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The Role of Rhythm in African Music
Vicky Johnson
Introduction
African rhythm and its primacy in the music of Africa has been the focus of much scholarship.  From nineteenth century observations of “irregular rhythms” and “incoherence” (Agawu 1987) to modern ethnomusicological studies, most of this scholarship has come from Western sources.  Even studies conducted by Africans have been those formally trained in the West and who “rely heavily on Western-formulated or Western-derived theories and methodologies” (Amoaku 1985).  There has arisen among recent scholars a dispute regarding the criteria and framework used to study African rhythm and the context in which it is studied and analyzed.  This paper will outline the departure points in the study of African rhythm and examine their underlying philosophical basis.   Finally, implications of this divergence of philosophy will be extended to the field of music education, both in African nations and in the West.
The Study of African Rhythm
Nketia defines ethnomusicology as “a discipline which combines formal and contextual techniques in the scholarly study of music.”  (Nketia 1990).  In a recent book review, Agawu concisely lists several issues that have emerged as topics of debate among those who study African music.  
 “Stone has succeeded in raising or exemplifying some of the recurring issues in recent ethnomusicological writing about Africa: the intersecting domains of music and the arts; analogous organization between music and other expressive forms; the importance of indigenous theory; the contested nature of transcription (Stone prefers the TUBS system to staff notation); and the possibilities for generalizing across the West African sub-region” (Agawu 2005).  
Although these issues speak of African music in general, many of the same questions emerge.  Can rhythm be extracted from its association with other expressive elements for the purpose of study, or must the expression be studied as a whole in order to be valid?  Can rhythm be studied using Western analytical tools, or does the study require an indigenous system with its own terminology and criteria?  Can an expression of oral tradition be transcribed utilizing forms of tradition notation, or can an acceptable alternate form be devised to capture the intent of the performance?  
Intersecting domains

Unlike the expressive arts of other cultures, the African concept of music is embedded within a larger concept that includes “a complex of song, instrumental music, and choreographic movements” (Nicholls 1985).  The integrated nature of African music within the other arts extends down to the primacy of African rhythm as it connects to the tones, to the movements, to the songs, and to the meaning of the expression as a whole.  African rhythm is inextricably linked with movement and movement sequences (Nketia 1964).  With specific regard to rhythm, Agawu notes, “Not surprisingly, many misinterpretations of African rhythm and meter stem from a failure to observe the dance” (Agawu 2003).  “Recent scholarship, motivated by an empiricist illusion, has confined its field of inquiry to what may be termed the mechanical aspects of rhythmic organization.  Thinking about rhythm in such isolated terms is quite dissonant with the traditional African view, however” (Agawu 1987). In addition to this, African rhythms are literally part of the languages.  The concept of “talking drums” is much more than a type of Morse Code signal.  That African languages are tonal; that is, change in pitch affects meaning, allows pitched rhythm instruments to carry an additional linguistic tool.  African drummers in effect, can duplicate the patterns of the language.  Chernoff offers a personal anecdote that occurred while he was practicing with a master drummer:  “I was following him well until he suddenly performed a rather complicated series of rhythms and then went back to the basic rhythm he was showing me.  A few minutes later a man who had passed at that moment returned with two bottles of beer” (Chernoff 1979).

Agawu theorizes that gesture is the genesis of rhythm, the initial attempt to express, which is transformed into language, which generates vocal music.  This form of expression leads to instrumental music, which in turn generates dance (stylized gesture) and completes the full circle (Agawu 1987).  Within Agawu’s construct, none of these forms of expression can take place without the foundation of rhythm.
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Figure 1:  (Agawu 1987)
 A definition of dance within the African context is more encompassing than in Western cultures.  
“Dance is composed of those gestures, postures, movements, and movement qualities most characteristic and most essential to the activity of everyday, and thus crucial to cultural continuity. . . Dance supplies the metronome to meter and becomes the regulator of the rhythm of social interaction” (Sadoh 2004).  
The dancers themselves, with their hand-clapping and steps supply the underlying beat for the percussion variations of the master drummers.  “Moreover, the ‘basic’ underlying pulse of complex drummed pieces may be supplied not by the musicians, who are ‘playing around’ it, but by the dancers” (Roberts 1998).

