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Hugh Masekela � what I'm thinking about ... a crisis for
African culture
Hugh Masekela

It is said that 11 of the world's 20 fastest growing economies are in Africa, but when you talk
about the economy, who are you talking about? The rich will benefit but the poor will always
remain poor. In China, the economy is booming, but the poverty rate there is appalling; the US
economy is the biggest in the world, but poverty there is appalling, too. So when you talk to me
about the economy, in my mind that translates as "the establishment". The ones who run the
economy, the ones who own it, are the ones who benefit from it.

In my view, Africa's real problems are cultural. In 20 years from now, when people ask my
grandchildren who they are, they'll say "it is rumoured that we used to be Africans - long ago". I'm
very interested in heritage restoration, and I'm working with a group of people to create a number
of academies and performance spaces to encourage native arts and crafts and to explore African
history.

I've got to where am in life not because of something I brought to the world but through
something I found – the wealth of African culture.
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Africa was not only conquered, but in conquest, through the imposition of new religions and the
misunderstanding of the aims of education, and later on through advertising, Africans were
manipulated into thinking that their own heritage is backward: primitive, pagan, heathen,
barbaric. We need a renaissance to celebrate the wealth of diversity that really exists. Now, a
renaissance is very expensive, but you don't have to force a thing on people who already own it,
you just have to make the space for it to show it off - you let it grow from there. If there's going to
be cultural advancement, it's going to have to come from the people themselves, but they have to
be helped.

It's obvious that the rest of the world loves high African culture - African culture, period. Just look
at a festival like WOMADelaide. But when people come to Africa they can't find it that easily
because the African establishment has no interest in celebrating it. Governments in Africa - most
governments, in fact - are allergic to this because they don't want to be upstaged. And it's to the
benefit of international industry that the people of Africa remain an underclass - so they won't
take ownership of the raw materials themselves. But if Africans recapture their culture they will
naturally gravitate towards recapturing the continent. If they know more of who they are, they
might not be willing to be so subservient.

It's not just Africa's problem; most of the world now has disappeared into laptops and iPhones
and iPads. People think think that when they have these gadgets they are advancing.

Technology keeps changing the world, but music doesn't change, it's only 12 notes and six chords
and it'll always be that. It's how they're juggled that makes great music and great musicians study
that, whether it's Palestrina or Bach or Fela [Kuti]. But if you're into the dark glasses and chicks
with their asses in the air and in your face … I don't know how much of it is music.

People talk to me about the rise of hip hop in Africa, too, but nothing that mechanical will last.
The people look alike, and they're wearing the same outfits, and they're singing variations or
rapping variations of the same thing. And yet the Hawaiians and the Indians sing variations of the
same scales, but in there are beautiful songs, beautiful melodies. Anything that comes organically
from people, musically, is what will last for ever. But what depends on a machine will always
depend upon a machine. Until a bigger machine comes.

Hugh Masekela starrred at WOMADelaide, which took place over the central weekend of the Adelaide
Festival. He was talking to Caspar Llewellyn Smith. The Guardian is the media partner of Womad at
Charlton Park in the UK in July.

Since you’re here …
… we have a small favour to ask. More people are reading the Guardian than ever but advertising
revenues across the media are falling fast. And unlike many news organisations, we haven’t put
up a paywall – we want to keep our journalism as open as we can. So you can see why we need to
ask for your help. The Guardian’s independent, investigative journalism takes a lot of time,
money and hard work to produce. But we do it because we believe our perspective matters –
because it might well be your perspective, too.

I appreciate there not being a paywall: it is more democratic for the media to be available for all and
not a commodity to be purchased by a few. I’m happy to make a contribution so others with less
means still have access to information. Thomasine F-R.
If everyone who reads our reporting, who likes it, helps fund it, our future would be much more
secure. For as little as £1, you can support the Guardian – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.

http://www.guardian.co.uk/music/2013/mar/11/womadelaide-festival-2013
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2013/mar/12/hmasekela.co.za
http://www.guardian.co.uk/music/2013/mar/11/womadelaide-festival-2013
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2013/mar/12/womad.org/


1/24/2018 Hugh Masekela - what I'm thinking about ... a crisis for African culture | Music | The Guardian

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2013/mar/12/hugh-masekela-womadelaide-african-culture?CMP=share_btn_fb 3/3

Become a supporter
Make a contribution

Topics
Music �
What I'm thinking about �

https://membership.theguardian.com/supporter?REFPVID=jcsusrkwnms7ws1kny8m&INTCMP=gdnwb_copts_memco_colour_test_epic_holdback_control&acquisitionData=%7B%22source%22%3A%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%2C%22componentId%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_colour_test_epic_holdback_control%22%2C%22componentType%22%3A%22ACQUISITIONS_EPIC%22%2C%22campaignCode%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_colour_test_epic_holdback_control%22%2C%22abTest%22%3A%7B%22name%22%3A%22ColourTestEpicHoldback%22%2C%22variant%22%3A%22control%22%7D%2C%22referrerPageviewId%22%3A%22jcsusrkwnms7ws1kny8m%22%2C%22referrerUrl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fmusic%2F2013%2Fmar%2F12%2Fhugh-masekela-womadelaide-african-culture%22%7D
https://contribute.theguardian.com/?REFPVID=jcsusrkwnms7ws1kny8m&INTCMP=gdnwb_copts_memco_colour_test_epic_holdback_control&acquisitionData=%7B%22source%22%3A%22GUARDIAN_WEB%22%2C%22componentId%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_colour_test_epic_holdback_control%22%2C%22componentType%22%3A%22ACQUISITIONS_EPIC%22%2C%22campaignCode%22%3A%22gdnwb_copts_memco_colour_test_epic_holdback_control%22%2C%22abTest%22%3A%7B%22name%22%3A%22ColourTestEpicHoldback%22%2C%22variant%22%3A%22control%22%7D%2C%22referrerPageviewId%22%3A%22jcsusrkwnms7ws1kny8m%22%2C%22referrerUrl%22%3A%22https%3A%2F%2Fwww.theguardian.com%2Fmusic%2F2013%2Fmar%2F12%2Fhugh-masekela-womadelaide-african-culture%22%7D
https://www.theguardian.com/music
https://www.theguardian.com/books/series/what-i-m-thinking-about
https://www.theguardian.com/music/womad-2013
https://www.theguardian.com/culture/festivals
https://www.theguardian.com/music/music-festivals
https://www.theguardian.com/music/worldmusic
https://www.theguardian.com/music/jazz
https://www.theguardian.com/tone/blog

