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ART, HIP HOP AND ECONOMIC PROSPERITY.
BY ZAKHELE MTHEMBU

The arts are a field that seem to
be dominated by Africans or
people of African descent in the
present and one may argue the
past too. Not to say that there
aren’t works of art among other
peoples, but the height of
artistry in the present,
exemplified by the dominating
‘trends’ that proliferate the
zeitgeist, stem from people of
African descent.
The history of art itself and the
oldest works of such art lie in
the African continent, in the
Nile valley civilizations of
Indigenous Africans of old.

Whose expression, in the form
of architecture, writing and
visual art still draws awe to this
day.
This piece will serve as a
refutation to the myth held
among our community even by
supposed scholars that
somehow Abantu are inherently
‘collectivist’ in that their
outlook is grounded in the
collective rather than the
individual, exemplified with the
swelling support of one form of
Socialism or the other among
prominent Afrocentric scholars.

The implications of such a view,
in terms of the false
dichotomous thinking
inherent in Hellenistic
philosophy are beyond our
current scope.
Art is an expression of self for
the African, given the holonistic
worldview of Indigenous African
people since ancient times,
action in the material plane is
never subdivided into
somewhat distinct parts at least
at the understanding of
epistemology.

Hence the interwoven nature
of
the
ontologically
epistemological in the African
worldview of Ubuntu as it is
known among abantu.
Therefore,
instead
of
art
‘reflecting’
or
representing
reality, it is an extension of it,
for the African at least. This is
exemplified in one way through
the ‘spectating’ of music for
example prevalent in Western
culture, a phenomenon unheard
of to the African since music as
an extension of the harmony of
life requires one’s consonance
to it in the material plane,
through dancing of course!

"...INSTEAD OF
ART
‘REFLECTING’
OR
REPRESENTING
REALITY, IT IS
AN EXTENSION
OF IT..."

Expression is a manifestation of
be-ing and agency, the aesthetic,
as Du Bois hinted at in his
writing, is a good vehicle for an
authentic and autonomous
manifestation of the African
being. A matter for another time.
The point made is that this
expression of be-ing as it exists
in the modern day through Hip
Hop or jazz or the blues, actually
represents an understanding, at
quite a cosmological level within
Indigenous Africans and their
descendants across the globe, of
the ‘laws’, in the case of this
piece, economic and social ones,
that govern the world. This
understanding need not be
conscious, but it is there,
epitomized in the ‘lived
experience’ of those who seek to
deny it.
The simple act of making music
is an individual one, yet the
music as a concept, understood
within the holonistic worldview
of Ubuntu encapsulates playing
said music, thus implying an
audience. The audience is
interwoven to the very concept
itself, co-dependent so to
speak, thinking of music devoid
of said patrons, even as a
concept, is misguided if not
shallow.
The previous point sees to
simply explain that by making
music one exchanges their being
an audience member with being
the musician and so is the
relationship inversed for the
audience.

In either context, the inner
working
of
an
exchange
economy
(action
as
an
exchange) of interconnected
beings is prevalent and shines
through even if the music itself
in its lyrics in most cases, would
decry such an economy as evil
or an enemy.
The
short-sightedness
of
declaring reality itself an enemy
need not be pursued at this
juncture. The musician by
performing
his
music
in
exchange for a fee, is already
engaged in an entrepreneurial
venture, manifesting the basic
tenets of a market economy in
that he is specializing (being a
musician) in an area
where he thinks he will make a
‘profit’.
Profit in the strict time
preference sense instead of the
oftentimes
misleading
accounting sense. Thus he has
estimated that the costs of his
inputs to make the music will be
lower than the cost said music
performance will be bought by
people, voluntarily might I add,
and that difference in costs, is
the ‘profit’, society telling him
he is using scarce resources in a
great way, hence the higher
cost of the end product over its
input cost.

Those
who
master
this
relationship of ascertaining
what is it society (abantu) wants
the most (demand) in relation to
the provision of what is wanted
(supply) get rewarded with
prosperity. The in-depth logic
of economic action is a
digression for now though.
Artists among abantu have been
the most adept at reading this
relation and this is proven by
the artistic zeitgeist being set
by Abantu either in the diaspora
or the mainland, with the
corollary of prosperity that
comes with that.
Therefore, it is quite comical
when artists within Hip Hop for
example proclaim to have
Marxist leanings of any kind
when their very craft, from its
making
to
delivery
and
enjoyment is a manifestation of
that which they deny in the
content of their art. Also, the
very fact that the proceeds of
their work rightfully go to them
and them alone (or according to
their
voluntarily
signed
contracts), is no indication
apparently of the illusion of the
‘collective entity’ outside of
theoretical posturing to make
points about a large group of
beings.