Intersecting domains notwithstanding, some scholars maintain that the study of African rhythm should not rely on these outside or satellite forces.  James Koetting states, “I believe that the key to understanding the African perception of musical time is not linked to non-musical thought patterns, social structures, world view, or anything outside music” (Koetting 1986).   There is an argument that reluctance to subject individual elements to analytic scrutiny is academically unsound.  Scherzinger warns that “ the ethnomusicological 'sensitivity to the African point of view,' or more generally its 'context sensitivity,' may be dabbling, quite unconsciously, in an implicit academic imperialism” (Scherzinger 1997). 
Describing the relationship between rhythm and movement, many scholars of African origin indicate that the movement of the dance is intrinsic in the rhythm and one cannot be understood without the other.  “The same principles and rationalizations of ‘repetition’, syncopation, relational tension, complementarity and lineal circularity are given synaesthetic manifestations in music, dance, visual arts and dramatic theatre” (Agawu 2001).  It is at once an expressive and philosophical subject area.  Some scholars carry the philosophy even further and contend that these components of African musical performance exceed purely aesthetic or technical concerns. “Embedded in them are some of the cardinal principles of African ethics and social conduct” (Erlmann 1999).
Analysis and research
As ethnomusicologists and music theorists attempt to analyze and explain the components of African rhythm, the terminology, analytical tools, aesthetic criteria, and judgment standards are also scrutinized and debated.  “Each individual has tried to interpret African rhythm from his or her background knowledge of Western music and theory as either a performer or an ethnographer” (Kauffman 1980).  The difficulty emerges for those who believe that “traditional African music does not lend itself to scrutiny within the confines of Western theories” (Amoaku 1985).  “The norms of rhythm perception of a people, therefore, should provide a premise for such analytical discussion of procedures of rhythm, especially when examining music communicated entirely by oral tradition” (Anku 1997).
The debate begins with descriptive terms.  Akpabot states that: “Percussive rhythm which includes polyrhythms ... is a distinctive feature of Nigerian music” (Akpabot 1986).  African polyrhythm is defined by Wade as “the musical texture of performing multiple rhythmic patterns simultaneously” (Wade 2004).  Other scholars reject these terms.  A short book by Nzewi, published in Germany and having therefore limited circulation, is a critique on the current thinking and scholarship regarding African music.  Agawu reviews this booklet in an admitted attempt to publicize its existence.  Among Nzewi’s primary concerns are that ethnomusicologists continue to apply Western terms in the study and analysis of African music.  He maintains that “cross rhythm, polymeter, and polyrhythm are not tenable as descriptions of African rhythmic practice” (Agawu 2001).  Agawu, in his latest book, has even titled one of the chapters, “Polymeter, Additive Rhythm, and Other Enduring Myths” (Agawu 2003).  Blacking allows that “interval counts, ‘weighted’ scales, and other analytical tools of ethnomusicology are not as objective as they seem” (Blacking 1970).
While Agawu defends the use of Western analytical techniques toward the study and understanding of African music, he concludes his article on “Structural Analysis or Cultural Analysis” with the warning to “exercise greater self-awareness in assigning attributes to African rhythm, be they of a structural or cultural cast” (Agawu 2006).  The inference is that the motive of the scholar is an additional variable in determining outcome, value, and resulting assumptions.
Another view held by some is that “African rhythm as described by ethnomusicologists is similar to Western rhythm and can be accommodated in the same basic model.”  Even when describing the major differences between African and Western rhythms, Temperley maintains that these differences “are greately illuminated by the music-theoretical view of rhythm” (Temperley 2000).  Temperley marks as a potential criticism of his point of view that “it imposes a framework on African rhythm which has no direct support in what African listeners and performers say they are doing.”  However, he maintains that Western listeners and performers without formal musical training would be placed in a similar position when describing their own music. (Temperley 2000).
There is also the question of whether African rhythm should be studied based upon individual components or in its totality, with all parts integrated into the whole.  Even within a single expressive element, such as rhythm, the Western model of dissection for understanding is problematic for some scholars. They maintain that the  integration of African rhythm is so embedded, the result is that to extract it changes it – changes its purpose, changes its perception, changes its meaning, and the result is to change its aesthetic. “The most significant aspect of ‘multirhythm’ perception in drumming is that the various composite patterns are heard in integration and not as isolated units” (Anku 1997).  A further complication is the possibility that within a polyrhythm, the performers move to the complex patterns as they relate to one another, rather than to an underlying regularity (Gerstin 1998).

