Singing and spirituality in a South African male voice group

Dawn Joseph, Deakin University
Roy Page-Shipp, University of Pretoria

Caroline van Niekerk, University of Johannesburg

Abstract

Since the mid 1970s, a group of twelve business and professional members of a male
singing group have continued singing together in Pretoria, South Africa. These singers
were interviewed as part of a project on Spirituality and Well-being: Music in the
community. From the interview data, two overarching themes emerged, membership
benefits and spiritual connections; these are discussed in this research project. Members’
views of benefits related mainly to fulfilment of personal, including musical, needs,
although all were gratified that their singing provided enjoyment to community audiences
and benefits to disadvantaged communities, mainly from ticket sale proceeds. Most saw
an association between singing and the spiritual, but only a minority identified a religious
connotation, the remainder relating to non-religious factors such as the ‘human spirit’. A
deep sense of commitment and a love of music impacts positively on social engagement,

benefiting and enhancing quality of life for the group members.
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Introduction

Music is enjoyed by all ages across diverse cultures around the world and research shows
the essential role that music plays in people’s life journey (Coffman 2006; Kruse 2007).
In particular, as one ages, music tends to form a fundamental aspect of lifelong learning
and is reflected in personal enjoyment and fulfilment (Tsugawa 2009; Kuntz 2012).
Music studies undertaken with adults suggest that participants identify improved social
connections, enhanced quality of life, benefits to mental well-being and better health
(Coffman 2002a, 2002b; Dabback 2005; Rohwer 2005; Rohwer and Coffman 2006;

Bowles et al. 2013; Veblen 2013; Weinberg and Joseph 2017).

Cavitt (2005), in a study on community bands, found that adults mainly join ensembles
for the love of music as they derive much gratification from playing together. Similarly,
people find much fulfilment when singing together as they form a community as singers
(Dore et al. 2010). Through song people find a way to express emotions, feelings and
thoughts that can enhance meaning in life (Chong 2010). Singing is a vibrant activity that
takes place in both formal and informal settings around the globe (Bell 2004; Higgins
2008; Bartleet et al. 2009). Singing in a choir or in a group promotes social, emotional,
physical and spiritual health (Bailey and Davidson 2002; Gridley et al. 2011). The notion
of music engagement amongst members of a group has ‘been found to support group
identity, collaborative learning, friendship, [and] social support’ (Creech et al. 2014: 17).
People singing together provides opportunities for group identity and a sense of

connection (Bartleet et al. 2009; Schippers 2010; Gridley et al. 2011; Higgins 2012;



Veblen 2013). Tsugawa (2009:7) noted in his study of two concert bands that music
contributed significantly to the musicians’ sense of identity as it formed ‘a significant part
of their lives’; their rehearsals and concerts exemplify a culture of musical

communication between members of the ensembles.

This interaction and engagement is an essential part of the rehearsals of the group in this
case study, where members look forward to seeing their friends as a form of social
interaction (Coffman 2002a; Jacob et al. 2009). Membership in singing groups offers
social affirmation for both the individual and the group (Davidson et al. 2014; Skingley et
al. 2015) many people have experienced music offering a social rather than a merely
individual identity (Benzon 2001). The members of the group feel connected as they
contribute to the social fabric of their community, which is certainly the situation with the
group under discussion in this research project, inter alia as they find themselves

communicating with their audiences (Pitts 2005).

Some of the benefits of group singing appear to have neuro-chemical origins;
participation in music making leads to the secretion of oxytocin (Levitin 2010), ‘known
to be involved in establishing bonds of trust between people’ (Kosfeld et al. 2005).
Freeman (2000) goes so far as to describe music as the ‘biotechnology of group
formation’. Tarr et al. (2014) have also identified an association between the self-other

and neuro-hormonal mechanisms in the social bonding arising in music activities.

Well-being
Several studies have shown how singing is beneficial for well-being (Hays and
Minichiello 2005; Chorus America 2009; Clift and Hancox 2010; Menehan 2013a,

2013b; Southcott and Joseph 2013; Specker 2014; Wlodkowski and Ginsberg 2017).



