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Abstract 
Music in communities of the world whose languages are tonal reflect speech 

inflexion of the people in such communities. Any deviation from this renders the 

melodic lines of their songs meaningless culturally. Speech patterns of the people 

become a fundamental tool in the melodic construction or their songs. Songs that 

Side track the speech inflexion fail to communicate to their audience as a result of 

the distortion of the speech melody. For us to keep the community s 1dentity, strict 

compliance of speech melody must be observed. Societies that make use of talking 

drums and the like need to also observe t speech melody so as to communicate 

positively with the people. African melodies are formed by the words with which 

they are associated. Therefore, speech with high, medium and low tonal levels 

need to be pitched accordingly. This paper seeks to examine tonal relationships in 

African music in today's globalized world. 
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Introduction 

Scholes (1975) in Ofosu (2001) says the term tonality is the loyalty to the tonic of a key 

scheme of a composition. The loyalty in the Western sense according to Ofosu is jealously 

guarded. Africans, he says do Not submit to any Such loyalty when composing their music 

especially in traditional music, Communities in Africa whose languages are tonal reflect 

inflexion of the people and any form of deviation renders melodic lines of songs 

meaningless. Tonal structures go with speech rhythms of tonal languages especially in 

Africa. 
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Tonality and Language 

To make a unique cultural identification, musical elements such as rhythm, melody, 

harmony, pitch, tone and language need to be varied in different cultures of the world. The 

organization of musical tones is culture specific whereby musical scale and tonal 

conceptions are transformed into specific functi0nal meanings when they are associated 

with certain social behaviors and events (Uzoigwe 2001). Ekwueme (2001) therefore says 

that music can be understood across linguistic barriers if only we consider music to be a 

universal language. In this case, it should be able to express or communicate an idea or 

emotions to and of a people. Though, the message according to hum may not be conveyed 

to all at the same time. More to this is Langer's view in Blacking (1977) that 'music can 

reveal the nature of feelings with a detail and truth that language alone cannot approach". 

Okafor (2005) corroborating this say 

 

The basic roots of music are the same, and are found in the music of ever 

culture. What each culture does is to engineer these in its own way into its 

music. And even with each culture, the same raw materials are engineered 

into different uses. And so, within the universality of the language, there 

are languages, dialects, idioms, grammar and syntax. Okafor (2005:385) 

 

Any form of music that has the basic roots of music as stated above helps every culture to 

derive its identity. These roots are employed in melody and harmony. 

 

Ekwueme (2001) says, there is a string of constraint posed by tone in setting African tonal 

language to music. Dialectical differences compound this problem for African composers 

who are distant members of other societies. Ofosu (2001) informs that: 

 

The choice and use of tonality that accords with these prosodic features of 

speech are known to enhance a community's musical expression. This 

accounts for diverse traditional idioms in music in Africa, which also 

correspond to the multiplicity of speech languages therefore makes 

tonality an imprecise concept, for, each traditional society determines the 

tonal patterns consistent with the language employed in her music. 

(Ofosu, 2001:205) 

 

Nketia (1974:189) in Agordoh (1994) also states thus: 

...the themes of songs tend to center around events and matters of 

common interest concerning members of a community where language 
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beliefs of tradition and customs of the society are taken into consideration. 

(Agordoh 1994:44). 

 

The events are known to be events of life cycle of the African where music plays a vital 

role in their celebrations. The reason Idolor (2002) corroborates thus: 

 

…every kind of music possesses matrixes, which identify with a culture 

and represent a people with a common culture. Using sound matrix, it is 

therefore possible to discern the nativity of a piece of music even where 

the lyrics are drawn from a different linguistic region. (ldolor, 2002:4) 

 

Tonal Relationships in African Music 

Merriam (1963:187) in Agordoh (2002) says, song text is one of the sources for 

understanding human behaviour. He feels language behaviour is integral part of music. 

And that music use d in connection of music may differ from that of "ordinary discourse". 

We may be talking of poetic devices, proverbs, philosophies among others as aspects of 

language which must be well stated melodically to call for understanding and to get 

message of a particular song nearer to the people, Okafor (1999) says "texts of music is 

sometimes spoken as well as sung". 