Chernoff recounts an incident in which he was recording a particular dance, and had purposely requested that one drum part be left out in order to hear more distinctly the master drummer’s variations.  The master drummer then complained that he could not “hear his part” without the entire rhythmic ensemble present.  Chernoff describes this phenomenon:  “Stable rhythmic patterns are broken up and seemingly rearranged by the shifting accents and emphases of other patterns.”  Within these multiple, sometimes seemingly independent rhythmic patterns, “one rhythm defines another” (Chernoff 1979).

This model, however is not universally held.  An alternate view is that any rhythmic pattern should bear scrutiny.

Assuming that a piece of music in two or more parts is coherently structured, it follows that each part must be coherent by itself.  Thus, each part may be played separately, yet should fit into a musical combination with all or only some of the other parts (provided that any partial combination corresponds to the internal organization of the piece as a whole).  The order of the successive entrances – in some cases predetermined, in others aleatoric, should be, of course, retained.  When these requirements are met, the sum of the parts in their respective combinations displays all the relevant features that distinguish a given piece from all others.  Transcription of this sum produces a score which alone allows a musical analysis (Arom 1976).
Those scholars seeking to avoid throwing the proverbial baby out with the bathwater might question:  “Do we shun analysis in order to remain free of ideology in our methods?”  (Scherzinger 1997).
Transcription
An obvious manifestation of the difficulty in cultural transfer is transcription issues.  Attempts to transcribe African rhythms using traditional Western systems of notation are fraught with difficulty. 
“The way any oral communication is transferred to the visual is inevitably a work of analysis as well as transcription; and analysis too often seems to rob material of its cultural context and distort it into a more Euro-American form.  This is particularly true when transcribing non-Western music to the pitch and tone distinctions of Euro-American music” (Mulder 1994).

The immediate rhythmic obstacle is meter.  In answering the question of whether African music has meter, Temperley claims that “there is almost unanimous agreement among scholars that it does” (Temperley 2000).  However, this is his conclusion after disclaimers that this statement will apply to sub-Saharan African music in general without reference to the many differences between cultural groups and regions.  The statement of meter inclusiveness also is dependent upon a multi-layered definition of meter from several sources.  
Wade, however, describes African rhythm as repeated patterns, played by different instruments and calls them “multiple rhythmic ostinatos.”  He continues his explanation by saying that “each rhythmic pattern functions to mark off time spans in the musical flow.  The patterns are not to be thought of in terms of meter, however:  Each is a grouping of beats without metrical accent” (Wade 2004).