Though Clift (2012) suggests ‘there is some way to go’ before any substantial connection
between music and well-being can be agreed on, Lehmberg and Fung (2010) found in
their study about the benefits of music participation for senior citizens that the longer you
engage with music over your lifetime, the greater and more positive the benefits seem to
be. In the main, people sing for fun as a leisure activity and this impacts on their quality
of life (Huxhold et al. 2013; Lui and Stebbins 2014). Singing acts as a positive
mechanism towards social relationships (Pearce et al. 2015). Music has a strong
connection to body, soul and mind and has the power to foster an enhanced sense of well-

being and quality of life (Silverstein and Parker 2002; Joseph 2014; White 2016).

Spirituality

Music is also associated with the multidimensional experience described as ‘spirituality’,
which arises in many contexts that include both the religious and the secular where music
is made or heard (Cobussen 2008). Attempts to describe the phenomenon include that by
Veselinovi¢-Hofman (2009: 116) whose description of spirituality is an ‘open space’ that

‘lies in between the human and the divine’.

Finding a clear definition that would enable spirituality to be explored via a more
scientific approach was addressed by Sir Alister Hardy, who in the late 1960s brought his
experience as a zoologist to bear on the search for a ‘common core’ in the world’s
religions. By defining very clearly and specifically what he was looking for, Hardy
created a question that many people could answer with a simple Yes or No, without
having to deal with abstract notions. The question was ‘Have you ever had a spiritual or
religious experience or felt a presence or power, whether you call it God or not, that is

different from, or more than, your everyday self” (Rankin 2008: 234). This formulation,



in various derivatives, has been sufficiently accessible for thousands of subjects to answer
in the affirmative (Badham 2012). Indeed, Badham argues that ‘once one moved away
from abstract concepts and asked about personal experience’ it became possible to extend
the study across religions. Providing further clarity, the confusion between religion and
spirituality has been gradually replaced by the recognition that spirituality can be related
to religion or can be ‘religionless’ (Boyce-Tillman 2016), confirming that this interplay is
often connected with an individual’s beliefs and values rather than, or in addition to,
religious doctrine. As a basis for research this approach seems more likely to uncover
human experience than a belief that spirituality may be characterized by ‘mystical,

transpersonal, transcendent and numinous’ experiences (MacDonald 2000).

Returning to the specific role of music, Anne Lipe (2002: 210) argues that, throughout
history, music has played a significant role ‘in religion and spiritual life [...] across
cultures’ and ‘can serve as a sacramental vessel [...] to nourish our [one’s] spiritual life’.
June Boyce-Tillman (2012: 33-34) uses music (voice) in the venue of ‘the cathedral as a
resonant mediative space’ merging diversity amongst ‘community choirs, school choirs
from church and state schools, the university, the cathedral choristers, a rabbi, a Jewish
cantor, a Muslim imam, a singer in the Hindu/Sikh tradition, a Baha’i singer, and
Buddhist chanters’ in order to explore and promote the experience of space which
resonates with spirituality. Music (singing) in this space can then be considered ‘a

medium of transcendence and a language of spirituality’ (Foley 2015: 638).

Context: South Africa

South Africa is widely regarded as the powerhouse of Africa (Joseph et al. 2014), after
Asia the second largest continent in the world, where ‘population is aging simultaneously

with its unprecedented growth of the youth population and its related challenges’



(Nabalamba and Chikoko 2011: 2). In South Africa, the expected growth rate of older
people will increase by 10.5 per cent by 2025 (Joubert and Bradshaw 2006). This
research project situates itself in the administrative capital Pretoria, part of the Tshwane
metro, with the third largest population in the province of Gauteng. ‘Whites make up a
larger percentage of the population in Tshwane than in any other major metropolitan area
in the country’ (SAPA 2013). Within the White group, English speakers are in a distinct

minority, the others being mostly Afrikaans speaking.

Though South Africa boasts a rich history of music and culture across all races, this
research project focuses on only one singing group in the metropolitan area of Pretoria
where group members are aged from 60 upwards. This group is an example of older
white men and one white female who have continued with their project of making and
sharing music in their local community for the unusually long duration of over 40 years,
that period of time immortalized in the school anthem for Harrow, interestingly also
adopted by the Pretoria Boys’ High School, with which a number of members of this
singing group have associations. The song ‘Forty Years On’ can be sung in unison or two
part singing with the melody in the upper part (Farmer and Bowen 1930) and is usually
sung whenever Old Harrovians gather, enduring far beyond their schooldays. ‘Forty
Years On’ has become known as ‘The Harrow Song’ (Harrow School 2017). Maclure
(1985: 117) found the song resonates with feelings of the ‘good old days’, ‘nostalgia and
sentimentality’. Singing together and songs such as ‘Forty Years On’ provide ageing

people with the opportunity to continue singing.



