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Abstract

Migration often leads to significant socio-cultural and psychological challenges,
particularly for Zimbabweans living in South Africa, many of whom face the
stigma of being labelled as “illegal” or “undocumented.” This study explores
how mediated music, defined as music circulated through digital and broadcast
platforms, supports the well-being of Zimbabwean immigrants in Johannesburg.
Drawing on self-reported experiences, this article demonstrates how listening to
familiar music from home fosters emotional resilience, cultural identity, and
community connection. Through mediated music, immigrants manage stress,
alleviate feelings of isolation, and find temporary respite from the hardships
associated with their precarious legal status. Music not only provides distraction
from daily challenges but also serves as a motivating force and a conduit for
nostalgia, helping immigrants maintain ties to their homeland while negotiating
their new environment. This study highlights the critical role of music in
improving subjective well-being, offering insights into how immigrants
navigate identity and belonging through their musical choices.

Keywords: mediated music; music and well-being; Zimbabwean immigrants; music
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Introduction

Migration is often accompanied by significant socio-cultural and psychological
challenges, including feelings of isolation, cultural dislocation, and stress. For many
immigrants, music serves as a vital resource for emotional regulation, identity
formation, and cultural preservation. Scholars such as Maloney (2017) and DeNora
(2000) have highlighted music’s role in enabling listeners to augment cognitive,
emotional, behavioural, and physiological aspects of their identity and navigating the
complexities of migration. In the context of mediated music, which is music circulated
through digital and broadcast platforms, these functions become even more pronounced,
as immigrants can access familiar sounds from their homeland at any time, providing a
sense of comfort and stability in an otherwise uncertain environment.

While the role of music in migration and well-being has been widely documented, the
experiences of Zimbabwean immigrants in South Africa offer a unique lens through
which to explore these dynamics. For many Zimbabweans, music from their homeland
serves as a crucial link to their cultural identity and a source of emotional support in the
face of socio-political and economic challenges. As a Zimbabwean immigrant living in
South Africa, I have personally experienced the profound influence of music on my
well-being. Music has been a steadfast companion on my journey, offering solace,
connection, and a sense of identity in the midst of unfamiliar surroundings. Music
became my sanctuary, a source of hope and inspiration. Whether reading, falling asleep,
taking a walk, or facing moments of stress, music was there to accompany me. I viewed
music as a form of prayer, an avenue to connect with something greater than myself. It
provided me with a home for my worries, dreams, and aspirations. Music is present in
almost every facet of my life (DeNora 1999, 2000).

In fact, I often shared links to songs I was listening to on my Facebook profile,
accompanied by heartfelt captions that described the significance of the music in my
life. These posts generated lively discussions and comments from friends and
acquaintances. Remarkably, my passion for music on social media even led to an
opportunity to write for Music in Africa (Mutero 2015). However, I did not think much
of it at the time. It was only when I visited my young brother in Cape Town in the same
year that [ knew I connected with Zimbabwe through music and by extension my social
media posts. During a hike up Lion’s Head, he mentioned that he often discovered both
new and old Zimbabwean songs through the music links I shared. That conversation,
combined with listening to the song “Tozivepi” by Zimbabwe Stars on repeat, made me
aware that my online music sharing was not just personal, it was a way of staying
connected to my roots and sharing them with others. On that occasion, the song was
both a soundtrack to the arduous excursion and, as I think of it now, a reminder of the
place we hailed from and the places we now live.

As it turns out, I am not the only one who had nostalgic connections to “Tozivepi.” The
United States-based Zimbabwean musician Zivanai Masango gave an elaborate recall
and meaning of the song on his YouTube channel. Masango had the following to say:
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When I was in primary school, this song was a major hit on Radio 2 in Zimbabwe. They
played it every morning without fail. I would stall and stall as I waited for it to be played
before I left the house for school. Lucky enough, my school was a five-minute run from
our place. Tozivepi, by the Zimbabwe Stars, is in the top 3 of my most favourite songs
in the whole wide world!! The song is the voice of a parent, advising their child as he
moves to the big city. They tell him to stay focused on his goal and warn him of all the
glittery things in the city which could easily sweep him away, and the dangers of the
party life. I remember singing this song to myself when I took the 30-hour journey from
Harare to New York in February 2004 with just a backpack and the clothes I was
wearing ... not knowing what exactly was in store for me in America. Although I had
previously done two American Tours with bands, it was different this time because I
was completely on my own. (Zivi Music 2020)

Masango is one of many people connected to Zimbabwe who were helped to settle in
their adopted homes through music. He posts renditions of Zimbabwean songs on
YouTube and Facebook with captions that evoke nostalgia for his life in Zimbabwe.
Hence, in this exploration of the relationship between music and well-being, I draw not
only from my own experiences but also from the stories shared by fellow Zimbabwean
immigrants. While I recognise the value of personal anecdotes, I will refrain from
delving too deeply into my own encounters to ensure a broader objective and a more
comprehensive understanding of the transformative power of music for Zimbabwean
immigrants. [ also use the personalised introduction to set the tone for the deeply
personal narratives that were shared by study participants. It is the stories of my fellow
Zimbabwean immigrants that truly shed light on the transformative role of music in
promoting overall well-being.