Transcriptions of African rhythms are manifested by either constantly changing designated meter signatures or the absence of same, as well as many varied attempts to script these patterns for replication and further study.  There is little consensus among ethnomusicologists on form and method.  Transcriptions have taken the form of traditional notation (with or without meter signatures and barlines), and several forms of invented notation in an attempt to capture the essence of the rhythms.  The question of transcription is a prominent one, for “African musical ideas can be distorted if misrepresented. For example using linear notation when cyclical is far more relevant” (Chadwick 2005).  Our limited means of preserving these sounds on manuscript has been and perhaps will continue to be a challenge.  Even in more familiar forms, it can be inadequate.  One scholar concluded that “on the syntactical level, jazz swing has never been effectively notated” (Progler 1995).
Transcription as a requirement in any form is also questioned.  Agawu takes issue with the denigration of oral sources, claiming that neither oral or written form has superior intrinsic value.  Though transcriptions lack the life and spontaneity of the original performance, Agawu notes that because of our value of academic processes, the texts performed by local experts “acquired value in the Euro-American academy precisely at the moment of transcription, the moment when they crossed over from the oral into the written realm, when they were reduced to writing and could be packaged and sold as commodities” (Agawu 2003).  In his review of Ruth M. Stone’s book, Agawu defends her choice to treat African music as performance, rather than providing scores, or abstract representations.  “Explicating the actions of these individuals reminds us that process rather than product is what should bear the emphasis in any study of African music as culture” (Agawu 2005).
Implications for Music Education
These discussions and debates may also be significant for music education, both in Africa and in Western countries.  There is genuine concern regarding the Western domination of music education programs in Africa.  The influence of colonialism is still evident in the music curriculum in the schools, perpetuated by Western curriculum in the teacher training institutions.  The concern is two-fold:  that the music taught is irrelevant, and therefore marginalized by the students, and that opportunities for “the preservation and transmission of indigenous and cross-cultural diversity” are being missed (Dzansi 2002).  Nzewi proposes that “African traditional music contains all that are needed in philosophy, theoretical content and principles of practice for culturally meaningful and independent modern music education of any disciplinary specialisation at any level in Africa and perhaps, elsewhere.”  A re-evaluation of the criteria for the study of African music and/or a de-emphasis upon Western models could “initiate a new beginning that is rooted in adequate (i. e., Africa-centered) cultural understanding of performance, composition and theory “ (Agawu 2001).  There is a movement to “design classroom contexts in which students listen to, discuss, create and perform music which responds to their time, place and culture” (Chadwick 2005).
Within the realm of Western cultures, a new perspective within less “traditional” boundaries represents new possibilities as well.  The same problems - that the music taught is irrelevant, and therefore marginalized by the students, and that opportunities for “the preservation and transmission of indigenous and cross-cultural diversity” are being missed (Dzansi 2002) are recognizable in our own educational systems, as well.  If indeed, it is preferable to assess and understand music from within the cultural perspective, then possibilities for curricular modification abound.  The “tripartite scheme” (Agawu 2003) of traditional-popular-art music is an increasingly arbitrary division that may have reached a critical stage in Western culture.
In her review of Agawu’s book, Chadwick states that “the African composer’s work takes on its fullest meaning within the context of his particular community and this book invites and encourages teachers and students alike to approach music from their own tribe or region as part of a larger tradition, that of the African musical arts” (Chadwick 2005).  Although she was obviously referring to African tribes and regions, the same principle can be applied to any cultural community.
According to Drummond, “When we hear the music of another culture, we judge it according to the criteria we have established from our own, and our judgment may therefore not be true to the music’s context” (Drummond 2005).  This should also hold true when applied within the context of Western music sub-cultures.  Perhaps, even within our own culture, we have marginalized some forms of music because of a reticence to take into account the context and as a part of our larger tradition.  The ability to discern context and imagine cultural placement would be an extreme gift with which to endow our students.  Exposure to contextual music education, rather than centrical music education, would require a significant investment, but the result could be of great value.
“To insist that our music students develop the ability to navigate and discern different perceptions of reality, vis-à-vis its social, cultural and political implications and constructions, is to empower them to become real musicians, able to see a world of sounds as their own, and in the process interpret and re-conceptualize situations and possibilities” (Schmidt 2004).
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Note:  The amount of scholarship on this subject is quite extensive and overwhelming.  The assignment to “thoroughly review the relevant scholarship and describe this issue in detail” is misleading within the scope of this project.  Either a specific scholar, article, or book could be handled with respect to the aforementioned “misunderstanding” or the assignment should encourage a narrowing of the topic for the purpose of thorough review and detailed description.
