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Abstract 
Melodies in their horizontal formations moving together whether in consonance 
or dissonance with themselves can be said to be in harmony with each other. Songs 
written or sang in relationship to the melodic structure may be the best way 
African children directly or indirectly would be influenced in their traditional 
songs if cultural values are to be taken their right direction. Intervals of thirds, 
fourths, fifths, sixths, eights, and occasional seconds and sevenths are 
predominantly used in African harmonic formations though not all societies use 
these intervals at the same time and in the same manner. Different cultures using 
different scales and different tonal inflexions make it possible for each of them to 
have different harmonic structure that calls for cultural identification. This paper 
identifies with some of these cultures their way of harmonization in relation to 
their values, tonal patterns, scales and the attention children pay to them  
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Introduction 
Music in its conventional form is a system of is a system of alphabetical combination 
known as notes which are written on five lines and four spaces. These notes make use of 
certain signs called sharps, flats and naturals. Mann Horace in Glean and Turentine (1969) 
notes these signs as punctuations for convenience with successions of upright bars. In their 
study of vocal music, they found out that there is no degree of perfection for music to make 
it pleasing as an art. Rather members of a society find it more subtle and penetrating to be 
used in their day to day activities. incidental musicians especially composers of all age 
grades compose on the spot songs at typical African occasion where they freely harmonize 
without following any laid down rules but are well balanced in their own right 
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Music and Culture 
Culture is the common possession of the body of people in social terms. It can be said to 
be the overall make up of a group of people living together in a given community. Idolor’s 
(2002) view is that “every kind of music possesses matrixes, which identify with a culture 
and represent a people with a common culture. Okoro (2008) having this in mind says 
traditions including behaviour patterns, beliefs, dressing, religion, rites and music among 
others make the way of living of a people in a community. Culture can also be said to be 
the totality of what obtains in traditional activities in a given society. 
 
Harmony on the can be said to be two or more notes of different pitch sounding at the 
same time to produce a chord. The chords can be concords, discords or a combination of 
the two or simultaneous sounding tones in what Ofosu (1989:169) says is “their vertical 
dimensions”. It can be said that harmony is the chordal progression which includes 
melodic and rhythmic fragmentations as well as sentences put together to make 
recognizable sounds. Glean et al (1964) says harmony is written conventionally in an 
alphabet of its own on a stave of five lines and punctuated with a succession of upright 
bars. Like every other alphabet it has its own system of fixed and determinate symbols 
known, as semibreves, minims, crotchets, quavers and semiquavers among others each 
with significance. Harmonies are themselves melodies in vertical order to support thematic 
materials or melodies in horizontal structures. In contemporary times, harmony is 
described by Ofosu (2001) as the recognizable clothing of principal and subsidiary 
melodies which are realized in any combination of melodic stands as chords which Scholes 
(1964) views as spontaneously written or performed together which can also be achieved 
in a polyphonic or homophonic form depending on the style of a particular society. 
Harmony in the strict African sense has not been coded the way it is seen in western 
harmony. Its progression is mostly in parallel motion due to its adherence to tonal inflexion 
of the words (Agu, 1999). Choral music has become a global phenomenon though with 
different harmonic singing techniques due to differences in cultural settings. Kofie 
(1994:74) in Adedeji (2009) stressing this point states that harmony is that of a peculiar 
vocal arrangement of various societies which does not account for the vocal ranges western 
music stipulates. According to him, 
 

it does not matter what the singers compass is, once he/she is musical and 
could automatically sing in part, he/she is allowed to harmonize the song. 
... it is not a particular voice that is reckoned with but a melodic line 
(Adedeji. 2009:3). 
 

