music. Chapman's point is
that this difference in freedom in the musical structures of Celt society and
French and English society correlates with the respective social structures.
According to Chapman, Celt society is characterized by a low degree of social
hierarchy. Thus, the "free" structure of the music creates and enacts a
sentiment integral to Celt culture. French and English societies tend to be
more consumed by social hierarchy, and hence, structurally their music is
more bound by rules than Celt music.
A well-illustrated example of the relationship of sound structure and
social structure is seen in the work of Steven Feld concerning the Kaluli
people of Papua New Guinea. Feld discusses how a society with an
egalitarian social structure lives and feels this structure through its music,
which strucurally exhibits the same attributes as the society itself. Small,
isolated, egalitarian societies are prime examples for the case, mainly because
they are "pure," in the sense that they have not been completely penetrated by
outside influence, which makes their structures easier to discern from an etic
perspective.
Kaluli society is classless-there is no social differentiation, and all
Kaluli are thought to have equal social potential and endowment, which is
theirs to make of the best that they can. There is widespread sharing in labor

29

"Nyatiti is my people": Music and the Reconstitution of Culture among the Luo of Western Kenva

and production, which helps in solidifying the reciprocal relationships which
are central to Kaluli social, political, and economic life (Feld 1984:388).
Important to note is that the Kaluli do not actually have a concept of
music. Rather, they have a more generalized conception of sound, which the
phenomenon we call music is a part of. To the Kaluli, all sounds, including
music, are thought to be equal in terms of value. Sounds are categorized
according to their creative agents---human, animal, or natural. The Kaluli
also have no conceptualization of what we would consider musical talent. It
is taken for granted that all social bein,gs are competent in song, weeping,
whooping, cheering, humming, drumming, bird call and animal
identification, as well as environmental sound recognition, which are all
fundamentally related realms of auditory perception and performance. The
acquisition of this competence is approached in the same way as the
acquisition of verbal competence (Feld 1984:390).
To the outsider, one of the most notable characteristics of Kaluli
musical structure is that the Kaluli do not sing in unison, and it is very hard
for them to learn to do so. Feld notes that even after twelve years of teaching
on the part of Christian missionaries, the Kaluli have still not grasped the
concept of singing in unison. Contrary to the notion of unison, the Kaluli
structuring of sound, heard on the surface, is characterized by disjunction.
,--

Feld states that "Kaluli sound preferences, modeled consciously on bird
sounds and the rest of the forest environment, involve extensive
overlapping and alternation, layering parts of sounds in coordinated
nondiscrete textures" (Feld 1984:391). Kaluli describe this structuring of
sound as dulugu ganalan, or "lift-up-over-sound." The Kaluli musical
structuring of sound is based on the idea that parts and sounds must
constantly 'lift-up-over' one another; that the creation of sound is completely
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interlocked and seamless. Dulugu ganalan is the "naturally coherent
organizing model for soundmaking, whether human, animal, or
environmental" (Feld 1984:~92).
The Kaluli conception of spatial and temporal reality is largely
discerned by perception of sound. Distinguishing sounds such as water
falling from trees, bird calls, echoes, or duration of sound in a given area help
them to understand the state of the environment and how it relates to their
lives. Kaluli have a fundamental relationship to the forest and understand it
mainly through sound perception. They enjoy the sounds of the forest and
delight in their part in it, and often sing along with birds, cicadas, or
waterfalls.
Feld illustrates how the sensibilities enacted in Kaluli music pervade
many other aspects of. cultural life, such as conversation, ritual, and social
interaction, and how this sensibility is influenced by the overall environment
in which the Kaluli live. Music is one of many conceptualizing frames of
coherence in the world-view of the Kaluli, with a special potential to affect.
Feld discusses Kaluli music in terms of its "groove," or what the Kaluli
would refer to as dulugu ganalan (Feld 1988:76) To Feld, a groove is the
anticipation of a musical style or feeling in the listener. To feel a groove is to
feel natural tendencies in the music which are pleasing. The Kaluli groove is
characterized by musical parts out of phase, overlapping, fluctuation of
density and presence. However foreign this may sound to the Western ear, it
accurately describes the preferred sound, the groove, of Kaluli music.
Separation is a feeling of oneness in the Kaluli groove.
In examining how dulugu ganalan is one of many expressions of a
sensibility overriding Kaluli culture, Feld attempts to "identify ways that
Kaluli expressive and interaction style still seem deeply bound up to a local
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notion of self and social life that is expressly egalitarian" (Feld 1988:78).
According to Feld, the non-hierarchical yet synchrono~s layered group action
of lift-up over sounding is also characteristic of Kaluli conversation and social
r

life and economic life. In Kaluli conversation, there is no concept of taking
measured turns to speak; communication is achieved by engagement of the
entire group in a layering of conversation. Work is similar in character to
music as well; work is essentially leaderless and consists of the cooperative
engagement of the group.
,-

Further, Feld proposes the idea that this underlying sensibility which

I
I
I

penetrates all of Kaluli culture is related to a larger influence--that of the
natural environment the Kaluli inhabit. He especially emphasizes how liftup-over sounding is related to the auditory perception of the rain forest. The
sounds of the rain forest are characterized by layering, staggering, and
answering. In establishing harmony with their environment, the Kaluli
have adopted a musical sensibility which enables them to become another
layer in the montage of sound that exists within the rain forest.
Feld's study of the Kaluli shows how sound structure and social structure
are deeply interrelated and how they both have arisen out of a distinct
sensibility particular to their local environment. Feld's case study is an
excellent example of how a culture's music can be used as a starting point to
probe deeply into culture to find what determining factors are at the root of
the total situation. While the music is at once emblematic and expressive of
the culture, it is also reconstitutive of that culture. The familiarity inherent
in the musical structure as interpreted and felt by the participants enacts their
sense of coherence.
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One question that must be addressed concerns how people come to
identify with a particular type of music and how they come to recognize a
subjective reality. The answer is the same reason people identify with certain
types of dialect, clothes, food, and customs: they have grown accustomed to

r

certain types through repetition over time and influence by their peers. Just
as people learn to associate different types of food and clothing with different
occasions in their lives, so do they learn to associate music with various
instances of life. Experience of music is part of the cultural knowledge that
people gain when they form their view of their world. The formative years
of people's lives have a great influence on their sensibility as adults. Just as a
childhood home may be one of the most fam_iliar places that a person knows,
music heard in childhood may be the most familiar. Alan Lomax discusses
how children learn to associate music with their individual identity:

The child begins to learn the musical style of his culture as he
acquires the language and the emotional patterns of his people.
This style is thus an important link between an individual and
his culture, and later in life brings back to the adult unconscious
the emotional texture of the world which formed his
personality .... Thus from the point of view of its social function,
the primary effect of music is to give the listener a feeling of
security, for it symbolizes the place where he was born, his
earliest childhood satisfactions, his religious experience, his
pleasure in community doings, his courtship and his work---any
or all of these personality-shaping experiences (Lomax 1959:929).