The obsession with ascribing
collectivism to Afrocentrism
stems from the dichotomous
approach
to
reality
characterised
in
the
subject/object delineation of
Western thought.
I
propose
a
harmonious
holonistic worldview, in flux
with reality itself, thus fully
encapsulating the entanglement
of the object and subject, found
in Ubu-Ntu.
In the various musicians of the
African community throughout
the world is the exemplification
of the ‘as is’ nature of economic
reality if so were, deduced from
the experience of life itself.
Also at a level beyond the scope
of our current exposition, the
aesthetic, the arts and its
assumption of agency for mere
manifestation, has been a
vehicle that manifests the being of umuntu as authentic as
they deem fit during a time
when other avenues like politics
or law, were alienating to
umuntu by being conceived
from without of her. This a
position Du Bois tried to
elucidate.
Things like music, dance or the
visual arts have been how
umuntu
expresses
her
‘collective individuality’ from
within, from themselves and as
Mama Esther Mahlangu is proof,
from the ‘as is’ spirito-cultural
base which needs cultivation
that is Isintu. Consider this
within the context of the
intentional economic activity
pioneered by Garvey and the
possibilities are limitless! A
topic for upcoming reflections.

"Afrocentric Thought"

The dominance of Abantu in the
arts in terms of being the
harbingers of innovation is that
art is still the few avenues of
existence upon which agency is
brought to the forefront of
every aspect of its activity.
Agency speaks to the individual
will to actualize, through action,
whatever the end, conceived as
an extension of be-ing as they
may deem fit. It is art whereby
the ascribing of collective
existence attributed to Abantu
by those who were not African,
as a matter of historical fact, is
turned on its head because art
by its very nature has as one of
its components conceptually,
the individual artist, entangled
with their audience.
The denial of the individual
(umuntu)
that
encompass
abantu and thinking of them as
some form of homogenous unit,
even
by
scholars
of
Afrocentrism as I keep on
emphasising, has had perilous
effects
on
the
economic
prosperity or lack
thereof of this wonderful
continent.

"...AGENCY
SPEAKS TO THE
INDIVIDUAL
WILL TO
ACTUALIZE,
THROUGH
ACTION..."

The Hip Hop Industry as one
example stands as the highest
grossing
musical
genre.
Whatever the content, the
overall expression of the African
self, the African being, is a thing
of wonder, that is in constant
demand,
since
time
immemorial. Instead of fighting
against
reality
and
by
extensions ourselves through
various means, some explained
in this piece, we ought to
deduce the correct lessons
from it and apply them
holonistically, to better the
position of this great continent
in the world.
That starts with the recognition
that freedom, including of the
individual insofar as it does not
materialize
in
aggression
against
another,
is
an
ontological imperative of the
epistemology of Ubuntu as
expressed in law or economics.

Freedom for the self to
actualize to their choosing,
expressed in the varied Hip Hop
artists and their ‘success’ or
failure insofar as wealth and sill
is concerned, needs to be a
worldview.

This was not to say all hip hop is
good in terms of content,
instead it was looking at it as an
example of creating something
from nothing and imbuing it
with literal life that stems from
the self.

To do that, discarding Socialism
and all its illusions as a viable
economic system needs to be
paramount. Let us learn from
rappers, for all their faults, and
Mwari knows there are many,
none of them, by mere
existence, and that is important,
are socialist. Also discarding the
ideal of umuntu as a ‘thing’
devoid of will thus subject to
that of others is necessary. The
conception of umuntu as an
initiator of reality rather than
an appendage in a reality of
another,
is
of
central
importance.

It was an attempt to show that
freedom,
liberty
and
the
corollary of free enterprise and
markets need not be fought
against but instead channelled,
to achieve prosperity for Africa
and her people.

This
was
somewhat
a
philosophically
based
assessment of hip hop as an art
form and in the holonistic
nature of the social sciences
grounded in Ubu-Ntu, the
economic
implications
and
somewhat sociological ones
were addressed too.

"Afrocentric Thought"

No one will save us but
ourselves. Doing so necessitates
having the will that was
manifest
when
African
descendants in New York City
materialized what is now a
billion-dollar industry. Umuntu
is defined by agency, for better
or for worse, nothing will
change unless we change
ourselves and that happens in
earnest
when
we
centre
ourselves.
As we always say, umthakathi
usendlini bantu abahle.
Umuntu wabantu.
The Eloquent Peasant.