The end of any harmonic movement should suggest a feeling of home coming which may 
be a kind of finality which is known as cadence of a piece of music. 
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Singing Techniques 
Varieties of vocal techniques consisting of statement of melodic themes and their 
horizontal developments are used to represent a people in the African sub-region. Singers 
sing and harmonize at will whenever the situation demands. The major singing technique 
in Africa is the call-and-response type of singing. Ofosu (2001:193) informs us that “all 
melodies are a conglomeration of internal units and subdivisions, which share agreeable 
relationships in conformity with cultural specificity, or aesthetic needs” which sometimes 
comes through responsorial structures where melodies taken by the cantor constitute a 
complete musical sentence. Others he continues (2001” 193) are “merely subdivisions 
which achieve their completeness in the chorus response” where the antecedent phrase 
tends to anticipate the progression of the phrase that follows it. Nketia’s (1975) view of this 
is that it is the simplest type of singing in which single phrases sung by the lead singer are 
answered by the chorus with sets of responses. Ofosu (2001) further adds that the cantor’s 
melody serves as a melodic guide which pre-empts what the chorus may sing. Sometimes 
melodies taken by the cantor is taken exactly by the chorus as a response to that of the 
cantor. 
 
 Harmonic Techniques 
Adedeji’s (2009) position on arrangement of vocal music is that no matter what a singer’s 
compass is he or she could automatically sing in parts or be allowed to harmonize a song 
since it is not a particular voice that is reckoned with but a harmonic line. He further 
stresses that, 

 
it is common to find the melody either at the bottom or in the middle while 
the parts (alto, tenor lines not voice) are found either above the melody or 
below, or one on top and the other one below” Adedeji, 2009:3). 

 
Typical of such harmonic arrangement is that of the Urhobo where the above qualities are 
mostly found. Varieties of singing techniques seem to give African music some kind of 
harmonies peculiar to each society. Linearly, singers break up by singing in seconds, 
thirds, fourths, fifths or sixths below the melodic line thereby forming harmonies of 
various types (Nketia, 1975). 
 
Unison singing is a singing preference of certain societies where everybody sings the same 
thing from the beginning to the end of a piece of music. The Luo of Kenya, Nyamwezi of 
Tanzania, the Urhobo and Ibo of Nigeria are among societies that are typical of unison 
singing. While the Urhobo children’s play songs are predominantly in unison it is in the 
male singing of the Ibo warrior groups where the unison structure manifests. Such war 
songs are structurally used to ginger the warriors up and ignite the martial tendencies in 
them. 
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Polarity Singing is another singing style in which octave duplication of melodies is 
employed. It is employed mostly when both men and women sing together. The men tend 
to sing duplicating what the women sing in a lower tone. Nketia (1975) mentions societies 
like Ngombe, Baya and Azande of Central African Republic, the Acholi, Alur, and others 
in Uganda, the Nyaturu and Chaga of Tanzania, Luo of Kenya the Hausa of Nigeria, the 
Dagomba, Kusasi, the Ewe and others in Ghana, the Wolof of Senegambia among other 
societies that employ polarity as their singing style. 
 
Societies like the Urhobo of Nigeria, the Nyamwezi of Tanzania, the Akan and Eve of 
Ghana who are typical of heptatonic traditions sing in parallel thirds, fourths and sixths as 
their characteristic feature. The Urhobo men for instance tend to drone a fourth below what 
the women sing. Crossing of parts a detestable and abhorrent technique of western 
harmony is a prominent and acceptable feature of the Urhobo of Nigeria. It is also 
observable at the end of a song or of a sentence among female groups of the western Ewe 
of Ghana. Other multi-part structures are also found in African musical schemes ranging 
from parallel thirds to eights. Societies like the Akan of Ghana, The Ibo, Ijaw and the 
Calabar of Nigeria, The Bembe of Zambia and the Nyamwezi of Tanzania among others 
are characteristic of singing in parallel thirds. 
 
Societies with pentatonic traditions according to Agordoh (2004) tend to emphasize perfect 
consonant intervals like 4ths, 5ths, and 8ths more than other intervals. The Gogo, Pangwa 
and Nyakyusa of Tanzania, Wala and Dangwe of Ghana who are characteristically 
dominated in anhemitonic (without semitone) pentatonic traditions usually sing in parallel 
fourths and fifths. Sometimes the use of thirds, sixths or sevenths is also employed 
“depending on the note of the scale against which a parallel melody is being sung” (Nketia, 
1975:164). 
 