The process of migration often presents various socio-cultural and psychological
challenges for immigrants. However difficult it can be to make the decision to move, at
times it is one of the few viable options. Zimbabwe has in recent years experienced
economic setbacks leading to an unprecedented wave of transnational migration. With
the unending political crisis, the economic prospects are dwindling in Zimbabwe. Many
have migrated, giving up on the quality friendships, family, and social relationships that
they had depended on over years to maintain good mental well-being. Transnational
migration, among Zimbabweans, has altered both extended and nuclear families by
reorganising roles and relations in response to the absence of some members of the
family (Jaji 2022). In many African communities social and kinship relations provide
support which can help people cope with common mental health disorders, mitigate
marginalisation, and promote social dynamics that reduce stigma (MacGregor 2018;
Ramotuana and Amone-P’Olak 2020).

However, cultural practices, such as music, have been recognised as instrumental in
promoting well-being and enhancing a sense of belonging among immigrant
communities. Musicking regulates emotions and stress, among a host of other functions
in people’s everyday lives (Vastfjill, Juslin, and Hartig 2012). This study explores the
correlation between music consumption and well-being by examining the role that
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mediated music plays in the everyday experiences of Zimbabwean immigrants in
Johannesburg. It draws on Blacking’s (1973) concept of soundly organised humanity,
focusing on ordinary citizens, to understand the functional roles and influence that
music has on the emotional well-being and the experiences of Zimbabwean immigrants
in Johannesburg, a major urban hub attracting economic immigrants (Vanyoro 2023).

Based on the self-reported experiences of study participants, we gain insights into the
role that music plays, if any, in the everyday lives and well-being of Zimbabwean
immigrants. I specifically focus on immigrants’ experiences with listening to mediated
music as opposed to performances or making music. Mediation is defined by Toynbee
and Dueck (2011) as “the circulation through print, broadcast, recording and various
forms of electronic dissemination of musical objects that are separable in time and space
from human subjects yet continually available for activation and engagement by them.”
Listening to music is considered one of the most used strategies for reducing tension,
changing an unpleasant mood, and raising energy (Van den Tol and Edwards 2015; Van
den Tol and Giner-Sorolla 2017).

The study uses an understanding of resilience that is informed by Theron, Theron, and
Malindi (2013, 2) who posit that “resilience is broadly understood to mean positive
adaptation in the face of adversity.” I draw a link between resilience and well-being on
the basis that both point to the ability to do well in challenging times. I, however, need
to mention, as shall be seen in the results, that doing well or being resilient is for the
most part very subjective yet also pro-social. This exploration is based on the knowledge
that engaging in musical activities allows individuals to tap into their emotions,
thoughts, and desires, providing a channel for self-discovery and self-formation.

Theoretical Framework

This study is grounded in theories that explore the intersection of music and well-being,
with a particular focus on how mediated music functions as a tool for emotional
regulation, identity formation, and cultural preservation. At the core of this theoretical
framework is DeNora’s (2000) concept of music as a technology of the self, which
posits that individuals use music to actively shape their emotions, identities, and social
environments. According to DeNora (2000), music is not a passive background activity
but an active participant in everyday life, enabling individuals to regulate their moods,
construct their identities, and navigate social interactions. For Zimbabwean immigrants
in South Africa, mediated music serves as a crucial tool for managing the emotional and
psychological challenges of migration. Immigrants can create a sense of continuity
between their past and present, fostering emotional resilience and a sense of belonging
in their new environment by listening to familiar music from their homeland.

DeNora (2016) further develops the idea of music as a form of “asylum,” a space where

individuals can find respite from distress and reconnect with their sense of self. In the
context of migration, music provides a temporary escape from the hardships of
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immigrant life, offering comfort and solace in moments of loneliness or stress. For many
participants in this study, music functioned as a surrogate for social relationships,
providing emotional support and a sense of connection when physical proximity to
family and friends was no longer possible. This concept of music as asylum aligns with
the experiences of Zimbabwean immigrants, who often turn to music as a way to cope
with the uncertainties and challenges of life in South Africa.

Methodology

For data, I relied on participants to subjectively and retrospectively report their various
reasons for listening to music and the function of music in their everyday experiences
in Johannesburg. This approach aligns with qualitative research methods that emphasise
the value of personal narratives and lived experiences in understanding complex social
phenomena (Creswell and Poth 2016; Smith 2007). Subjective reporting is particularly
effective in capturing the nuanced ways individuals use music to navigate emotional,
social, and cultural challenges (DeNora 2000; Sloboda and O’Neill 2001). The analysis
is structured to present the two broad categories that came out of the data analysis. First,
it discusses the strategies used by immigrants to choose the music they listen to,
highlighting how these choices are shaped by personal preferences, cultural identity,
and emotional needs (North and Hargreaves 2008). Second, considering the
circumstances that immigrants find themselves in, the freedom to listen to what they
want goes beyond the availability and accessibility of technologies. It is a functional
choice; hence the article considers the reflections of Zimbabweans, providing a
contextual analysis of purposively selected songs that offers a unique lens into the
experiences and perspectives of Zimbabwean immigrants.