 

Most music in Africa share similarities in structure and tonal effects such as glides, scoops, 

shouts screams, ululation, panegyrics which according to Ofosu (2001) are determined by 

linguistic considerations that are reflected in music. 

Nketia (1975) notes that: 

 

The most far-reaching influence is exerted by the verbal text to which 

Songs are set. African traditions deliberately treat songs as though they 

were speech utterance. There are societies in which solo poetic recitations 

both spoken and sung have become social institutions. The use of rapid 

delivery of texts, explosive sounds or special interjections, vocal grunts, 

and the whisper is not uncommon (Nketia 1975:177-178) 

 

Yodelling, ululation and high tensed voice are characteristic of the people in the northern 

belt of West Africa. Scooping and glides can be said of the Urhobo, Yoruba and the Akan 

especially in the Akan dirges. The Ibos of Nigeria and the Zulu of South Africa are also 

noted for choral music where the use of heptatonic scale dominates all other scales. 

Harmonic treatment of 4ths and 5ths is a major feature of the Urhobo of Nigeria and the 

Ewe of Ghana. The Akan's way of singing shares resemblance with that of the Calabar. The 
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Egyptian and the Indian share similarities in melismatic singing in which according to 

Scholes (1975:618) one syllable flowers out into a passage of several notes or tones. Amu's 

songs following the typical Ghanaian traditional musical style have no modulatory 

sections. The belief according to Agordoh (2004) is that, good music does not necessarily 

have to modulate to make it appreciable (63). 

 

Although authorities in the field of music call passages with flattened 7th (ta) modulation, 

due to the use of enhemitonic pentatonic scale (the scale without a semitone) instead of the 

normal (t) with ( (Omibiyi (2001). The present Writer aligns with Akpabot (1986) that with 

few exceptions Nigerian melodies are usualy short repetitive and unary, binary or ternary 

forms with no modulations from one key centre (or more correctly tone centre) to another. 

Traditional songs that appear to have such traces of modulation may be as a result of 

fatigue or improper pitching during performance. Ekwueme feels: 

 

Every piece of African choral music is supposedly in the same "key". We 

say "supposedly" because as stated above there is often an unconscious 

raising of the pitch in performance, such that a song which begins on a 

tonal centre equivalent to the key of say F major, ends in a tonal centre 

equivalent to G major. But this happens without any conscious effort or 

attempt at modulating. The music is indeed intended to be in the same 

(key) tonal centre throughout" Ekwueme 2001:20) 

 

Okafor (2005) talking of instruments communicating with members of the society says, it 

is the language interpretational patterns that identify the occasion and the Ozo performers 

and that the speech pattern on the instruments of Uhie ensemble of Imazi of Enugu State 

reflect and convey the intended message of and to the people. With this we shall consider 

some intervallic relationships in African Music 

 

Intervallic Relationships in African Music. 

African music like other types of music makes use of melodic and harmonic intervals 

peculiar to given communities. We shall consider these intervals as they relate in Africa. 

 

1. Melodic Relationships 

Ofosu (1989) states that some societies are known to operate within a narrow melodic 

intervallic ranges of major 2nds, 3rds, 4ths, 5ths, 6ths and Octaves. According to him, 

melodic intervals of 7ths are rarely used Akpabot (1986) talking of intervals says, the 

African traditional composer does not conceptualize the degrees of the scale in the same 

way the European does. However, African music when analyzed reveals scales like 
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tritonic, pentatonic, hexatonic and heptatonic. African melodies share similarities as well 

as differences in structure. Relating melodic structures with scale construction may not 

give the real identification of a cultural setting. Instead the understanding of the text (in 

the case of vocal music) will help us to reach conclusions. Intervallic ranges of instrumental 

music can be associated with societies that have common geographical settings. The music 

though instrumental, tonally reflects speech patterns in a society. When there are 

deviations we talk of variety in melody and rhythm which Blacking (1973 & 1976) feels 

indicates musical preferences but not incidental consequences of changes in speech tones. 

These changes he says are themselves generated by the use of ditfferent words sequence 

generated by the story of the song". Ekwueme (2001) in Ofosu (2001) says African melodies 

are formed by the words with which they are associated and that speech patterns have 

their tonal lines some of which are high, medium or low pitched (215). Music that is tied 

to a particular culture reveals behavioural patterns of a people. 

