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Music and Conflict Transformation
in Zimbabwe
TINASHE MUTERO AND SYLVIA KAYE

Societies that have experienced conflict are likely to experience repeated
waves of conflict. One such country is Zimbabwe: many parts of the
country have experienced unending cycles of violence, particularly around
election times. The government’s calls for reconciliation and national
healing have been mostly ignored. While there are many reasons for
recurring conflict, one has been that of relegating peacebuilding and con-
flict resolution strategies to the periphery. At times, community and cul-
turally-based peacebuilding practices with the capacity for peaceful
resolution of conflict are overshadowed by politically-driven conflicts.
The process of peaceful development is continually interrupted by con-
flict. The skills, knowledge, and abilities inherent in the community can-
not cope with the continued waves of conflict.

There is an intrinsic link between culture and development with
experience showing that when cultural practices and beliefs are not con-
sidered, there is a very high probability that peace or development goals
will fail, first because solutions may not be relevant to a particular cul-
ture, and second, because community ownership is unlikely without utiliz-
ing the culturally known ways of doing things—the traditional ways of
conflict resolution. In many African communities, there is a greater
emphasis on communal solutions in which a particular community as a
whole becomes involved in devising a solution. Top-down solutions are
antithetical to communal solutions. Conciliatory initiatives should be all-
encompassing since it is the entire community that has to reorient itself
from the adversarial, antagonistic relations developed during wars or con-
flicts to the more productive spirit of cooperation.

The following is a study on music and conflict transformation con-
ducted in a high-density urban location in Gweru, Zimbabwe, a city

located about 200 km from the capital city of Harare. Gweru, like many
cities in the country, has experienced political violence over the past sev-
eral decades with political parties vying for power and control, resulting
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in members of the community becoming polarized. In addition, economic
conditions in the country worsened to the extent that the estimated
unemployment rate could reach as high as 80%. The conflicts weakened
Zimbabwe’s strongest social practices and institutions, including the
church, the family unit, and basic good neighborliness. Owing to these
challenges, disenfranchized citizens have often resignedly given up their
agency to politicians and charismatic prophets, leading to continuing
social crises overseen by an elite few. In addition, suspicion, individual-
ism, and selfishness deter citizens from cooperating for the common
good. The aim of this study was thus to rebuild relationships within the
community using dialogue, creative process, and music.

Cultural activities such as music-making and performance are open
to all, are enjoyed by everyone, and thus, are a good platform to initiate
community healing, reconciliation, and integration. Music and dance per-
formances also provide people with the opportunity to address pressing
social, economic, and political ills in a way that gives non-threatening
voice to people’s concerns and fosters creating solutions. This is particu-
larly true in cases where political parties themselves may be deliberately
fueling conflict with the intention of stifling citizen participation. Music
making and performance therefore becomes a platform through which the
community reflects on and acts on its daily challenges. In environments
where freedom of speech is not guaranteed, music offers a platform
through which individuals and community can find a voice.

Voice permits repressed citizens to seek recognition and agency by
expressing themselves in front of others, including political elites. In

addition, having a voice can help people overcome their feeling of disem-
powerment, marginalization, or victimization. The basis for the use of
music is as a reiterative process, in other words, it is the starting point for
involving people in the process of social change since it empowers them
with a voice that validates their own experiences and builds a sense of
confidence and power. Music reaches the soul, irrespective of culture and
language. Music facilitates a mutual understanding of context
and thought.

In South Africa, both in the apartheid and post-apartheid eras, music
and dance became a form of nonviolent intimidation through the use of
toyi-toyi, in which a large group of people would stand their ground, sing-
ing and foot-stomping in front of officials, police, or soldiers attempting
to dissipate the protest. In the post-apartheid era, in addition to social pro-
tests around poor service delivery, the strategic use of the arts has the
potential to bring deeply divided cultures and races together. Without the
unity of artists and musicians sharing their knowledge and skills and
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performing together, however, sustainable benefits are unlikely. A good
example of music addressing issues of social cohesion is with the national
anthem, “Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrica” (“God Bless Africa”), merged from sev-
eral languages. Given that violent conflicts, continued racial divides and
economic challenges continue to exist, the arts have had a positive impact
where applied, but are insufficiently influential in resolving the major
problems facing the country.