As participants experience musical events time and time again within the
context of their culture, they acquire a sensibility for the form. They
understand what it has to say to them, and the form has meaning. Once this
stage is reached, the music has the potential to engender this meaning in its
participants when they are involved with the music. When they hear and
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interpret the music, they will feel a sense of familiarity at the least. It is not
necessary that the participants be "born into" the situation, but rather that
their experience of the music is repeatedly framed within a context that has

r

meaning to them. For example, when immigrants come to the United States,
intially tunes such as the "Star Spangled Banner" and "America the
Beautiful" may not have much sentimental value or enact any sense of
identity in them. However, through repeated experiences of these tunes in a
typically American setting (such as a patriotic event), the immigrants may
come to discover what the tunes signify, what identity they create. They may
never interpret the music in the same way as a native-born American, but
over time they will develop a sense of familiarity with the songs. In his
discussion of Balinese cockfighting, Clifford Geertz discusses how enactment
and re-enactment of cultural forms such as music can create and engender
subjectivity in the participants. He states that "as he [the Balinese] watches

r

fight after fight...he grows familiar with it and what it has to say to him, much
as the attentive listener to string quartets or the absorbed viewer of still life

r

grows slowly familiar with them in a way which opens his subjectivity to
himself" (Geertz 1973:451). As people come to identify with a certain
sensibility, participation in the various agents of that sensibility, such as
music, will create and maintain the sensibility for the participants.

Like doing something else that is socially engaging, such as attending a
religious gathering or experiencing work or education, participating in a
r

musical event reproduces one's sense of meaningful pattern and experience,
or one's identity. While musical experience is different from other social
activities such as religion, education, or work, the reconstitutive symbols in
music are not necessarily different from those embodied in these other
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activities. The involvement of music in social life enables participants to
experience it in ways that would be impossible without the presence of music.
While the reenacting process in musical experience is unique, the thematic
content of the process intersects with the basic coherence of the culture, which
is generated in other activities, but through different means. So within a
given society, music is one of many conceptualizing frames of coherence.
Feld states that "coherence systems involve organizing principles that are not
unique to one social domain, symbolic system, or social practice, but are
instead broadly epistemic and unifying, culturally axiomatic, implicated in
social behaviors and praxis or all sorts" (Feld and Keil 1994:91) Alhough the
end result may be similar for the different conceptualizing frames, each has
its own particular process and resulting connotations involved.
For example, pakruok, or praise, among the Luo, as we have indicated,
could conceivably exist without the presence of nyatiti music, and for that
matter, the themes expressed in nyatiti music as a cultural text are also
expressed in other cultural domains. The Luo are impressed with the same
ethical information in the telling of stories and proverbs that they are
impressed with in a nyatiti/pakruok situation. However, it is the feelings
and excitement of the music experienced by the participants that inspire them
to be involved with such a practice. The nyatiti music evokes feelings of
collec_tive identity, of coherence, fused in a moving form of sound and also
naturally precedes the act of participating in pakruok. The music regenerates
culture in a sense that the telling of proverbs alone would not do. While
both activities are different in process and the particular impressions they
make, they interrelate in creating a sense of coherence for the people
involved.
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I will state again that an important factor in music's place in the
reconsitution of culture is the pleasure involved. This pleasure is
inspirational. It is much more enjoyable for Luo children to experience the
enactment of their culture in the form of musical participation than in being
ridiculed by their peers and their family. Both of these practices contribute to
conceptualizing a frame of coherence, but music is obviously the more
enjoyable activity. This is why music is so vital and indispensable all over
the world. It entertains and at the same time reinforces essential cultural
r

r

knowledge.
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The reconstitution of culture through musical experience in Luo
society

In examining a "snapshot" of culture in the context of a musical event
we can see how music acts as a reconstitutive element of culture, whether it
be in Luo pakruok, Protestant parades, baseball games, or boxing matches. It
is easy to see that music is important in these situations, and that the actors
involved are experiencing a reinforcement of their culture. Beyond just
examining these "snapshot" instances, it is important to look deeper into the
culture of a musical event, to understand why and how people react to music
in relation to their past and present experiences. It is simple to notice that
people respond to cultural texts such as music, but in order to understand
how music reconstitutes the identity of a group, we need to understand, as
Christopher Waterman states, the importance of the background of the
"historically situated human subjects that perceive, learn, interpret, evaluate,
produce, and respond to musical patterns" (Waterman 1994:6) To gain a
further understanding of what is happening in music we need to examine the
culture and history behind the text, we need to examine the text itself, and we
need to examine how the reading of this text by participants reconstitutes
culture.

At the beginning of this essay, I described a "snapshot" scene in western
Kenya involving the music of the nyatiti and a social gathering centered
around that music. After having set forth models for the ways people
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interpret music and how it enacts cultural identity, I will now discuss music
in the lives of the Luo people in greater depth.
In the fall of 1995, I spent a semester in Kenya studying various aspects
of Kenyan life, culture, and society. While there, I concentrated for one
,......

month on the nyatiti musical tradition of the Luo ethnic group in Siaya
District, Nyanza Province. This section is based on my own ethnographic
research on this musical tradition as well as works from secondary sources by
Kenyan authors.

Like many other oral traditions in Africa, nyatiti music and the social
activities it is associated with are staples of Luo life; to Luo people, nyatiti has
always been around and probably always will be. While the nyatiti tradition
has changed greatly since the penetration of Western society, it still exists as a
regenerative entity in Luo culture. It is not as effective as it once was, but it is
still important.
In the community I studied, and in Africa as a whole, music is
thoroughly integrated into the everyday life of the people. Music penetrates
religious, social, economic, and political activity. In all of these areas, music
provides a medium that enables people to experience these activities in a way
that would not be the same if music were not involved. In fact, many
institutions of traditional African culture could not exist as they do without
incorporation of the musical traditions that these cultures have cultivated.
Music serves as a dynamic cultural text that reproduces and unites the
sensibilities and subjectivity of the participants in a powerful, moving way.

Nyatiti music could not exist without the cultural context it is performed in.
Likewise, the gatherings and ceremonies that incorporate nyatiti could not
exist without it.
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By studying the way music such as nyatiti is intertwined with the
continuity of Luo culture, we can understand how these people have come to
live as human beings in their own distinctive way. Nyatiti is an example of a
musical tradition that has developed as a source of communal bonding,
cultural regeneration, and entertainment for the people involved. By
examining the nyatiti and its connection to Luo life, we can further our
understanding of how the human race as a whole has developed culture to
perpetuate its life, and how music is a universal component of culture,
essential to its reconstitution.