Song Endings 
Traditionally, song endings have not been following any clear cut designs as it has been 
with that of western style where song endings have stipulated cadential formulae. Songs 
can end on any degree of the scale depending on cultural tastes. Usually song they seem 
to have what Ofosu (1989:134) says is “a sequence of tones that suggest a temporary pause 
[or rests] or the completion of a phrase, period of the entire song” or finality. The following 
are suggestive of African song endings. Octave duplication of melodies is a form of 
harmonic treatment which comes at the end of call-and-response patterns of singing. Some 
of these endings are in two, three and occasionally four parts. Songs ending in two parts 
usually make use of octave duplications while those ending in three parts Ofosu (2001:211) 
says “employ the cantor’s part, the immediate part and the top part” typical of the Urhobo 
kirimomo songs where the cantor mostly takes the male voice. This form of harmonic 
treatment constitutes what Ofosu (2001) calls ‘triadic movement in which the intermediate 
part either duplicates the cantor’s part at an octave higher or at the unison. According to 
Ofosu, 
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such duplication does not connote a four-part melody as such, nor does 
the intermediate part poterm a reservation for any group of singers 
delimited by gender concerns and considerations.... 
The octave or unison doubling of the cantor’s final notes is the exclusive 
responsibility of those whose vocal capacity allows for either of the two 
(Ofosu 2001:212). 
 

Such endings do not conform to any laid down conventions nor do they fit into any of the 
western cadence types. They are only rounded off by both the cantor and chorus. These 
endings can be on any note of the scale as prescribed by Nketia (1974) on specific contexts 
mostly from supertonic triad to the tonic triad which Ofosu (2001) describes as an 
inauthentic perfect cadence. Overlapping endings are usually seen with societies who are 
predominant with call-and- response style of singing where there is the cantor and the 
chorus doing the same kind of exchange of melodies. In this case the chorus part enters 
into the last ending bars of the cantor’s melody thereby forming some kind of harmonic 
style at such points of overlap. That is when the beginning of the chorus coincides with the 
end of the cantor’s line and vise versa. Sometimes the cantor joins the chorus to the end of 
the song.  
 
According to Nketia (1975) long sections of the chorus may also be interrupted with new 
phrases of the cantor. There are other times Ofosu (1989) says the cantor doubles the chorus 
part in unison. Among the Zulu, Xhosa Swazi and Mosai of South Africa, harmonization 
is done in a polyphonic form such that each part starts at a different point of entry with 
overlapping phrases in complex and constant shifting movement of melodic cycles or 
round forms. According to Nketia, 
 

the parts may be arranged in such a way that an ostinato sung by a group provides 
a sground part above which the solo and chorus parts are sung.... They may also 
be arranged as two overlapping, parallel homophonic melodies, one sung in parts 
by a group of cantors, and the other in parts by the chorus. 
(Nketia 1975: 166). 

 
Harmonic technique is derived from a canonic singing or a round, where different parts 
have different entries of the same theme. Such a technique is employed by “the Bushmen, 
the Shona of Rhodesia and the Jabo of Liberia” (Nketia 1975:145). 
 
Harmonic organization in societies like the Giriama of Kenya and the Ekonda of Zaire is 
done by a group of cantors singing in parts against another group of the chorus part also 
singing in parts, and giving an aural impression of a harmonic treatment but which in 
reality is the resultant effect of the multipart arrangement. 
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Conclusion 
Culture is a way of life of a people which has great influence on the children living in a 
community. Aspects that make a community life include music which organization has 
three basic elements viz melody, rhythm and harmony, the crust of this paper. Singing 
styles and harmonic intervals are prescribed by the tonal inflexion peculiar to a people. 
Intervals of thirds, fourths, fifths, six, and octaves are predominantly used in most African 
societies whereas seconds and sevenths are rarely used. It is noticed that in certain societies 
their men instead of supplying the bass drone at the bottom. This arrangement leaves the 
main melody with the tenor. Overlapping of the cantor and chorus lines which harmonize 
at the end of a song is seen with certain societies. Others societies use cantor versus chorus 
response where the response happens to overlap in parallel sequence. While other societies 
use harmony at the cantor’s section as well as with the chorus response some also use 
cantor melodic line versus chorus response in harmony of thirds, fourths fifths, and sixths 
all depending on their societal significance and preferences. Differences observed in what 
appear harmonic structures in Africa do not lend themselves to any conventional rules. 
That is the reason Music in African des not follow any form of harmonic progression as it 
is seen with the western form of harmony. 
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