 

2 Harmonic Relationships 

Harmony in the Western sense is the simultaneous combination of two or more vo1ces 

singing or playing together on different pitch levels to produce chords base of specific root 

or tonic of the chord. However, in the African musical Structure, harmony implies a multi-

part arrangement dependent on intuition which also differs from one community to 

another. Harmonic arrangement also differs from one song to another. While some 

societies use harmonic intervals of 3rds, 4ths, 5ths, and 6ths others use unison and 

occasional 2nds, 7ths, and octaves. The multi-part singing which results from call-and-

response patterns of singing calls for the cantor (the lead singer) who calls for the chorus 

to respond. Sometimes Overlapping call-and-response patterns become another device for 

harmonic Singing, especially at the points of overlap. 

 

Harmonic Techniques in Instrumental Music 

The mmensoun (7-horn musical type) players of Ghana, the Oja (notched flute) players of 

Nigeria, the trumpet orchestra among the Babembe of Congo, the Ivory trumpets of Congo 

and the truta trumpets of the Dan of ivory Coast (Cote d'Ivoire) among others use hocket 

technique as a device to achieve harmonic means. Uzoigwe (1998) says a linear movement 

of parts is of prime importance in the structuring of tonal organization of musical patterns. 

These patterns he says are considered verticaly in tonal relationships to follow the 

intervallic paths chordal harmony. Considering these vertical tonal relationships, the Akan 

master drummer, the lya llu master player among others tone their instruments in the same 

way the ukom master musician does so as to call for a positive communication between the 

player and the audience. 
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Tonality and Globalization 

Today’s world has become a global village. Information technology has made travelling 

far and wide for experience and information becomes a thing of thing past. Goje Africa - a 

popular T.V.  Programme - for example is bringing down to us the world's musical culture. 

One can use the internet for information. The use of satellite has also made live vents 

possible. It is therefore easier for us to adapt music of other world's culture into our own 

culture for a change and variety. Adaptation of certain melodic and harmonic patterns to 

suit our tonal languages has become very easy. Adaptation of instrumental patterns as well 

as techniques into our own cultural performance techniques is also possible. 

 

Effects of Globalization on Tonal Music in Africa 

Globalization has a greater advantage to the African musician on one hand. That is 

borrowing ideas from different cultures of the world brings about innovation and change 

in what used to be static and stereotyping in our musical practices. But accepting other 

people's musical culture and imbibing them into ours is like replacing parts of a Mercedes 

Benz car with parts of a Toyota car. How functional can this b be? If parts of a Toyota car 

cannot function well with a Mercedes then, the question is how functional is globalization 

on tonal music in Africa? If African composers refuse to get influenced by music of other 

cultures, it will mean refusal to be acculturated in our traditional music then there will not 

be any innovation or change, Accepting musical practices will affect our traditional 

musical practices. Tonal music is presently affected by the following areas, 

1. Education 

2. Urbanization 

3. Religion 

 

These areas have affected traditional African music in many ways. For example, urban 

musical groups adulterate traditional music to suit cotemporary musical taste. Education 

has turned people far away from the traditional musical practices with the belief that they 

are not meant for the elite. Religion has implanted the belief that traditional music is fetish 

even within the members of the same, traditional music is seen as something for the poor 

or persons of low status in the society. 

 

Globalization as we see today is turning African music atonal where melodic lines do not 

follow speech rhythms any longer. Where are we in this era? Is our music towing the line 

of tonality or atonality? Blacking (1973 & 1976) has said that 'what turns one man off may 

turn another man on not because of nay absolute quality in the music itself, but because of 

what the music has come to mean to him as a member of a particular social group. 
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Conclusion 

From what has been discussed so far, tonal music in Africa will be adequate in scope. There 

will be innovations and changes to suite cultural practices in other places. With 

globalization, traditional African music stands the chance of losing its rich cultural heritage 

and identity. For fear of corruption in our musical culture, it will be appreciated if only 

Africans will listen and enjoy music from other worlds without importing their elements 

for infusion 
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