Historically, the Luo people have been in Kenya, and especially the
region of Siaya, since the eighteenth century. They originated in present-day

r

southern Sudan and migrated first to Acholiland and Padhola in Uganda
during the sixteenth century (Mwanzi 1986:14). The Luo continued to spread
south to the shores of Lake Victoria in what is now western Kenya, spreading
as far as present-day northern Tanzania. The Luo are distinguished from
many of the other ethnic groups in Kenya in terms of their linguistic heritage.
Luos are considered Nilotic, as opposed to many of Kenya's other ethnic
groups, which are predominantly Bantu and Nila-Hamitic language-speaking
groups.
In relating Luo nyatiti music to my discussion of cultural
reconstitution in music, I will refer back to some of the same questions I
addressed at the beginning of the paper. I want to define what nyatiti music
is, and more generally what music is in Luo culture. I will explain how Luo

r

people participate in nyatiti, how they interpret it, why it is important, and
finally how it serves to reconstitute their cultural identity.
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In approaching the question "What is nyatiti music?" it is important to
ask the same question about music in general of the Luo community and
how this music is perceived by the people of this community. The
importance of making these inquiries is that in understanding nyatiti music
and its place in Luo life, nyatiti cannot simply be considered a separate entity
from other kinds of music that these people experience. To understand how
a group of people experience a particular genre of music, we must put this
experience in a broader context.
In Dholuo (the Luo language) term "thum" in its most basic
translation means "music." However, the word thum is used in a variety of
different ways that the English word "music" is not. To begin to understand
how Luo people interpret music we can look into what the word thum
means to them.
Some people, when I asked, "What does the word thum mean?"
responded by saying, in English, that it means "music." However, I
experienced a variety of responses to the question and noticed the word being
used in many contexts.
Besides simply meaning "music," thum also describes musical
instruments, or anything that produces a musical sound, like a record player.
So, nyatiti is thum, the orutu (a bowed-lute) is thum, and a stereo system is
also thum. Thum is also used to describe what in English we might call a
tune, or rhythm.

So while the nyatiti itself is thum, so is the sound produced

by it, and so is the sound produced by a record player.
When asked to describe what thum means, one informant, Evelyn
Akinyi of Kisumu, responded by saying, "When you hear music, thum is
how the rhythm goes" (E. Akinyi 11/15/95:personal communication).
According to her, when one hears a nice tune in a piece of music, one would
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respond by saying Ah, that is a nice thum." In Dholuo, one would say
11

"awinjo thum mit, which means "I hear (or taste) the music to be sweet." So
11

thum can be used to signify what the musical character of a piece is.
Important to the Luo conception of what thum means is its status in
r

social activity. Thum has a prominent role in everyday life, mainly as a
source of entertainment. Thum is used by Luo people to entertain guests at
various types of social gatherings, such as beer parties, weddings, and funeral
ceremonies. While thum may be superficially understood as simply a form
of entertainment, it is also a form of social catalysis. Thum provides a source
of entertainment that enables participants to realize the relationships between
themselves, their ancestors, and their culture, and above all for them to enjoy
themselves.
The lyrical content of thum, whether it be nyatiti, orutu, or ohangla (a
percussive genre), is centered around praise. Even though the lyrics of

,--

recorded music do not have the potential to be composed by the person
playing the recording, recorded music is played as an offering, or as a
compliment to whom it is being played for. Lyrics can be in praise of one's
self, of one's relative(s), or of someone admirable, such as a friend or ancestor.

,-

In emphasizing praise (or sometimes ridicule) thum and the way people take
part in it focuses on social relationships and issues of individuality and
community, discusses the morality and values of the participants, and recalls
the past. The experience of thum is an active realization of cultural identity
in the form of a musical experience.
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The nyatiti

While the nyatiti is similar to a record player in that it is thum, it has a
unique place in Luo culture. It is a virtuoistic musical tradition with a
distinct musical style and performance practice that make it different from
other kinds of thum, like orutu and hi-fi equipment. The nyatiti is an eightstringed lyre. It is played by a single male musician (jathum), who produces
sound on the instrument by plucking the strings, as well as by knocking on
the frame of the lyre with a steel ring worn on the big toe of the right foot.
Also, there are bells tied to the right ankle which sound as the jathum knocks
the frame with his toe.

Nyatiti music is essentially improvised on the spot, although there are
several factors that shape the composition of any song. Rhythmically
r

speaking, almost all nyatiti music that I heard had a duple meter, meaning
the music can be divided into measures of two or four beats. Ojwang Anyura,
a jathum and teacher/ informant of mine from Sigomere, had one song in
his repertoire that he referred to as "thum miambe," which was in triple
meter, meaning it can be divided into three or six beats.
In a given piece of nyatiti music, a particular puch, or melodic pattern,
is chosen by the jathum to be the accompaniment for the singing. Depending
on the puch, the oduon 'go/gara (steel ring/bells) will sound on the beat or off
the beat.
The vocal content of nyatiti music is always subject to the context in
which the jathum is playing. If he is playing at home for his enjoyment, he
will sing about whatever he likes. If he is performing for an audience, the
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vocal content will be bound to the particular performance context, which will
be discussed further below.
Whether the jathum is singing a story, giving praise, or giving ridicule,
the vocal content of the music is always improvised to a certain degree.
Therefore, jathum do not memorize particular songs. Songs do not even
have set names. The text of a given song is improvised, although there are
,-

certain guiding principles which the jathum always adheres to in
constructing musical text.
Acc(?rding to George Kidenda, a musicologist from Kisumu, there are

I

three styles of nyatiti songs: those songs performed at funerals praising the
deceased, those songs sung at celebrations, and "general praise songs" played
at gatherings of various types, which are most typically accompanied by
dancers, or jomiel thum (Kidenda 11/28/95:personal communication). All
types share a basic form, with a beginning, middle section, and ending
(Omondi 1983:42). In the beginning, the jathum introduces himself and the
subject of his song; in the middle, he elaborates on the topic of the song; in
the end, he concludes the subject. One jathum whom I observed, Aponde
Ayuyo of N'giya, would conclude a piece by putting hisnyatiti aside and
singing a short vocal solo to finish his song.
The vocal and instrumental melodic and rhythmic content is decided
by the jathum at the time of performance. In a certain piece, there are definite

r

shared melodic and rhythmic characteristics between the vocal line and the

puch accompaniment. The puch forms the basis of the song. Notes
emphasized by the puch also tend to be emphasized in the singing.
The vocal lines are usually repetitive melodically and rhythmically,
although they provide a very spontaneous contrast to the droning of the

nyatiti. Vocal phrases are characterized by short units that have descending

43

"Nyatiti is my people": Music and the Reconstitution of Culture amon g the Luo of Western Kenya

and ascending motion, usually ending on the same pitch. The melodic
intervals utilized most are major seconds and major thirds. In stylistic terms,
a distinction can be made between funeral praise songs, or threnodies
(Omondi 1983:41), and other praise songs or stories. Threnodies are
characterized by the emphasis of one note, while in other songs a wider range
of notes and melodies are employed. In terms of text, the threnody places
more emphasis on lyrical content than on musical content.