The origins of this study began in Zimbabwe when Tinashe Mutero
became an activist. Tinashe is a university-trained artist involved in

community arts to bring about social change—this prompted the study in
Gweru using participatory action research. The study spanned three years
through which he led the community in a conflict transformation process.
The community had been divided by conflicts, disempowerment, and dis-
unity. The study was designed to engage a select group of musically tal-
ented participants from across the religious, ethnic, and political divide to
create an educative, social, entrepreneurial, musical ensemble. Its founda-
tion was an assets-based community development approach in which the
community was seen as having a wide range of skills and knowledge that
could be utilized to restore peace in the community. There were fifteen
members in all, including men and women. The use of participatory
action research meant that while the aim was clear, the outcome was
unknown as the group would be determining the interventions. Before
forming the team, interviews and focus group discussions were held in
order to have a deeper understanding of the nature of the problems in the
area. As Tinashe is from Mkoba, he had an insider’s knowledge of the
area, language, and culture.

The aim of the study was to establish a music and dance ensemble
comprising of members from diverse ethnic and political backgrounds
who would use music to strengthen the social capital of the community
and unite the residents. Its more specific objectives were to examine the
nature, extent, causes, and consequences of conflict and violence in the
community; to find ways of creating a socially-aware music and dance
ensemble and to sustain its impact; and to examine the ability of music
and dance to increase cohesive social capital in a community in conflict.

After the group was formed, it began a dialogue to establish a set of
values and ground rules to guide the thinking around working and plan-
ning together. This exercise presented the first of the many conflicts that
had to be dealt with. Participants preferred that when one suggests a
value, it is explained a vernacular language. Unfortunately, this elicited
the group’s first encounter with ethnic prejudices and xenophobic atti-
tudes. Shona-speaking participants, who were the majority of the group
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members, wanted to force their Ndebele counterparts to speak Shona.
This attitude was reflective of the national character and divisions
between the two largest ethnic groups of the country, Shona and Ndebele,
with Shona the largest group. The disagreement was resolved once one of
the members volunteered to translate whenever there was a need. Such
tension that came in the gatherings’ early stages confirms John Paul
Lederach’s view of conflict being part of all relationships, and the need
for constructive development of interpersonal, intergroup skills and trans-
formed social structures.

After this first disagreement was resolved, the group decided that
the rehearsals, performances, and operations should be premised on an
agreed set of shared values. A careful analysis of the values reveal that
two sets of values were important: first, the principle of Ubuntu which is
often loosely defined as meaning “I am because we are,” or that of val-
ues-based relationships in which each person has a role to play in the
community; and second, principled business values of entrepreneurship.

Once the values were set by the groups, team-building workshops
were held that involved dance, games, and exercises, drawn from different
members of the group. The team building process began with a strategic
planning meeting that provided the group with the ability to envision pos-
sible futures, which in turn helped with improved decision-making. The
planning meeting provided the opportunity to come up with ways of man-
aging critical issues and innovation. Implied here is that the group did not
want to leave anything to chance; the change process and steps had to
be deliberate.

From the second day forward, the workshops began with music and
prayer. The idea to pray together was chosen for its effect of instil-

ling a sense of community and camaraderie among the ensemble mem-
bers. Music does not only add meaning to prayer, it allowed for the group
to feel more involved and united, with each individual voice adding to the
congregation’s prayer. The group’s most favored songs were popular cho-
ruses called “You are Alpha and Omega,” and “Mazuva Ose” (“Every
day”). Initially, the participants decided against having one person leading
a communal prayer such as the Lord’s Prayer. As weeks went by and the
members began to warm to each other, allowing them a shared vision, the
prayer format also changed. One person would pray for the group as
everyone else bowed their heads. This was a good step forward.

For the plans to be successful and sustainable, every one in the
group needed to channel their energies and efforts into one direction. By
means of focus group discussions, they engaged in ethnographic conversa-
tional interviews in which participants shared narratives that described
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who they are in terms of character and behavior. Participants were urged
to be truthful and to share what they thought about themselves, even from
previous experiences that had nothing to do with the ensemble. Seen by
some as a strength but by others as a weakness, Zimbabweans tend to be
resilient and suffer in silence. They also rely on stopgap measures that
have little to do with solving the greater problems. The government has
further put into place systems that effectively mute citizens’ voices. It
was therefore important for the ensemble members to deal with the frus-
trations, aspirations, and hopes of all in order to become effective cham-
pions of social change. They had to first be at peace with themselves as
individuals, then as a collective before reaching out to the community.
The group borrowed ideas from Image Theater exercises and games with-
out the use of spoken language. Imagery demonstrates essential truths
about societies. The group used images to stimulate worded expressions
in the form of musical free styles, knowing that music is effective and is
also an outlet of emotions. In addition, experience in collective arts pro-
duction suggested that members’ creativity should not be restricted to a
genre or any rule. Rather, the group encouraged each other to do whatever
one felt inspired to do. Other issues and areas of conflict that were raised
included: tribal/ethnic stereotypes; inter- and intra-party differences; cha-
rismatic and protestant xian differences; music competition versus
competitiveness.