Purpose of the research project

The purpose of the research project was to investigate music, well-being and spirituality
through community music making in various organizations in the Australian state of
Victoria. In 2015 further approval was gained from Deakin University’s Human Research
Ethics Committee (DUHREC) to include South Africa and two co-authors for this

research project. Some of the aims of the project were to investigate and identify:

e Why do people come together to share music making and practice?

e What are the benefits of community music making?

e Does music making connect to spirituality?

e Can music making and sharing contribute to one’s well-being?
Author 1, who is formerly from Johannesburg, visited South Africa in 2015 and
communicated through Skype, e-mail and telephone with Authors 2 and 3, regarding the
data collection process. For this research project, interview data is drawn on to discuss

some of the key findings.

Authors

All three of the authors have strong links to music teaching, learning and performing in
their respective settings. Authors 1 and 2 are tertiary music academics and Author 3 is a
retired science research manager and a long-standing singing member of the group
discussed here. In 2013, Author 1 gained ethical approval through DUHREC and started
the long-term project Spirituality and Well-being: Music in the community, in
Melbourne, Australia. DUHREC manages the research integrity of the project by
approving all letters, questionnaires and semi-structured interview questions sent out to

potential participants. All participants can communicate directly with the Manager of the



Research Integrity Unit at the university if they have any concerns about any aspect of the
project, the way it is being conducted or ask any questions about their rights as research

participants.

Background to the group in Pretoria

In the 1970s a small band of singers in Pretoria formed a male voice singing group
including one member of the current group and the pianist accompanist, who was a music
teacher at the time, and the only person in the group who could be described as more than
a purely amateur musician. Only these two remain members after more than 40 years.
The group now comprises eleven members (basses and tenors), mostly former business
and professional men, suggesting that their careers and working lives would have offered
them significant personal satisfaction and thus be an aspect now missed in retirement, and
a need requiring fulfilment which they appear to find in the activities of this group (de
Jong Gierveld et al. 2016). The accompanist continues in her role. The ages of members
range from 60s to 80s and they include a judge, a professor and CEOs of a companies.
They sing a wide range of repertoire including madrigals, Negro spirituals, sacred items,
traditional songs (Scottish, Irish, Welsh, English and Afrikaans), love songs, lullabies,
drinking songs, humorous songs, songs from musicals and thus far one African (Xhosa)
song. The emphasis reflects the taste of many White, English-speaking South Africans,
with a slow move towards adopting some indigenous music. The group is ‘English’, as
White South Africans whose home language is English are usually described and who

were in a significant minority among Whites in Pretoria during the apartheid years.

The group relies heavily on the accompanist for musical coaching and guidance; only
three singers claim to sight-read, although most find music notation helpful. The

accompanist makes constructive critical comments on the quality, accuracy and style of



the music. One of the members is designated to manage the group in relation to providing
copies, keeping records of performances and leading the choice of items in rehearsal. The
group rehearses once a week for approximately 90 minutes and gives two public concerts
a year where proceeds go to a deserving cause, thereby responding to the many financial
needs in South Africa (Prilletensky and Prilletensky 2006). In addition, the group
performs several times during the course of the year at retirement villages, sometimes

also being called upon as ‘warm-ups’ for public concerts.

Although membership of the group is by invitation, usually emanating from the founder
member, all members are involved in the assessment of potential newcomers. Apart from
the ability to learn and hold a singing part, an essential and fairly objective characteristic,
all are assessed in terms of the, more subjective, expected ‘willingness and ability to fit
in’. This relates mainly to social compatibility — one member referred to the group as
‘like-minded individuals’ — but also to a lifestyle that provides for regular rehearsing and
performing. Eight of the eleven members were recruited after participation in one or more
annual operetta productions of an amateur group in Pretoria, as this has proved to be a

reliable screen.