r

Performance practice and cultural context

l

The performance of nyatiti music is very much dependent on context:
who the jathum is performing for, the occasion, the remuneration he
receives, and how the audience participates in the performance. Although I
was only able to experience nyatiti performed in the context of Luo social
gatherings a few times, nyatiti performance practice and cultural context was
described to me in detail by several informants.
A jathum is a working musician. His music is intended to be
performed for an audience, which will remunerate him for his efforts. As
mentioned above, there are different types of occasions at which nyatiti music
is performed, and there are respective styles of performance for each type of
occasion. The occasion could be a funeral, a celebration of a some type, such
as a marriage or a day of celebrating the life of a deceased person, or just a
general gathering of people for recreation. In all of these situations, thum is
important, whether it be nyatiti, ohangla, orutu, or a radio. When people
gather they like to be entertained by thum. Gatherings of these types bring
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together people linked by kinship, which will be discussed in more detail
below. The jathum may or may not be related to the family holding the
gathering; if there is no jathum in the family, they will hire a friend.
Although the performance practice can vary depending on the
occasion, there are some group dynamics and social practices common to all

nyatiti performances. Central to the event is the jathum. Although many
others become involved, the music is created by him, and all activities in the
gathering, which is called jobudho (a phrase meaning "to gather and relax"
[John Okech 12/2/95:personal communication]), center around the jathum
and his music. The jathum must be hired to provide thum for the occasion.
For example, when in-laws of a deceased person come to gather with the
family of the deceased in months following the death to give praise and
remembrance, they may bring a nyatiti player with them as a gesture of good
will.
When people of the Luo community gather, a common theme is the
desire to make oneself known by impressing others, whether it be by praising
one's self or family, making an offering of food or money, or providing

thum. John Okech has described gatherings in which there is a competition
,-

between those who can hire the most impressive thum. In a given occasion
you may find a guitar, a nyatiti, ohangla, and several radios competing for
recognition.
When thum is taking place, in addition to the jathum there are four
recognized types of people participating, all of them participating in the music
in different but interrelated ways (Patrick Thure Oullo 11/22/95:personal
communication). There is jobudh thum, which roughly translated means
"the people enjoying thum." There is jatend budho, who is the organizer of

jobudh thum. Jatend budho is usually the senior male of the house at which
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the occasion is being held. Important to note is that the jobudh thum are
special participants in the performance, because they take part in pakruok, or
praise. The praise is organized by jatend budho. Pakruok will be discussed in
more detail below.
r-

Jomiel thum, or "people dancing to thum" are also part of the
gathering. Jomiel are usually women who dance for the duration of the

,......

performance, although anyone is welcome to dance at any time. There is a
characteristic way of dancing to nyatiti, which is a rapid shaking of the
shoulders and a stepping motion in the feet.
The fourth part of the audience is jowinj thum, who are the "people
listening to thum." These people are not recognized as members of jobudh

thum, or official guests who are there to participate in pakruok. They are
people enjoying the music without being recognized as participants in

jobudh. However, they may be invited to join jobudh thum by the organizer
r

at any time.
The main theme of what is sung by the jathum and said by jathum and

jobudh thum is praise. If it is a funeral, praise of the deceased is the main
topic. In praising the deceased, the jathum will sing of the accomplishments
the deceased made in his/her lifetime, such as the children he/she brought to
the community, the wealth he/ she had, and the things which the deceased
did that were beneficial to others. Many times, the jathum will praise the
person for things that benefited the jathum himself. For example, when
Ojwang Anyura performed with the troupe Bomas of Kenya he liked to sing
songs of praise for the late Cornel Okech (father of John Okech). When the
troupe went overseas to perform in places like Switzerland and India, Ojwang

r

would sing to these foreign audiences (in Dholuo) about the good things
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Cornel Okech did for him in the past, such as giving him cattle and money
(Anyura 12/14/95:personal communication).

If the jathum does a good job in rendering fond memories of the
deceased in the form of pleasing music, he will be appreciated by his audience
and specially rewarded for his efforts, usually in the form of money or some
alcoholic beverage, like chan 'gaa or busaa.
r-

Jathum are respected in their society for their knowledge of people's
accomplishments. If a jathum is able to sing accurately and beautifully of
someone's life accomplishments and admirable traits, he is appreciated and
rewarded. For this reason, jathum are knowledgeable of the people in their
community and they are always taking note of the characters and actions of
people in their community. They are also knowledgeable about the oral
traditions of their culture, which enable them to communicate in a unique
way. For example, jathum often use Luo proverbs to tell of stories in their
songs. This enables them to communicate in a distinctively Luo, way which
their audience will understand and enjoy.
Proverbs are often used by jathum to speak about topics which are
taboo and cannot be talked about openly in public, such as sex. For example,
Ochieng Olonda, a jathum from Sigomere, once used the proverb of "a cow
riding a bicycle" to describe sexual intercourse. Proverbs such as these
entertain the audience.
Besides praising someone who has died, the jathum may praise
himself, someone benevolent to society such as a popular political leader or
local chief, or someone present at the gathering who the jathum wishes to
praise, either because he likes that person or because it is part of his job as a

jathum to do so. For example at a wedding a jathum may praise the bride to
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help make her feel comfortable in her new home (Ochieng Olonda 11 /25 /95:
personal communication).