Participants were purposively selected to ensure that they met the study’s criteria:
Zimbabwean immigrants living in Johannesburg who actively engage with music as part
of their daily routines. Recruitment was conducted through community networks,
cultural organisations, and snowball sampling, where initial participants referred others
who met the criteria (Palinkas et al. 2015). A total of 20 participants were recruited,
ensuring a diverse range of ages, genders, and lengths of stay in Johannesburg to capture
varied perspectives

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, enabling participants to share
their experiences and perspectives in their own words (Bernard 2017). Each interview
lasted between 45 and 90 minutes and was conducted in a location chosen by the
participant, often their homes or community centres, to ensure comfort and openness.
The interviews were guided by a set of open-ended questions designed to explore the
types of music participants listen to and the reasons behind their choices, as well as the
emotional, social, and cultural functions of music in their lives. Additionally, the
questions focused on the role of music in helping participants cope with challenges such
as marginalisation, stress, and homesickness, and the significance of specific songs or
genres in shaping their personal and collective identities. This approach allowed for a
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nuanced understanding of how music intersects with the lived experiences of
Zimbabwean immigrants in Johannesburg (Braun and Clarke 2006).

Researcher Positionality and Reflexivity

In line with the principles of reflexive qualitative inquiry, we acknowledge the
researcher’s role as an “active, interested subject” (Braun and Clarke 2019). The
primary author’s background as a Zimbabwean immigrant living in South Africa is not
treated as a source of bias to be eliminated, but as an analytic tool that enhances the
study’s credibility. This background, briefly introduced in the Introduction, functions to
explicate tacit (nontextual) knowledge (Tracy 2010), allowing for culturally grounded
and nuanced interpretation of the participant data. This approach clarifies that the study
is conducted from a constructivist and reflexive paradigm, not an autoethnographic one,
as the researcher’s experience is used solely to contextualise the findings, not as primary
data.

Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval for the study was obtained from University of Pretoria
(HUMO042/0821). The study also adhered to the broader ethical principles of informed
consent and confidentiality in social science research (American Psychological
Association 2017). Participants were provided with detailed information about the
study’s purpose, procedures, and their rights, including the right to withdraw at any
time. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants before data collection
began. To ensure confidentiality, all identifying information was anonymised, and
pseudonyms were used in the reporting of findings.

Findings and Discussion

The following section presents the findings of the study integrated with a discussion of
their significance. The analysis uncovered that music is both a source of entertainment
and a functional tool for navigating immigrant life. The subsequent themes, exploring
music as a companion, a motivator, a nostalgic anchor, and a vehicle for cultural
continuity illustrate the multifaceted ways in which mediated music supports subjective
well-being

Accessing and Selecting Mediated Zimbabwean Music in the Diaspora

While studies acknowledge the cultural importance of traditional media like radio
(Chari 2009), Zimbabwean immigrants in Johannesburg rely almost entirely on online
streaming and social media plugs to reconnect with music from home. Participants
reported finding out about new music primarily through social media platforms such as
Facebook and WhatsApp, often receiving notifications from artist profiles or media
pages like ZimCelebs Official and Earground Tv. After initial discovery on social
media, they turn to platforms like YouTube and Spotify for dedicated streaming and
downloading. This reliance on digital channels aligns with broader diasporic trends of
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using online platforms to maintain cultural heritage (Mpofu 2022; Mpofu, Asak, and
Salawu 2022).

The following analysis moves beyond access to explore the criteria that guide music
selection, as summarised in Figure 1. Factors influencing choices include sonic
familiarity and cultural relevance, with the latter often centring on the text of the songs.

Factors Influencing J\ Functions of Mediated Outcomes
( Mediated Music Choice r (Musicfor Immigrants ' ‘ 9 '

+ Familiarity » Cultural connection + Emotional wellbeing

« Personal preference + Nostalgia and Memory + Validation

« Recommendations and discavery - Emotional Expression « Cultural Preservation

« Cultural relevance + Creating virtual& B + |dentity formation

+ Streaming services physical) Communitiep, g ‘\ iZg

+ Social media : l_-_“ Nt | d. )
f(\é ¥
- -

Figure 1: Flowchart: access, selection functions, and outcomes of mediated music.
(Mediated music engagement model, by author, June 2024.)

Factors Influencing Mediated Music Choices: Streaming Online

The introduction of smart phones and the ubiquity of the internet makes it possible for
people to choose what they want to listen to and at what time they want to listen to it,
unlike in the past when people had to rely on radios and often listened to music in fixed
spaces. Modern technologies enable people to carry their personal music libraries with
them wherever they go, empowering them to manipulate their everyday lives. For
diaspora Zimbabweans the freedom to listen to what they want goes beyond the
availability and accessibility of technologies. However, issues of accessibility constitute
but a fraction of the factors that influence selection criteria. And even if they matter, it
was important for me to find out from participants where they accessed music and what
influenced their choices. While this study did not set out to find out that information as
its main objective, it has implications for the preservation and promotion of
Zimbabwean cultural identity abroad.

Social Media Plugs

Participants reported finding out about new Zimbabwean music mainly through social
media platforms such as Facebook and WhatsApp. They either get music notifications
from dedicated artist profiles or from social media pages, as well as from entertainment
companies such as ZimCelebs Official and Earground Tv. they also use Facebook
groups such as Mvenge mvenge, which ironically is named after a Zimbabwe
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Broadcasting Corporation musical programme that has been airing on national
television for decades. After the social media platforms they turn to YouTube and
Spotify for both streaming and downloading. Social media platforms also make
recommendations that influence one’s access to and choices of music. For instance, the
YouTube algorithm is built to predict song choices one is likely to listen to, based on
the data on listening trends. The participants I spoke to did not mention other streaming
platforms though I know of many that exist and are in use.