Methodology

For this research project, the authors employ case study methodology (Yin 2003) to
explore the lived experience of our interviewees. The case study presents a ‘localized
boundary of space and time’, where trust is important when collecting interview data as
they form the case record to tell the story (Bassey 2003:117). The authors take into
account the personal element of making meaning (Crabtree and Miller 1999; Yin 2003)

from the participants where Author 3, a singing member of the group, is able to
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collaborate and gain an insider’s perspective among the participants. This was also the
case with Author 2, who interviewed the accompanist with whom she is very familiar.
Author 1 prepared the interview questions, which were used to guide the interview
process. These questions were short and clear, avoiding any form of ambiguity to achieve
reliability and validity (Csikszentmihalyi and Larson 2014). Interviewees were all given
the Deakin University Plain Language Statement to read and were invited to participate in
the project. Author 3 further explained the process, encouraging participation to gain a
higher response rate (Baldwin and Beauchamp 2014). By agreeing to the interviews and
vetting the transcription summaries thereof the participants consented to take part in the

research study.

All eleven singing members and the accompanist were interviewed. Sixteen questions
were asked: two closed questions focused on age and gender and fourteen were open-
ended. The closed questions characterized the group as comprising only ‘mature’ males.
Some of the open-ended questions included: What made you join the group? What do
you benefit from attending this group? An open-ended question was used in thus study to
identify where subjects position their ‘spirituality’ experiences.-According to Cohen et al.
(2000: 255), the use of open-ended questions is ‘a very attractive device for smaller scale

research [...] that invite an honest personal comment’.

The accompanist was asked the same questions; as a foundation member of the group her
information and insights are particularly valuable (Gill et al. 2008). All participants had
‘the opportunity to discuss and clarify the interpretation, and contribute new or additional

perspectives on the issue under study’ (Baxter and Jack 2008: 556).

We used Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to analyse and code the data.

IPA provided the understanding of how the group make sense of their experiences and
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the meanings they attach to them (Smith 2011). It also gave us the chance to explore the
expressed views of the individual participants, with sensitivity to the ‘setting, the
sociocultural and linguistic context of the research’ (Yardley 2017). Katherine Finlay and
James Elander (2016: 665) make the point that when using IPA ‘the researcher’s own
views may impact upon the representations of interviewees’, thus involving a process of
interpretation by the researcher(s) (Smith 2005; Clarke 2009). In this study we have kept
to the phenomenon and to the setting which we explored (Padgett 2017). As researchers
we had to listen, understand and trust each participant’s voice when interpreting the data.
Having read and analysed the interview data, initially making notes and grouping them in
tables (Smith and Osborn 2003, Finlay and Elander 2016), we had a three-way discussion
and then re-read the tables, focusing on pertinent aspects of the data and grouping them
into two overarching themes. As examples of this process and output we very readily
identified the dichotomous nature of the responses relating to spirituality, and were able
to identify a common perception of a very relaxing environment — albeit expressed in
different words — that had been beneficial, not only in stressful working lives, but
continued as a benefit in retirement (see Findings and Discussion below). The use of
direct quotations highlights the theme under discussion (Larkin et al. 2006; Smith et al.

2009; Finlay and Elander 2016).

Findings and discussion

The two overarching themes emerging from the interview data are: benefits of

membership and spirituality connections to music making.
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Benefits of membership

Over the years members have accepted invitations to join the group for a number of
reasons, but the most common was because of their love of singing. They remain in the
group, as Buck said, because ‘it continues to fulfil my need for active music
participation’. Mac added ‘it all still works for me, the music learning and performing
new pieces, the fellowship’. The desires for both ‘intellectual stimulation and relaxation’
were important factors why members remained in the ensemble (Don and Buck). Joan,
the accompanist, who plays a key role in the group, pointed out why she has been with
them for four decades already: it is ‘because I still enjoy accompanying, and my musical

activities give my life focus’.

Many members have been part of this group from a time when they would not be
considered ‘older people’. However, these points are all applicable to and confirmed by
them, each strongly expressing a deep sense of commitment to the group and a love of
music in relation to making music together (singing or accompanying). Individually and
collectively members have remained in the group for a variety of reasons. Words such as
‘enjoyment’, ‘fun’, ‘fellowship’, ‘camaraderie’ and the phrase ‘singing with like-minded
people’ occurred twelve times in responses to the question ‘why did you join the group?’
Though this is not uncommon in choirs or singing groups, the founder member (Bill)

said:

I have seen the benefits of group singing in many ways [...] and believe that |
have introduced thousands to the joy of community singing. This counters the

experience of so many people who have been persuaded by an event in early
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life that they ‘can’t sing” — the scars being so deep and painful that they can

recall the occasion/interaction in significant detail.