Jobudh thum are also important participants in praise at gatherings.
When nyatiti music is being played, it usually goes hand in hand with

pakruok, which is an exchange or even a competition of praise taken part in
by the guests, or jobudh thum. Pakruok becomes a competition to see who
can make the most impressive statement about his /her self, and who can
back it up with the most facts, as well as material wealth to be donated to the

jathum. It is done in light-hearted way, and there is usually chan 'gaa or
busaa to be drunk.
Pakruok is an activity that in one way is a discussion of Luo virtue, as
well as a time for participants to boast of virtue, either of themselves or of
r

others connected to them. This activity is important in the maintainance of
Luo culture, and music is essential in this. A.B.C. Ocholla-Ayayo, an
anthropologist who is a Luo himself, discusses important situations

r

involving pakruok: "The most important occasions occur at a beer party, a
dancing occasion, and also in a harpist's songs, which are always composed of

r-

virtue-demanding, virtue praises and virtue-boasting" (Ocholla-Ayayo
1976:45).

r

In a pakruok situation, the jatend budho (organizer) regulates the
course of events. If someone wants to either praise him or herself, or have
the jathum praise him or her, jatend budho must stop the music (by giving a
signal such as a whistle). Then the interested party addresses the crowd (the

jathum especially), stating the names of his/her clan and family members
and then proclaiming his or her admirable attributes such as generosity,
honesty, and hard work (Okech 11 /25 /95: personal communication).
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Participants in pakruok may also give some type of commentary on any
subject that is being discussed, trying to highlight their knowledge and skill in
public speaking. Older men especially like to speak using proverbs, which
shows cleverness and knowledge of Luo tradition and ideology.
A person doing pakruok may request that the jathum sing about
him/her, and an offering is made to the jathum. If the jathum is paid, he
will comply. However, other guests may interrupt this performance if they
wish. If they are able to pay more money than the previous speaker, the

jathum will sing in praise of them instead. That is the point where the issue
of competition comes into play, and that is also where the jathum begins to

'I

make good money. A competition of pride between the
listeners/participants, backed up by their ability to remunerate, creates a
situation where the jathum can potentially make good money for his service,
or drink a lot of chan'gaa, depending on how people wish to reward him.

The power of music to reconsititute Luo culture

The fact that the praise does not gain true significance until it is
transformed into a musical expression illustrates the importance of music in
a situation such as pakruok. In his musical performance, the jathum fuses
the conveyance of ethical information with the feeling of music. A common
phrase sung by many jathum is "Wuoi ma Chunye ler ... Wuoi machunye

tek ... Wuoi machunye ber ... " This means "a man with a pure heart ... a man
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with a strong heart ... a man with a calm heart ... " (Ocholla-Ayayo 1976:48) In
Luo ideology, the heart is believed to be the center of one's soul and intellect.
By boasting about these virtues of a person's heart, as well as other virtues
associated with a person's social status, the jathum is reinforcing ethical
standards and reinforcing a person's reputation in his music. So "virtue
boasting" in this context serves as a source of cultural reinforcement for those
present-the ethics of Luo society are put into a musical form, giving them a
special weight. Pakruok also serves to bolster the ego of the person being
r-

praised-also given special weight by the music.

Why does the music, in this situation, give added potency to the

r

message in the lyrics, thus acting as a source of cultural regeneration for the
people involved? To answer this question, it is important first to understand
more of the culture that the music is regenerating.
In his paper entitled "The Lyre in Luo Society: An Observation," W.A.
Omondi states that "... the music of thum ... primarily fulfills the functions of
entertainment, while at the same time enforcing conformity to social norms,
and contributing to the continuity and stability of culture" (Omonqi 1983:41).
Likewise, George Kidenda told me that the tradition of nyatiti and pakruok
serves to solidify community between people (Kidenda 11/28/95:personal
communication).

Nyatiti music has a distinct role in Luo culture, in that it is employed
in certain occasions with distinct purposes. At the same time, it can be put in
the framework of a broad theme in Luo culture, which is the importance of
community and at the same time one's ability to assert one's individual

r

identity within the community.
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r
In his discussion of the maintenance of Luo society, Ocholla-Ayayo
stresses how virtue is stressed in various activities (such as pakruok) to
regenerate cultural texts that members read in order to successfully participate
in the society. He defines virtue as "... the conceptions of what and how
members should be and do in order to make a good society ... " (Ocholla-Ayayo
1976:45) Some of the main virtues stressed in these situations are respect for
others (especially elders), honesty, generosity, hospitality, physical strength,
and hard work. For example, when a jathum sings songs to praise a man's
strength, a common phrase is "Otekra marangufu machieng nokunyre ·

kende," which means "He is the strongest man, who shall one day bury
himself after death" (Ocholla-Ayayo 1976:46) To the Luo, this idea of
superhuman strength gives special emphasis to a virtue that all should strive
for.
The concept of a "good society" in Luo culture is intricately linked to
the social relations of the segmentary lineage system of kinship, which is
essential to the organization of Luo social life. Luo social groupings are based
on a system of patrilineal descent. The smallest level of this structure is the
monogamous homestead, composed of a father, his wife, and children.
Although the practice is waning presently, in some cases a homestead may

r

consist of a polygamous nuclear family unit, a man with more than one wife
and the children of each wife. The most immediately present social grouping
beyond the nuclear family in Luo society is the Jokawuoro, which is the
people descended from the same grandfather. This grouping forms the most
closely linked extension of familial relationships within the overall Luo

r

social structure. Members of a Jokawuoro share common land and many
activities in their day-to-day existence.
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Although the practice of having multiple wives within a nuclear
family is losing its prominence in Luo society, it still has an important role in
social organization because of the distinction made between groups descended
from different wives several generations in the past.

Jokaware (plural) that

share a common mother four or seven generations back form a social
grouping called the Libamba, which is a maximal lineage of land-holding
cooperating agnates, which often meet to "... discuss distribution of land-titles,
various conflicts and other property issues" (Ocholla-Ayayo 1976:122).
Groups descending from a different mother but the same father four or seven
generations back form another division, linked in relationship to the other

Libambas, but at the same time rivals. So even though most households of
r

today are monogamous, the once common institution of polygamy still has
an influence in social organization.
So there are several levels of social organization where Luo people

r

conceive their identity, from the individual person to the Luo "nation" (all
people of Luo ethnicity). On the various levels of Luo society, there is an
attempt to attain unity among the various parts, within the face of rivalry and
individualism. Elders, whose wisdom is given the most weight in Luo
society, are always trying to encourage their grandchildren to unite. This is
illustrated in proverbs such as "One tree has never made a forest"-"Y ath

achiel ok los bungu"; others similar to this one are "The river is filled up by
small streams-A drop of rain never makes a river" (Ocholla-Ayayo 1976:85).
However, the need to unite is also coupled with the need to assert
individual virtue within the community, at whatever level it is conceived. In
Ocholla-Ayayo's study on Luo ethics, he determines four premises of
judgment which determine if an action or relationship is "good" or "bad.":
1.

one's own being (i.e., how it could effect honor and dignity);
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2.
3.
4.

one's own family, lineage or clan (i.e., how it could bring chira,
destructive and sinful consequences to one's own family and
lineage);
one's own national being (i.e., how spirits of patriotism and
tribalism, etc., are affected);
common friendship and cooperation between members (i.e.,
how to achieve a common goal in the production for means of
subsistence).
(Ocholla-Ayayo 1976:222)

These bases of judgment could possibly contradict one another. In Luo
society, there is an interesting mix between stressing one's individual benefit
and stressing the benefit of the group over the individual. In stressing the
first premise, furthering individual benefit, there is egoism involved, which
goes against the grain of putting community first in one's judgment. Indeed,
in social activities such as pakruok and sigendini (children's story-telling),
r

there is stress placed on individual effort and accomplishment. It is inherent
in these activities that a member is trying to perform a specific function
within Luo society more efficiently than the average member.
We find the contradictory notions of invididual benefit and
community benefit resolved in that the impetus for individual
accomplishment lies in the fact that "the obligation of one's own family,
lineage, or nation becomes an imperative 'duty' for one's actions" (OchollaAyayo 1976:224). So, in fulfilling one's role as an exceptional member of
society, one achieves personal honor and benefit. In achieving gratification of
one's ego in an activity such as pakruok, one is also making a successful
contribution to one's community.