The first two exercises looked at the participants’ perceptions on
belonging and community, first in Gweru and then by extension in

Zimbabwe. The first image of citizenship in Gweru showed an individual
in transit, looking back over his shoulder with a sullen face. The image
stimulated another participant to sing one of Zimbabwe’s most popular
lullabies called “Ehuhwe Nyarara Mwana” (“Child may you Stop
Crying”). The song was also made into a call and response song, such
that all participants joined in, though at different intervals since the
change of melody was not rehearsed.

The immediate resonance with call and response singing was
because the method is common in both Shona and Ndebele music.
Singing is therefore not just music; it is a message of the beauty of diver-
sity. When people sing in call and response, they do not sing with one
voice. The many voices singing with different registers creates a beautiful
sound that symbolizes and communicates the agency of pluri-versatility.
The call and response symbolically reflects the basic structure of commu-
nity in African societies, the strong communicative elements of African
dance and music. The call and response method is a shared communal
activity in Zimbabwean societies. The plurality of voices and the
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alternation between caller and singer speaks to an awareness of the
strengths of others. This has ties with the concept of assets-based commu-
nity development, which emphasizes communities mobilizing their differ-
ent capabilities to meet genuinely shared needs.

The participants concurred with the argument that music in
Zimbabwe, though originating from particular tribes, identifies with
and perhaps unifies the nation. It is important to note the arguments
proffered by the ensemble members that although they were comfort-
able with making and listening to any music regardless of the lan-
guage, this did not necessarily mean that there was tolerance of other
tribes. From the time when Zimbabwe was under colonial rule until
the present time, it still experiences the effects of colonialism, which
almost created a uniform musical culture. The imposition of Western
music and cultures meant that school children were taught using a cur-
riculum that had nothing to do with the African way of life; this con-
tinues to the present time. As a result, most people in Zimbabwe are
bi-musical; they have an appreciation of the Western musical culture
as well as the African music they have acquired either through training
or mostly through passive listening. Therefore, while the different
musical styles in Zimbabwe originate from specific ethnicities, the edu-
cational system has been set up in a way that these forms of music
are taught across the country. Ultimately, this created a hybrid
Zimbabwean music culture that accommodates every ethnicity. The
implication therefore is that as an ensemble, the group made good
music without regard from where the rhythmic, melodic and harmonic
resources of the music originated.

Besides facilitating conflict transformation among ensemble members,
this project also facilitated transformation within the greater commu-

nity through performances that were staged at different convenient venues
dotted around the community. It is important to note that in repressive
environs such as Zimbabwe, managing to stage a politically-inclined per-
formance is on its own a huge step toward unsettling oppressive systems.
The ensemble did more than just perform, it managed to engage the audi-
ences through presenting a range of musical performances and drama that
encouraged responses. The musicking by audiences also included singing
along, animated greetings of the artists, and at times, jumping onto
the podium.

During the community performances, it was clear that using local
musicians in arts for social change programs held currency. Besides the
fact that locally-based musicians understand the conflict in the area and
the political dynamics, the target audience also identifies with the

294 TINASHE MUTERO AND SYLVIA KAYE



musicians as familiar and accessible members of their community who
continue to experience life in ways similar to everyone else. The perform-
ances were at the same level as the audience with a view to symbolically
represent sameness as well as to allow interaction.

In the midst of repression, communities can lead their own healing
and development using strategies that can survive in a hostile environ-
ment. The tensions bound in the country inevitably lead to the rise of a
culture where the communities create safe cultural codes that they under-
stand and use as a coping mechanism in the face of repression. Put a little
differently, through music and dance, people can create communication
alternatives that allow them to bypass oppression and divisions existing
across social, economic, and political strata. The degree to which music
creates peace is determined by the strategic use of music and the degree
to which people are involved in creating solutions. Music touches the soul
and is a powerful force of loftiness when coupled with concepts of peace.
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