This experience was affirmed by several members whose acceptance in the group had
restored their confidence in a singing ability suppressed by bad experiences in their
youth. Members ‘love singing’; Schalk found the group ‘incredibly relaxing, focusing on
something pleasant’. The environment and ambience is ‘relatively un-taxing compared
with other commitments’ (Eddie). This is a space for all members to thrive, a place where
members feel ‘energised by the other members’ (Bill), and this makes it more sustainable
as ‘a clean sport” as Schalk remarked. The rehearsals and membership Mick noted as
‘undemanding of each other’. Trevor added, ‘we seem to secrete a “happy” hormone
while singing. | enjoy every occasion and often arrive home afterwards whistling’. The
level of commitment and wanting to sing new and different repertoire ‘provides a

challenge to continue to sing at an acceptable level’ (Bill).

In addition, members commented on the benefits of singing that impacted on their well-
being. Chad, a recent recruit, reported ‘my enjoyment of life has increased and | want
never to miss a rehearsal, even though some may be chaotic. My narrow view of life has
“exploded’. In this sense, there is more to just learning the notes and singing for this
person: membership opens a new world of repertoire, performances and friendship. What
the group gains is more than just singing: as Buck stated, ‘it’s a good mood improver and
I would miss this sustenance if it were absent’. Attendance played a major role in
rehearsals as it impacts on well-being. Don confirmed ‘huge emotional attachment’ and
noted ‘I sing when I am happy, less often when I am not; but singing tends to lift the
mood’. Though this study did not specifically explore the clinical implications of singing,

Schalk confirmed that singing in the group ‘takes my mind off recent chemotherapy’.
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Joan pointed out ‘I don’t know if my health is better or not, but it keeps me active,
participating in community life’. For many members being part of an active vibrant
community contributes to their sense of happiness and offers a sense of fulfilment. This
was confirmed by Mac who said, ‘it would grieve me to lose it, it definitely contributes to

my overall sense of well-being’.

The benefits of membership extend beyond the group to the wider community in relation
to regular performances given. Some of these performances are free and others are
charged for, but then the proceeds go to non-profit organizations and good causes. This
point the group feel is particularly important in a country as disparate as South Africa,
where there are so many needs and especially in relation to people who are ‘have nots’ in

comparison with the twelve individuals under discussion.

The group members do not organize concerts or sell tickets themselves; rather all
members are gratified that the funds raised go to the deserving cause for which they are
intended. Bill said when they perform at ‘retirement villages or in concerts, we provide a
form of public benefit’. This they recognize as a welcome community contribution.
According to Mac the group has ‘many fans (mainly ladies) who report that they “love”
our singing. Our concert proceeds always go to charity and we are always sold out’. Joan
said ‘we make money for charity with our performances. | feel I make a contribution;
there are not so many people prepared to do this for nothing’. In her role as accompanist
Joan also finds involvement in the group twofold: ‘it can give pleasure to others in the
community as well as to the group and that gives satisfaction and enjoyment’. Jack, Chad
and Don concurred. The notion of community engagement is important to the group —
Trevor talks of ‘many people sharing our enjoyment of singing and we promote this

experience in our audiences (we encourage occasional sing-alongs)’.
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Spiritual connections to music making

Having asked for a clear definition of spirituality and been invited to provide their own,

the respondents provided answers that can be grouped as:

Yes 2 (Religious, but in worship, not in the group)
7 (Non-religious, in the group)

1 (All types of music)

No 2

The notion of spirituality meant different things to individuals in the group. A common
initial response (from nine of the eleven respondents) to the question ‘Does music making
connect to spirituality?’ was ‘It depends what you mean by spirituality’. The question had
been deliberately broadly stated to allow for the possibility that some members may not
have deeply considered whether music has such a connection. As they are all highly
educated and articulate, and were also being interviewed, not asked to complete a
questionnaire, this reaction could be followed through. Indeed, after an invitation to make
their own interpretation of the term, insightful responses emerged. The distinction

between religious and religionless spirituality was generally recognized.