In Luo society, in a situation where certain values of the culture need
to be stressed to make an impression on certain members (such as the need to
contribute to community through individual accomplishment), music is
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used to express these values, and to give them potency. One example is the
mourning mentioned in the first chapter. In order to express the pain which
is being experienced, women transform their feelings from inward thought
into outward production of music.
Another example is huwege songs. These songs, according to OchollaAyayo, are some of the "most effective forms of punishment the Luo use in
the process of education ... " (Ocholla-Ayayo 1976:65) Ifa member of Luo
society breaks the rules of that society by, for example, stealing, or in the case

r

of a married man or woman, entering their parents' sleeping room, once this
act of misconduct is discovered, young boys and girls will expose the story
throughout the clan by singing huwege songs. Songs about violators can

r

spread throughout the tribe and beyond in this manner.
The huwege songs are sung in the fields, on a hill top, by a river
or in the forest during outdoor activities .... The first singer
conveys the song to the girls across the clan or across the river, to
sing Olum, because Olum had stolen a little fish; the girls across
the river may also reply by telling them to sing Aloo, because
Aloo has put his hand into his mother's cooking pot; another
youth who happened to hear the song elsewhere may reply, by
saying, sing Ochieng because he has entered his parents' sleeping
room. A person who has a quarrel in a village to the effect that
Achieng has eaten the boys' part of the meat, will immediately
reply, sing Achieng because Achieng has eaten boy's meat. In
this manner the names of the persons who violate the custom
may spread throughout the tribe, and even beyond the tribe.
(Ocholla-Ayayo 1976:66)

Huwege is a form of social ridicule set to music. It has a special potency
because it is in the form of thum. When the songs are sung, the participants
are transforming an important message, a description of what is wrong-doing
in Luo society, from simple information into a felt form, which is participated
in communally. As set forth previously, this form is felt within a scale of

I

inner time; that is, it inspires an interpretation in the listeners, an
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interpretation rooted in participants' familiarity with the song. When a
violators receive this type of ridicule, whether it is simply said or if it is sung,
it will have an effect-that of punishing the violators, and forcing them to
think about what they have done wrong. The fusing of the ridicule with
music gives the message more affective power. A particular song such as

huwege acts as an intensifier for a message. Since the sounds of music inspire
interpreted feelings within a scale of inner time, the message gains a character
that is absent in the simple utterance of speech, which could be used to
communicate the same information.
r

It is by the same token that nyatiti is used to transform themes of Luo
society into the feelingful realm of music. More specifically, the theme of
group cooperation through invidivual accomplishment is stressed. In social
gatherings featuring nyatiti music and pakruok, whether they be informal
drinking parties of a nuclear family or extravagant ceremonies uniting a

r

whole clan, there is a stress placed on contributing something to the
gathering, whether it be a short speech, food, a bottle of chan 'gaa, provision of

r

thum to the gathering, or an enthusiastic sigalagala (a high-pitched scream
offered by women as applause). In all gatherings, it is important that all who
are present participate and in doing so assert their ability to contribute to the
situation at large.
While people are showing their willingness to contribute to the
community, at the same time they are trying to impress on others their
identities within the community and what good things they have to offer to

r-

the community. So when someone brings a quality stereo system to a party,
he or she is showing a desire to contribute to the community involved,

I

I

exhibiting the virtues of generosity, hospitality, and selflessness. At the same
time he or she is trying to illustrate individual merit within the community,
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exhibited by ownership of a stereo (rare in most rural areas of Nyanza
Province).
All who are present are expected to participate in the music of the

nyatiti. Through maximum group participation, the essential sense of
community is attained, where all present are simultaneously interpreting a
feeling within inner time. For adults, the music is interpreted and felt with
all the familiarity the music has acquired for them throughout their lives.
Their "interpretive moves" are highly influenced by their past experience,
being raised in Luo society. While their familiarity is at a less developed
stage, children are always encouraged to try to participate in musical activities.
I once attended a gathering of a family and their in-laws to celebrate the life of
a father who had died. Ohangla music and dancing were prevalent
throughout the entire gathering. Although the children were not
participating to the full extent of the adults, all of them were giving their best,
dancing enthusiastically. They were learning their culture through
participation and enjoying themselves at the same time. For both adults and
children, assertion of individual identity within community effort is carried
out. Those who can dance and sing the most enthusiastically demonstrate
virtue in the presence of the community.
In a description of sigendini story-telling, Asenath Odaga illustrates the
,--,

process of realization of culture through experience in participatory,
community activities, such as music or story-telling:
Both performers and participants take an active part all the time.
While one listens and enjoys sigendini told by others in the
audience, one is at the same time challenged and motivated and
has to keep alert, thinking of what he too might have to narrate
when his turn comes to do so, since nobody is spared in the
exercise. The exercise proved useful later in life when the
children grew older, because it trained them in public speaking
and taught them how to organize their thoughts to speak to an
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audience and make up a logical story with a proper sequence.
Often the sessions provided fields for competition and
challenges which went towards promoting mental growth. This
was considered healthy and commendable. When it came to
dancing, singing, or telling a good story, each and every one of
the children participated actively and did his best to excel over
the others. (Odaga 1986:193)
So cooperative participation and competition in community activities
are seen as important and healthy. To actively participate in society
community members must participate and assert themselves in the above
mentioned ways.
The nyatiti musical event and the pakruok with which it is
interrelated reconstitute the Luo sensibility of invidividual accomplishiment
towards the end of communal cooperation. The virtue-boasting of pakruok
is an activity that stresses this sensibility. When pakruok is happening, all
participants (jobudh thum) are expected to contribute. In order to contribute,
participants must have either accomplished something for the benefit of the
community, such as sacrificing a goat for a party, or they must have
something to say about the accomplishment of someone else. In both cases,
the participants are asserting the value of individual achievement within the
community. However, this achievement cannot be boasted about until there
is a benefit to the community that results from it. Also, the very dynamics of
the pakruok gathering emphasize the sensibility of community made well by
individuality. The gathering itself is a communal affair, based on
cooperation, but at the same time it is filled with individual interjection and
competition. The fact that competition is involved illustrates that the very
best virtues for the maintainance of community are emphasized.