Sonic Familiarity

While online platforms have made it possible for Zimbabweans to easily access old and
new music from their home country, the choice to listen to it does not depend on
accessibility only. Some Zimbabwean immigrants listen to music from home because
of its familiarity; the melodies, timbre, and lyrics resonate deeply with their identity and
lived experiences. Indeed, South Africa and Zimbabwe share some music cultures but
the differences that exist lead some immigrants to deliberately search for and listen to
Zimbabwean music. Heather expressed herself well when she shared the following:

Music yemagitare yakawanda [There is an abundance of guitar-based music]. I can
listen to other guitars [local guitar styles] from here but gitare raBaba Shero igitare
raBaba Shero [they will not match with Baba Shero’s guitar work]. 1 go for the
instruments that feel like home.

This demonstrates that immigration does not always lead to cultural loss, but rather a
focused seeking of familiar musical markers that maintain a connection to the original
home. This longing for familiar sounds aligns with Kyker’s (2013) observation that the
diaspora audience has a longing for the familiar sounds of home.

Cultural Relevance: Lyrics or the Music?

The selection criteria further fragment into preferences for either the sonic properties or
the lyrical text of the music. While the familiarity of instrumentation influences listening
choices (as discussed above), song lyrics appeared to feature most prominently in
regulating immigrant life. Heather, for example, prioritised the text for personal
motivation. In my conversations with participants, I found that people relate to music
differently, be it through the lyrics as text or the sonic properties. Interestingly these
preferences are not a demonstration of friction or opposition but rather they expose the
multifaceted immigrant experience. | have discussed how the familiarity of sonic
properties influence listening choices above. Both the music and lyrics convey limitless
emotions and can deeply resonate with immigrants. However, a song’s lyrics appear to
feature most prominently in the lives of immigrants for various reasons. Heather
reflected that she settles for the lyrics on the following basis:

I listen to music with words because I want those words to motivate me. For example, |
listen to Killa T a lot. I do it to remind myself of why I am here.
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Her position to favour lyrics over the music is also held by Precious who believes that
a song is made to communicate a message. Hence, she listens to music for the texts:

Magitare kwave kunakidzwa kuti kana ichitambika yotambika. But pamalyrics
ndopakakosha. [Musical instruments enhance a song’s aesthetic appeal, such that if it is
a dance song people can groove. But the lyrics are more important.] It’s the message
that is in the song that matters. The message needs to be delivered whether its
zvekumafaro, kuchema kana kukumbira [about happiness, crying or pleading].

Ephias also said:

Magitare inzira yakashandiswa nevaimbi kuti message yavo isvike. Vakasaisa magitare
tingabhoekana. Kungava kuZim Dancehall kana kuSungura muimbi anenge ane
message yake anenge achida kuti isvike.

Guitar accompaniment is a way used by musicians to package their music so that it is
acceptable by their audiences. Musicians always have a message that they want to
communicate be it in Zim Dancehall or Sungura genre.

Precious and Ephias’s sentiments suggest that musical lyrics influence more than song
choices and expand a song’s utility to more than enjoyment. This focus on lyrics aligns
with DeNora (1999) and Barradas and Sakka’s (2022) view that lyrics play a crucial
role when people actively use music to regulate emotions, construct identity, and
navigate social life, as they carry semantic meaning that listeners use to make sense of
their experiences.

Distraction from Everyday Challenges

One of the most salient roles of mediated music is its function as a form of self-care,
providing distraction or diversion from the negative emotions and daily stressors
associated with immigrant life. Existing literature confirms that mediated music assists
immigrants in emotional regulation and the negotiation of new identities (Condé 2021;
Henderson et al. 2016). The participants in this study found comfort and emotional
support that was nuanced by the circumstances of migration.

The intense emotional role of music is illustrated by a word cloud analysis (Figure 2)
generated from participant responses describing music’s functional role. The
prominence of words related to feeling “understood” and “validated” highlights the
depth of emotional processing facilitated by listening to culturally resonant music.
Heather, in summarising this fluid functionality, said, “Music is fluid.”
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Figure 2: Word cloud: Combination of common words mentioned by participants in
their description of functional role of music. (Source: Mutero 2024, 135.)

The data suggest that the intense nostalgic feelings raised by music are also a sad
reflection of cultural dislocation and a symptomatic response to the challenges of
adapting to a new culture. In this context, music is a versatile and effective tool to
regulate emotions (Van den Tol and Giner-Sorolla 2017). Music’s ability to facilitate
subjective well-being is akin to what DeNora (2016) describes as “musicking asylum,”
a respite from distress and a space for personal flourishing. This finding supports the
notion that the liberty of choosing which songs to listen to adds a “viscosity” that allows
Zimbabwean immigrants to express and process complex feelings, including feelings of
longing, loss, and homesickness (Van den Tol and Giner-Sorolla 2017). In the physical
sense, musicking provides a place to go, a space where individuals can immerse
themselves in the act of making or experiencing music. DeNora argues that when
musicking becomes asylum on a personal level, it becomes a means of self-expression
and a mode of experiencing oneself and the world (DeNora 2016). Experiences of
participants support the notion that musicking helps people to cope with challenges,
including daily stressors as well social change (Van der Merwe et al. 2022).