The accompanist, who for decades has been instrumental in the group (pun not intended,
as the only person playing an instrument in comparison with the rest as singers), felt that
spirituality has a connection to any kind of music making. She believes ‘music occupies

your body, your brain and contributes to your spirit’. This connection affects one’s



16

energy field and sense of spirituality. In contrast, Jack admitted, ‘I do not profess to fully
understand the workings of the mind when enjoying music’. For him, the aesthetic
experience seemed more the focus than the spiritual connections. The core of what
spirituality meant was deemed debatable as Schalk found it hard to explain’ whilst Bill
professed that he was ‘aware of a good “vibe’. This ‘vibe’ may have been a feeling that
uplifted his inner spirit and made him feel good per se. Schalk agreed that the experience
of singing does not evoke a religious spirituality but rather, ‘I sense something special; a
connection to something special, bigger or beyond ourselves’. Such feelings created a
profound perception of well-being for the majority of the members: as Chad remarked,
his sense of spirituality was not religious as such; rather, ‘I do derive a lift from

participation. Perhaps that is spiritual’.

The connection to participation and sharing in a secular sense also offers members a
possible sense of spiritual connection. Trevor upholds ‘I am not a churchgoer but believe
that the human spirit is real and this is important to me. This spirit is “deeper” than the
mind and can be uplifted by music’. He further claims it is that sense of inner spirit that
‘appears to be characteristic of all musicians’. Buck confirmed, ‘music is very spiritual’;
for him, music has connections to being a powerful agent ‘in transforming one’s mood’.
Mick pointed out: ‘good music can be moving’. Three other members (Mac, Simon and
Jack) mentioned that the positive feelings they experienced could have neurochemical or

hormonal origins; ‘some of it must be oxytocin!” as Mac expressed it.

Two members related their sense of a spiritual connection with singing specifically to
experiences from their early youth in church choirs, i.e. to religious spirituality. Don said,
‘having been a boy chorister and sung in choirs all my life | associate singing with

worship’. The idea that music connects to religious settings or singing about God is not a
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new phenomenon as this practice is referred to in the earliest writings on Judaism, for
example. Eddie echoes this by confirming ‘there is a deep spiritual connection to songs
sung in Church. The word of God set to music has meaning and fosters a sense of
connection to the individual and to the collective membership of the church’. However,
he does not see any spiritual connection arising from the group’s repertoire — even Negro
spirituals. Don also claimed that music and spirituality have a connection because
scripture can be taught, ‘from singing psalms and other sacred music’. This is in contrast
to Mac, ‘a committed Christian’, who has sung in many church choirs and feels aware of
God’s Holy Spirit, but feels that ‘many pieces are touching and uplifting and one
responds with one’s whole being’; yet, he could not ‘identify a special spiritual aspect’ in
any religious sense, to music. In a similar way Simon was forthright in saying ‘I don’t
believe that there is any connection between one’s experience of singing and the divine

and, therefore, do not believe singing can provide a spiritual experience’.

The reported spiritual connections relating to music in religious practices, or alternatively
connections to aspects of ‘body, mind and spirit’ affirm that the term spiritual experience
‘signifies something special but not necessarily with a religious connection’. Rather it
would seem the understanding locates itself in ‘what we think and what we believe’
(Pretorius 2008: 148). Freinkel (2015:159) suggests that ‘performing singers sing in
relationship and the individuals in the audience participate and form loci for the
cocreative emergence of spiritual knowing that sometimes takes place’. That may be true
for this group, but it is not formally acknowledged and this thought can be constructively

introduced into the group’s activity.

Conclusions and recommendations for further research

Music creates a sense of belonging for both young and old (Eidevall and Leufstadius
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2014) and group singing specifically fosters a sense of personal growth and well-being
where participants feel valued as a group (Zanini and Leao 2006). Membership of the
group in our research project is driven primarily by the fulfilment of members’ personal

and musical needs as they share social learning and social interaction (Mao et al. 2016).

Joan is unique in her role as the group’s only accompanist since it started in the 1970s;
she plays an indispensable role in motivating and teaching the members, which positively
contributes to their sense of well-being. Members feel validated, and their active
engagement through singing impacts on their overall well-being (Hays and Minichiello
2005; Specker 2014; Wlodkowski and Ginsberg 2017). The group remains enthused to
gather weekly for rehearsals with Joan and each other: they interact socially with like-
minded people and this further strengthens the unity within the group and adds to their
quality of life (Huxhold et al. 2013). In addition, the connection of singing with each
other as a community contributes to life satisfaction (Silverstein and Parker 2002;
Weinberg and Joseph 2017). It would seem that social engagement by way of ‘social
togetherness’ strengthens the camaraderie and friendship ‘teamwork with a clear vision of
bringing to oneself and others’. Participating in ‘regular, harmonious and fun interactions
with uncompetitive other music lovers’ in a singing group boosts quality of life and may
reduce financial toll on health and social services. The latter aspect of the research project

requires further investigating with many more groups.