r
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Like ridicule in the huwege song, the activities of pakruok, which
contain the raw information for virtue-boasting, are not enacted until they
are fused with the music of the nyatiti. The virtue-boasting of an individual
is not deemed legitimate until the boaster has made an offering to the

jathum, at which point the jathum will commence to fuse the message with
the music. Like other forms of thum, nyatiti music is participated in by all
present. The feeling created by the music is felt collectively by the group as
they react to the interpretations made to the sound, based on their familiarity
with the music and its meaning. Again, the same sensibility inherent in the
r

practice of pakruok is here. The group participate in and enjoy the music
communally in order to celebrate the accomplishments of one person. When

pakruok is fused with the music of the nyatiti, it gains an added potency. It
goes from being simply a collection of public statements into a musical form.
This potency is added because of the interpretation and feeling of music
happens within another time scale than that of a simple speech statement of
virtue. Within inner time, interpretations are made of the music. This
interpretation, along with the interpretation of ethical information inherent
in the pakruok, results in an enactment of Luo values that could not occur
any way but during engagement in music.

According to Hillary Ochonda, an

informant from Sigomere: "When we begin to sing with the jathum is when
we feel good, when we feel together. Without the singing, the pakruok does
not mean anything. When we sing, we understand" (Olonda 11/25/95:
personal communication).
Within the sound structure of a nyatiti musical event, which presents
a familiarity, the theme of group cooperation made possible by individual
accomplishment is structurally felt within the form of the music. Nyatiti
music in its fully realized potential is music in which all are vocally and
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r

rhythmically participating in the creative process. In contrast to this
condition is the importance of the single musical voice of the jathum within
the song. Through the jathum's individual merit as a musician, the music is
inspired to come to fruition. Nyatiti music is a potent medium for the
themes in pakruok to be reconstituted because the structure of the musical
sounds themselves regenerates the subjectivity inherent to Luo culture, that
is to say, the medium both illustrates and reconfirms the message.

Nyatiti is one of many conceptualizing frames of coherence, which
together reconstitute the culture of the Luo people. Like sigendini, or orutu,
or ohangla, nyatiti is an activity that engages participants in an experience
essential to the maintenance of the fabric of Luo life. Moreover, it is
entertaining. The music itself is pleasant and encourages excitement and
dancing on the part of the participants. The experience that nyatiti provides is
an entertaining way for people to realize their culture, their identity, and
their community. The jathum provides the framework for this experience:
he produces pleasing, meaningful music that gives potency to the infomation
being exchanged by the members of the community, and he tells stories that
talk about cultural themes shared by him and his fellow people. The music of
the jathum inspires people to realize their own subjectivity and their place
within that community. It also inspires people to compete in pakruok,
which is a way of furthering personal and communal growth for adults, just
as sigendini story-telling does for children.
The jathum himself is useful to the community, because his music
provides a medium for participants to take part in important activities that
.foster the continuity of their culture. The jathum is also a storehouse of
knowledge-he keeps track of good things that have been done by certain
individuals; he has a practiced knowledge of community ties; he knows
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stories that are embodied with meaning concerning his culture. His
knowledge is disseminated through an enjoyable form of culturally
reconstitutive musical entertainment. In participating in the musical
performance, the audience shares this knowledge with the jathum, and the
r-

jathum is respected and rewarded for his knowledge and skill in what he
does.

Thus, aspects of Luo culture are reconsituted in several ways during a

nyatiti musical event. To sum up what exactly is reconstituted and how:
1. An essential theme in Luo culture is that the individual must

benefit the community by fullfilling obligations to that community in an
outstanding way.

I

2. In doing this, the individuals satisfy the expectations of their own
ego, and at the same time satisfy the expectations of the community.
3. Pakruok, or virtue-boasting, is a social activity that stresses the
importance of the above theme.
4. The nyatiti musical event reconstitutes the cultural sensibility (1 and
2) in several ways.
-All present at the gathering are expected to contribute
something to the community, whether it be food, music, or beer.
Whoever make the most impressive contributions are
commended for their generosity.
-All present are expected to participate in the music to
their full potential (exhibited by enthusiastic singing, dancing,
and yelling), and individuals are encouraged to perform better
than their peers.
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-Within pakruok, members of Luo society who stand as
models of virtue for other members are celebrated.
-Participation in nyatiti music further emphasizes these
models of virtue by putting them in the context of a felt form

r

within inner time, in which participants feel engagement.
-The theme of group cooperation made possible by
individual accomplishment is inherent in the structure of

nyatiti music. So members of Luo society can even model their
social lives on the stucture of the music.
-The jathum himself models the values of the society by
demonstrating the delicate interplay between individual
prowess and community participation. Through his individual
merit, community participation is realized.
In the context of this paper, the most important thing happening
within the nyatiti musical event is the music itself. It is the music and the
way it is interpreted, felt, and enjoyed by the participants that gives weight to
the reconsitutive sentiment that it is fused with.

Finally, I will note the state of nyatiti tradition today. The nyatiti has
lost popularity compared to its status in the past. Although it is still a
tradition very much alive, it has disappeared from certain parts of Luo land,
and its presence has become increasingly rare. In Kisumu (the capital of
Nyanza Province), it is very difficult to find nyatiti. If you ask, people usually
tell you to go to Siaya District, especially the region of Alego, which seems to
be popularly recognized by Luos as the stronghold of nyatiti tradition.
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With modernization happening everywhere, many Luo traditions

r

become downplayed in the face of new and exciting arrivals from the West.
Nowadays, a radio is usually preferred over a nyatiti to provide thum,
especially by young people. This signifies a change in the fabric of Luo social
life, because recorded music, especially contemporary pop music, does not act
as a medium for praise or storytelling. It simply acts as an entertaining music
in and of itself.
As Luo oral traditions such as stories and proverbs have been neglected
due to the modern way of life and education, nyatiti music has become less
accessible to the youth. How are they to enjoy participation if they can't
understand the proverbs that the jathum is using to entertain? The youth
today enjoy the genres of orutu and ohangla, mainly because they are more
oriented towards dance than nyatiti, and dance is something they do enjoy.
Even though the nyatiti's presence in the Luo communities of today
has decreased over time, it is still alive. If you visit Alego today you can see

jathum riding around on bicycles with their nyatitis strapped to their backs.
In Buholo almost everyone I asked knew a jathum personally. In "reserves"
such as Buholo and Alego, the nyatiti has the potential to carry on as it always
has. In these rural locations, Western influence has not yet reached the level
of places like Kisumu and Nairobi. So people are still entertaining
r