It is, however, not all music, neither is it all aspects of a song that provide
companionship and comfort. While different people have unique preferences and
emotional response to music, the contextual meanings of certain songs make them
dearer. As such the contextual meanings of certain songs, including their lyrics, themes,
and personal connections, contribute significantly to their ability to evoke a deeper sense
of companionship and comfort. Interestingly, during the interviews, several songs were
referenced multiple times, indicating their special significance to the participants.
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Music is My Friend, My Partner!

While research confirms that immigrants rely on social networks (Kazemipur 2006), the
participants frequently articulated a deep sense of loneliness, suggesting that physical
proximity to other Zimbabweans does not automatically translate into friendships.
Commenting on the unique space that mediated music occupies in her life, Precious
used a profound metaphor to describe the functional role of music as a surrogate friend:

Ini hangu personally handisi someone anoti ndambobuda kumboenda kunosangana
nevamwe. Mostly my every day is to [go] work, come back, work, come back. So, music
is just me. Ndikadzokawo kumba ndoisa Bluetooth yangu, pandiri kubikawo ndoisa
music and my day is done. You can say music is my friend chero ndakasuwa kana
ndichifara. 1 put it all through music. Sometimes even when loneliness will not hit you,
kana uchiteerera music yekumba. And you find kuti at times paunenge uchigara
panenge pasinawo maZimbabweans and kubasa kunenge kusinawo maZimbabweans.
So, the only time that you speak in Shona ndepaunenge uchiteerera music yekumba.

Personally, I’m not a person who goes out.! My everyday routine is to go to work and
come back home. I play music accompanying my chores like cooking and before I know
it my day is done. You can say music is my friend ... I put it all through music.
Sometimes even when loneliness will not hit you when you are listening to music from
home. At times you might be living and staying with non-Zimbabweans. So, the only
time that you speak in Shona is when you listen to music from home.

Precious’s use of the metaphor “music is my friend” is profound and instructive. It
speaks, first, to the changing dynamics of social relationships in the context of
migration. Secondly, it highlights the important role that music plays in life in general,
and in Precious’s life in particular. Of concern, though, is the latter where she speaks of
the functional role of music as a surrogate friend. Research has established that
friendship, known as hushamwari in Shona or kuhanyisana in Tsonga, plays a pivotal
role in the lives of immigrants (Chekero and Morreira 2020). Hushamwari, or ubungane
in isiNdebele, shapes the connections that immigrants use to adapt and facilitate
resilience. The depth of friendship facilitated by music is clearly evident when read
alongside the following reflection by Heather:

If music was a person, it would be my partner. Music is a partner in the sense that it’s
there where it’s not like all rosy. Well, I am talking about a well-functioning love. Music
gives you space where you break down, where you are also come alive and share dreams
and all sort of things, where you are also heard and seen. So, I felt like music saw me.

She added:

Music inopa community [Music gives a community]. I think because kana ndiri kumba
[when I am at home] I already have that community in my every day. I don’t come back
home to an empty house. I come back home to a cooked meal and my mother joking

1 Precious lives an introverted lifestyle.
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and embracing me little Ano is there. Here I come back to an empty house. So, the first
thing I do when I get back home is put my bag down and play the music. It kills the
emptiness, literally and otherwise.

Social science research has shown that we are living in an era of liquid modernity where
young and old alike are interested in fleeting moments and invest less in nurturing
interpersonal relationships (Bauman 2013; Rehman and Hodgson 2021). Unfortunately,
poor social relationships are detrimental to human well-being, implying that music plays
very important health and social functions, albeit in surrogate form.

For Precious and Heather, music acts as a comprehensive social surrogate, mitigating
the effects of isolation and cultural dislocation. This supports the idea of music
consumption leading to compensatory parasocial relationships (Giles 2002). The depth
of this musical companionship gives credence to the view that listening to mood-
congruent music alone can provide a sense of companionship, understanding, and
comfort akin to having a friend by one’s side, especially during moments of sadness
(Van den Tol and Edwards 2011). Furthermore, this private music listening can convey
the sense of the presence of another person and function as a form of social encounter
(Schéfer, Saarikallio, and Eerola 2020). The choice to listen provides emotional stability
and reduces the cognitive load of social anxiety, thus contributing significantly to
subjective well-being.

Getting Motivation from Music

From the recollections of participants, a combination of or one of the following—song
lyrics, energy, and groove—propelled them to remain focused on their goals. Life in the
diaspora can at times be challenging, and some immigrants find solace in listening to
music. Some Zimbabweans use music to maintain their resolve to make it economically
and motivate themselves in times of uncertainty. Davidzo expressed this need for
upliftment:

Ndichitaura ini not vamwe [Speaking for myself] music gets me going. When I listen to
Mambo Dhuterere’s music it keeps me going. The lyrics, the message everything. It
really lifts someone’s soul when things are down. Some situations that we go through
here unoita paunofunga kuti dai ndiri kumba [make you wish you were at home] and at
that point you, trust me you will need music. Especially kana usiri kuenda kubasa [when
you are unemployed].

There was a tendency among participants to listen to music that has lyrics which
resonate with their experiences and aspirations validating their struggles and offering
hope for better lives. To illustrate this point, Heather provided a specific textual and
contextual analysis of Mambo Dhuterere’s songs that features Zolasko titled “Hamen
Hlebann” (Mambo Dhuterere 2021). First, I present the song lyrics together with the
translation and I follow up with the contextual meaning provided by Heather.
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Dai dzisivi nyasha dzake ane hushe iyi nyika yanga yatoramba.
Were it not for the Lord’s grace, the evil of the earth was against me.