The group in itself has had a very close social and learning connection for well over forty
years and they bring much joy to others by singing to, for and with them. The findings
from Lee et al. (2016) of motivating factors or themes for older people’s participation in

community singing resonated with our research project:

e The importance of singing in my life
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e Enormous pleasure of singing with little pressure

e Challenge and achievement

e Spiritual and uplifting emotions

e Strength in overcoming my age, disease and hardship
e Good leadership

e Fellowship with others

e Purpose and meaning of group singing.

Appreciative audiences also contribute to the singers’ feelings of satisfaction and well-
being (Packer and Ballantyne 2011) and so does the social interaction of performers and
audiences (Pitts 2005). It would seem the concerts provide a sense of ‘entertainment to
many’ especially those that regularly support the performances. The ‘rush from an
enthusiastic audience response’ it would seem is good for listener and performer as a way
to positively enhance well-being across all ages. What the members experience as their
heightened well-being as a result of their participation is clear from their own words,
quoted above but here listed alphabetically: active, cameraderie, clean sport, energized,
enjoyment, fellowship, fun, intellectual stimulation, mood improver, participating,
relaxation, and untaxing. The positive relationships created through years of singing attest
to members’ commitment as a community of singers, positively adding to their sense of
well-being (Skingley et al. 2015). For some members, retired from their business and
professional lives, the weekly rehearsals may help reduce current social isolation where
many would previously have been actively involved in their workplaces (de Jong
Gierveld et al. 2016). Singing in a group may offer its membership a sense of
gratification especially when preparing for a concert as ‘it gives the group something

positive to work towards’. Also, the group’s involvement with fundraising is an example
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of how older people in a country like South Africa still have the capacity to contribute to

‘responsiveness to common good’ (Prilletensky and Prilletensky 2006: 235).

The responses to the question on a ‘spiritual connection to music’ revealed a general
unprompted awareness of the distinction between religious and non-religious spirituality.
The group varied in their understanding of music and spirituality where the notion of
spirituality is an open space ‘somewhere in-between the human and the divine’
(Veselinovi¢-Hofman 2009: 116, original emphasis); a space where body, mind and soul
perhaps connect to something that is beyond words to explain — something ethereal. For
some members, the association of music to worship and to the word of God was strong as
they connected singing with worship and for others music and spirituality had secular and
celestial connections. The extent of the association to religious or spiritual qualities in
music requires further investigation, bearing in mind Westermeyer’s 2013 article that
focuses on the words of God as central to Christian spirituality. In exploring this issue,
one would need a more specifically formulated set of questions that enable members — or
another group of respondents — to locate their sense of ‘spirituality’ and explore the
matter more deeply themselves. In the group such discussion may act a springboard to

more satisfying experiences.

This small study of amateur singers investigates a seriously underreported aspect of
singing in South Africa — a country where especially choral participation is extremely
popular, and yet there is a paucity of research amongst older singers. This research
project is unique in that the group remains White English-speaking in a predominantly
Afrikaans-speaking area (Pretoria). The research project adds to the body of knowledge
on the myriad physical, social and health benefits of community singing and these

benefits are underscored by the evidence that the members still sing together ‘Forty Years
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On’, demonstrating singular commitment and not mere social engagement. Music for
them ‘creates a sense of belonging and community’ (Dore et al. 2010: 10) and certainly
the longevity of the group confirms Lehmberg and Fung’s 2010 finding that length of

senior citizens’ engagement with music results in ‘greater and more positive’ benefits.

The search is also underway to identify and then interview other amateur singing groups
of similar long-standing, so as to ascertain whether their views on the benefits of their
groups’ activities are similar to those of the group under discussion in this research
project. Consideration can be given too to a further study or studies entailing observation
(in addition to interviews) of amateur musicians’ interaction with each other as they
rehearse and perform music. This may provide the authors — and others — with a deeper
understanding of how music intersects with well-being and spirituality. The wider
sampling that this will achieve may reveal more generalized insights. Such groups need
not be based in South Africa, although if the groups are not functioning in highly
disparate societies the aspect of community (and especially financial) contribution might
not be present to the same extent. By the same token, other musical groups (e.g. chamber
music players) who do not sing might not demonstrate a reflection of the significance of

words found in songs.
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