themselves and expressing and realizing their culture through participation
in nyatiti music, and throughout Kenya, the nyatiti stands as a symbol of Luo
identity. During my travels in Kenya, I met a Kenyan man on a train who
was a scientist and had traveled throughout the world. I did not know that
he was Luo. When he saw me carrying a nyatiti, he exclaimed, "You have a

nyatiti! That makes my heart feel good. That is my culture, that is my
people." He continued to explain where he was from, which was the very
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area in which I had done my research. He kept saying how happy he was to
see a foreigner carrying a nyatiti around so far from its local context. I think
he was very impressed that a foreigner would have enough interest in his
culture to learn about nyatiti. More importantly, he reacted to seeing the
nyatiti so enthusiastically because it is such an important element in the
reconstitution of his culture, in his overall frame of coherence. The nyatiti is
his "people."
Although it was isolated from its usual context, the instrument still
enacted a sense of identity in the man. Even after Luo society has undergone
a great deal of fragmentation and infiltration (by people such as myself),
nyatiti music continues to stand as a symbol of Luo culture and an entity

capable of reconstituting that culture.

I

t
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Conclusion
r

In this study I have set out to examine the seemingly basic premise that
"music is important to people" coupled with the question of "What is
r

happening in a musical experience?" I use the word "basic" because people
r-

not have to be social scientists or musicologists to explain why music is
important to them or to explain what happens when they listen to music.
Since music is employed so frequently for so many purposes in daily
life, anyone could be a qualified informant on these issues. Even children can
approach these questions objectively and give revealing answers. In a recent
study called the Music in Daily Life Project, conducted by scholars and
students at SUNY Buffalo, a wide cross-section of informants (none of them
social scientists) was chosen for interviews concerning their experience of
music (Crafts, Cavicchi, Keil 1993). This case is a prime example of the idea
that music is a basic experience to everyone, and it is an experience that can be
objectified. In the book My Music (a result of the project), a six-year-old girl
named Carley explains what happens when she experiences music as well as
why it has importance in her life, giving a deep look into the process of her
musical experience:
I just play with my songs ... it's like I. . .I sing them out and then
I roll them up into a ball. .. Music's my favorite thing in school.
The reason I don't like gym the most is because sometimes we
go in with older kids and we get called names, and in art some
people say that they don't like me and other kids' pictures and
that's upsetting, too. No one does any of those things in music,
so that's why my favorite thing is music.
(Crafts, Cavicchi, Keil 1993:15)
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Carley's interpretation of her own experience of music is freighted with
meaning that you probably would not get from someone versed in academic ,
approaches to music, or even someone who has passed the first grade. The
idea that she "rolls music up into a ball" and that participation in music frees
her from ridicule present in other activities such as art provide as much
insight into the experience of music that an interview with a veteran
musician or an ethnography of Luo traditional music can offer.
Music, in all the shapes and forms that it comes in, engenders feelings

r

in people that no other activity can. This idea, coupled with the premise that
participation in music reconstitutes aspects of cultural identity for people, is
the basis of my thesis. Again, it is a basic idea, but also an idea that manifests
itself in myriad ways and provides valuable insight into the ways people have
integrated music into the maintainance of their fabric of existence.

,-

In all of the "musical events" considered thus far, there are common
processes occurring in all of them:
1. Music, or creation or manipulation of sound by people to conform to a

r

desired aesthetic medium, with the desire to create a sound with some feeling
of coherence, is present.
2. The people involved in the event are hearing, and thus interpreting the
music.
3. According to the interpretations the people make upon hearing the music,
they engage in the music to varying degrees.
4. For those who are engaged, there is a reconsitution of an aspect of their
social identity and culture through their "reading of the text" of music.

r
I

The process of becoming engaged in the music stems from the fact that
that people, over time, become familiar with certain types of music. Going
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back to the point Alan Lomax made, the particular type, at least one of them,
will correspond to the overall sense of coherence that they have developed
throughout their lives. This type is a text expressing the sense of coherence.
So even if a person is isolated from the usual context in which this music is
employed, the music still has the potential to enact a sense of identity in that
person. Thus, the Luo man whom I met, far from the isolated social
gatherings of his homeland was charged with a sense of identity just by seeing
a nyatiti, and I assume, imagining the sounds it makes. By the same token I
, had a similar experience when I was in Kenya. When I think about the music
that I identify with and enjoy, the last thing that comes to my mind is the

I

music of the popular singer Michael Bolton. However, after I had been

r

isolated from my own culture for months, hearing Michael Bolton blaring
over the speakers of a bus gave me a reconsitution of my own culture that I
was in desperate need of. Even though I normally do not feel any sense of
identity with this music, I was so far from my normal frame of coherence that
Michael Bolton songs seemed heavily laden with all of the things I appreciate
most about music.
While music is only one of the many cultural texts we read that
reconstitute our many views of the world, it is unique, with an intensity to
effect all its own. While I was in Kenya, I had an experience similar to the

r

one described above in watching American soap operas on television. While
both instilled in me a sense of familiarity, of longing for my home, the feeling
of watching did not compare to the feeling of listening. In listening to that
music, I experienced an interpretation, within "inner time," of all the past
experiences, musical ideas, movements and gestures which that music
generated. The sounds that were generated are an expression, unlike any

r
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other medium, of a sensibility and culture that I have acquired during my life
in America.
Music is not necessarily a "better" or more powerful reconstitutive
factor than any other. However, music is more powerful or more important
for the reconstitution of culture than what much investigation of human life
has suggested. On one hand, it has been treated as a part of culture, but an
incidental part of culture. Or it has been treated strictly as art, separated from
the culture that it originates from and acts to regenerate. I have attempted to
show, through a detailed examination of theory and incidents of music in life
that music is not an incidental form of activity to be downplayed. Rather, it is

'
i
I

an activity that reconsitutes aspects of culture just as many other activities do,
but in a unique way with a unique potency, and in a way that people enjoy.
The unique quality of music makes it indispensable to people, if we are to
continue existing the way we do.

At the least, it is hard to imagine a world without music. It is
r

conceivable that baseball games could get by without bugle calls or that Luo
virtue-boasting could work without nyatiti.

But these events certainly would

not be what people have grown accustomed to if there were no music, and
certainly many would not enjoy these events as much without music. It is
for this reason that culture as we know it could not have evolved to its
present state without music, and it could not continue without music. As
culture continues to evolve and change, so will music.
In the "snapshots" we have examined, whether brief or more contextually
situated, we have gained a glimpse into how people have learned to be people
within one of the most human of all human activities. Since music provides
such a unique expression of the human psyche and because it is such a
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pleasure to experience, we will continue, to quote Carley, to roll it up into
balls, and it will continue to maintain our existence in its unique way.
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