Kuti ndingoosuzumira ndisvikewo pavari iyo moyo yavo yairamba.
They would not afford me similar opportunities to theirs; I had no place in their hearts.

Nazvinoo vanongosadharara vachida kundi turunura asika ropa raShe rinoramba.
They try with their might to destroy me up to date but the blood of Jesus will not allow
that.

Unonzwa voti ngaadzike uyo ngaadzike mweya waShe uchiramba.
You will hear them shout he should fail, he should fail! But the Holy Spirit of the Lord
says no.

Mumoyo voti ngaadzike uyo ngaadzike mweya waShe uchiramba.
They are committed to my downfall. But the Holy Spirit says no!

For Heather, the above-referenced song primes her to work hard even during
uncertainty:

When I listen to this music, I listen to it as a Zimbabwean who would have wanted to
be home, but [ am here. So, it is more at a personal level. I meditate about my life through
music. Last year | was bingeing on Mambo Dhuterere. I was going through a spiritual
awakening, and it was my go-to song. It helped me to work hard and anticipate the
future. Music helps negotiate life and survival in a foreign land.

The currency of song in fueling immigrants to work hard and to remain committed to
their purpose despite the hardships that might be faced in the context of migration was
also shared by Ephias, who said:

Kana zvinhu zvakandiomera ndoinda kwangu kuZim Dancehall kune song yaKilla T
inoti hatina nguva yekuzorora pandinongoteerera song iyoyo inondipa simba
rekunoshanda. Kana tichinge tawana basa chero rikanzi riri kurwadza ndotanga
kushanda ndakamirira hangu rakanaka. Music inondipa simba rekunoshanda.

If I am going through a difficult phase I resort to Zim Dancehall music, especially to
Killa T’s song titled “Hatina Nguva Yekuzorora” [We have no time for resting]. That
song energises me to work. If I get a job, I do it no matter how strenuous it is while
waiting for better opportunities.

“Hatina Nguva Yekuzorora” has poignant lyrics that speak to working hard to be
successful. Ephias uses the same to motivate himself. South Africa is facing economic
challenges; however, when faced with uncertainties and vulnerability, some
Zimbabwean immigrants put their hope in prayer and expect that better days are coming
(Chinyakata and Raselekoane 2021). Hope is a currency that gets immigrants going and
music fuels that hope. Listening to music gave participants upliftment and inspiration
to persevere in their pursuit of the purpose that led them to leave home. As Nzewi (1997)
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and Agawu (2014) argue, these roles are not new or unique to the diaspora; music has
always served functional purposes that are deeply situational and context-specific.
However, the realities of the diaspora, such as displacement, cultural hybridity, and the
struggle for identity, can amplify the significance of music, imbuing it with new
meanings and heightened importance as a resource for coping, connection, and cultural
preservation.

Music, Nostalgia, and Comfort

Participants described music as a comforting embrace, a way to keep a part of
Zimbabwe with them no matter where they are. This theme encapsulates the
participants’ strong emotional connection to the music from Zimbabwe, their homeland,
and the impact it has on their experiences and perceptions of self in the diaspora. |
gathered from Tonde, a participant, that he listens to Zimbabwean music for nostalgic
purposes. Speaking about his reasons for this, he said the following:

Ndinotereera music yekuden for nostalgia. Kuno hakusi kwedu. Music inondirangaridza
kwandakabva plus kuti ndiri ani. Music yedu inotova netune yavo yekuti when I listen
to it, I feel a strong sense of identity and belonging, even when I’m far away from home.
Kungoziva ikoko kuti ndine kumba kwakakosha kunondipazororo mupfungwa. Pamwe
tichadzokera tiri vapenyu, pamwe ndiri body bag. But ndine kumba.

I listen to music from home for nostalgia. This is not our home. Music reminds me of
where I come from and who I am. Our music has distinct melodies such that when I
listen to it, I listen to it, I feel a strong sense of identity and belonging, even when I’'m
far away from home. Just knowing that [ have a home is important, it cases my mental
stresses. Maybe we will one day return home alive or will go back when dead. All the
same, I have a home.

Netsai remarked in the same vein:

Being an immigrant in a different country can sometimes make you feel a bit detached
from your homeland. By staying connected to my roots, I can retain a sense of who |
am, where I come from. It makes me understand and appreciate my present home more.

Through their narratives, participants shared how listening to Zimbabwean music in
Johannesburg transports them back to their childhoods and conjures images of family,
community, and familiar landscapes. Hearing familiar Zimbabwean music in a
delocalised context enables immigrants to remain connected to home through both
memories and emotions. It appears that music brings nostalgic memories and identities
that make it comfortable to settle in adopted homes. Mhishi (2017) has written about
how Zimbabweans in the United Kingdom turn to music for the construction of
diasporic being and belonging. Again for Zimbabweans based in the United Kingdom,
music also serves as a powerful link to their roots, bringing back cherished memories
and reminding them of home (Kyker 2013).
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Zimbabwean music holds a special place in the hearts and minds of the diaspora
participants. Through listening to music, immigrants get an opportunity to deeply reflect
on and connect with self and their homeland in better ways than other social activities,
including conversations, would do. Music is central to the diasporic experience, linking
the homeland and the here land through an intricate network of sound (Henderson et al.
2016). The musical event, from collective dances to the act of putting a song into a
device, evokes and organises collective memories and present experiences of place with
an intensity, power, and simplicity unmatched by any other social activity (Henderson
etal. 2016).

Remembering Zimbabwe through music allowed the participants to curate a memory of
home that they chose to remember. Essentially music allows immigrants to create
memories that they choose and can bear with even when they are from a traumatic past
(Baffoe 2010). Therefore, despite the situation that might have led some participants to
leave Zimbabwe, music provides a coping mechanism. Differently put, music listening
is used by people to help them relax and calm down. As Boym (2008, xiii) posits,
“Nostalgia is not merely an expression of local belonging, but a result of a new
understanding of time and space that made the division into ‘local’ and ‘universal’
possible.” What is key to note is that the memories can be from a time gone by, but the
pleasant affective quality is felt in the present. As such, when life becomes difficult in
adopted homes, immigrants turn to music which reminds them of their original homes,
settling both a longing for home and a desire to comfortably assimilate and be accepted
in adopted homes.

Remembering Home, Recreating Home

This article also talks about kumba but in reference to family home or residence as
opposed to country. The context of public spaces of entertainment is different from
family residences or churches in terms of the quality of interactions, conversations, and
relationships. Music also serves a similar function in private spaces like residences, and
even churches. However, the difference is that in these private spaces the connections
are deeper and safer. I will not belabour the point. Heather said it as follows:

Always when I visit my friends, they play Zimbabwean music. People just don’t play
English music. We recreate home. ... Recreating home is just saying we are not home,
but we bring the fundamentals that say home. If there is sadza that is Zimbabwe, nehigh
firidzi kana nematemba. So, we are bringing home in the space where we are. ... Actually
on Friday we were meeting to celebrate a friend’s master’s and we ended up playing
Urban Grooves music. Paingoti pakarira 1 song wonzwa munhu akutaura nyaya yake
about that song. [People share memories of home every time a new song was played.]
In that moment, we recreated home chero taiva kuno [even if we were far away].

The shared experience of hearing familiar melodies, rhythms, and lyrics brings a

collective sense of nostalgia. As the music plays, memories come flooding back,
allowing them to momentarily escape the physical distance and immerse themselves in

15



Mutero and Vermeulen

the sounds and stories of their homeland. It becomes a form of solace, offering comfort
and a reminder of their past in Zimbabwe. Mhazi also thought that listening to music at
home and with friends plays a part in remembering home. He said:

When we play the music, we remember the things that would happen when we were at
home, and we get into discussing politics unprovoked. Music is a dialogue starter.
People start very complex conversations with music. But also, we use it to neutralise
very hard conversations.

Zimbabwe has a history of political tensions and silencing of dissenting voices. Most
citizens are afraid to speak out against either the sitting president, Emmerson
Mnangagwa, or the leading opposition party leader, Nelson Chamisa. The president
came into power after a military coup that led to a systematic shift of politics from the
public sphere to a securocrat-driven process instilling fear in citizens (Moore 2018;
Ruhanya and Gumbo 2022), while Chamisa’s supporters are also accused of intolerance
and spewing hate speech to anyone critical of their leadership (Humbe, Chirongoma,
and Sande 2023). However, shared music facilitates dialogic conversations as alluded
to by Heather. These findings align with a view shared by Mutero and Kaye (2019) that
music facilitates transformation of political conflicts in Zimbabwe, allowing
neighbourly and cordial relations to prevail in everyday spaces.

While South Africa has given a home to Zimbabweans, many are still attached to their
original home and wish for improvements in their country’s socio-economic and
political status. Participants shared stories of listening to politically conscious music
which evokes a strong sense of patriotism and envisioning returning to a better
Zimbabwe. They listen to politically conscious music that addresses the present
challenges faced in Zimbabwe. One of the protest artists who is listened to by some is
Winky D, whose music, in particular the song “Ijipita,” has attracted critical scholarly
attention for its salience in exposing poor governance and dictatorship in Zimbabwe
(Bwanya 2020; Khan 2021; Maguraushe, Muranda, and Chimbudzi 2022). It was not
surprising, therefore, that his music was enjoying wide rotation during the time that this
study was conducted. I engaged participants in a dialogue to unpack their understanding
of “Ijipita” in the context of being immigrants. First, I present below the lyrics in Shona
and English.

Shona English

Pandinomuka mangwanani When | wake up in the morning
Ndinozvitarisa pagirazi I look at myself in the mirror

Hakuna ini arinani There is no better me

Mangwana ngaasiyane nanhasi May tomorrow be different from today
Kutsvaga manake I am in search of a better opportunities
Kuti mhuri irarame For the family to survive

Aiwa harisi dambe It’s no joking matter

Ndatemba tsoka rega ndifambe I trust my feet let me walk
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Bvisai rima pamberi pangu Remove evil on my path
Isai chiyedza ndifambe zvangu Light my path
Hupenyu ndishande hwangu I want to work for myself

Ndakanda nhanho ndabvisa shangu 1 making strides take off my shoes

For Precious, Winky D’s song “Ijipita” is a prayer for hope. She said the following:

Ndikateerera Ijipita [If I listen to Ljipita]. It is just our everyday life. It really hits deep,
especially the first part ... We are hoping that our country will be able to contain us
back. So, when I listen to that song, I am going to reach Canaan and I will be with my
family.

In reference to how “IJipita” speaks to the political environment in Zimbabwe and her
circumstances in South Africa, Raina said the following:

Nhamo inoita kuti titize muZimbabwe, tichicrosser border kuuya kuno kuSouth
vamwewo vachienda kunana Botswana. Song iyi ukanyatsoiterera uri kure nekumba
inogona kukuchemedza. Matamabudziko atinoona nekuda kwekungoti tiri kure
nekumba akawandisa. But hatigoni kudzokera zvisina plan. Biggy vakapinda deep...
That song is too much!

We ran away from poverty in Zimbabwe, crossing over into South Africa, while others
went to Botswana. This song will make you cry if you listen to it intently while you are
far from home. The challenges we face every day are a lot. But we cannot just go back
home without a plan. ... That song is too much!

Raina and Precious’s sentiments were also shared by many other Zimbabwean scholars
who have conducted contextual analyses of the song “Ijipita” (Gukurume 2022).
Maguraushe, Muranda, and Chimbudzi (2022) conclude in their contextual analysis of
the song “[jipita” that it is a lamentation track highlighting the Zimbabwean crisis which
has no end in sight and the plight that was faced by many who have left Zimbabwe in
search of greener pastures abroad.

Essentially the song captures the collective sentiments of many ordinary Zimbabweans
who yearn for a better life, free of economic challenges and incessant political bickering
that have affected the country since the year 2000. Through music, Zimbabwean
immigrants find a space to connect and allow their collective imagination to flourish as
they envision a positive change in their homeland. The wish for a better Zimbabwe has
been a longstanding one, as evidenced by Worby (2010, 421) who stated that
“Zimbabweans in the diaspora have lived with the eternally prolonged expectation that
an end to the political and economic ‘crisis’ was looming.” By listening to music from
their homeland, Zimbabweans keep their hopes for change alive.

The participants shared that listening to music, especially with friends at barbeques or
any other private events, leads to revisiting old memories of their homeland while also
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igniting their imagination for a new and better Zimbabwe. It is important to note that
conversations of a political nature are not always top of the agenda whenever
Zimbabweans meet. There is a suspicion that the ZANU-PF government has
intelligence operatives in the diaspora, and everyone is likely to be under surveillance,
hence the need to be cautious regarding political discussions, especially dissenting
sentiments. However, music invites the topics and provides a space for reflections on
the challenges in Zimbabwe and at times they discuss ways to address them. Even
though this agency and empowerment does not necessarily lead to organised actions,
listening to music in shared intimate spaces has mobilising effect. For one of the
participants, Sabe, music facilitates a recollection of his childhood memories in
Zimbabwe, and it also brings a present joy in imagining how his surviving parent spends
his days in retirement:

There is a time when you really miss home. Inini personally when I miss home, I play
Simon Chimbetu my father was one of biggest fans. Everyday tichikura daddy vasiri
kuenda kubasa vachiita gardening yavo paden tinenge tichiteerera Simon Chimbetu
[Every day when my dad was not going to work and doing his gardening, we would
listen to Simon Chimbetu]. Ukanzwa ndakuridza Simon Chimbetu ziva kuti ndafunga
kumba. [If you hear me playing Simon Chimbetu, know that I am thinking of home.] I
have been here for 8, 7 years handisati ndadzokera kumba. [1 have been here for 8 or 7
years, and I haven’t gone back home yet.] So, that thought yekuti [that] I really need to
see my family catches up with me I play Simon Chimbetu. The only parent who is at
home is my father because my mother is late so when I listen to Simon Chimbetu, I will
be also seeing him dancing.

The memories brought by music are a journey to self both in the present and in the past.
The music that one listens to as a child seems unimportant and unappreciated at the
time. But it has a way of creeping up as one gets older, and in migratory journeys, the
music assumes important meanings (Landau 2011). Sabe is not the only one who is
reminded of his past experiences in Zimbabwe through music and certainly music also
helps him to imagine the life in Zimbabwe at present. Listening to mediated music from
Zimbabwe acts as a conduit for reconnecting with the past and settling in a new
environment.

Conclusion

Music serves as an essential medium through which Zimbabwean immigrants in South
Africa navigate the complexities and challenges of their lives. Although they are
protected by law, the label that they are illegal and undocumented carries with it a
burden of unwantedness and limits their liberties in exercising their rights (Mafa et al.
2021). Interestingly, music steps in to provide support in times of precarity by providing
temporary respite from the hardships of being considered “unwanted illegal
immigrants” by the law, allowing individuals to find strength and connection within a
community of fellow music enthusiasts. Listening to familiar sounds, especially tracks
that are sung in vernacular languages, provides not only comfort but also a
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psychological and cultural anchor that connects them to home while helping them
manage daily stressors.

Music is an important medium through which immigrants navigate everyday challenges
and celebrate life in the midst of complexities associated with immigration. The choices
that individuals make to listen to particular songs are a window through which we can
understand how immigrants are connected to both their original and adopted homes and
how they are negotiating identity, well-being, and life in general. Turning to music
allows them to shift their attention from daily stressors and to redirect their mental
energy to issues and tasks they can deal with. While individual preferences of songs and
artists vary, the utilitarian role of music, especially familiar sounds and lyrics, does not
change. If anything, the diaspora heightens the need, and is evidence that music works
to improve well-being. As such mediated music becomes a source of motivation,
sparking feelings of determination and self-confidence. It also builds resilience,
providing an outlet for emotional release and promoting overall well-being.
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