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Abstract: 

Auto-Tune is a fascinating phenomenon in the modern music industry. It 

has gained a large amount of popularity over the past ten years, and it is 

constantly heard in popular music hits and on the radio. However, in most 

discussions involving music, Auto-Tune is often regarded as a novelty, or as 

something that serious musicians do not bother using. This stigma has followed it 

into scholarship, where there has been little to no study of its impact. Auto-Tuneʼs 

use is not only limited to the United States. It is particularly popular throughout 

the African continent, which is the region I chose to focus on in this thesis.  

 This thesis seeks to answer why Auto-Tune has become so popular in 

modern African popular music, and to provide evidence of said popularity. I 

believe that this question can be answered by looking at three facets of modern 

society. First, Auto-Tune appears to have become a globalized commodity that 

links and unifies different regions and the mindsets that utilize it. Additionally, the 

music industry has been working towards a goal of near total control over music 

production since its creation, and the influence from the large record companies 

around the world has grown over the last ten years, leading to a dispersal of this 

mindset, in form of a musical “standard” of production. Furthermore, Auto-Tune 

presents itself with a number of qualities that appeal to the musical mentality that 

exists throughout the African continent. These qualities reflect the importance of 

community and language, a variety of technical features reflected in the music, 

and also fit into the established history of hybridity within the African continent. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Auto-Tune is a fascinating phenomenon in the music industry today. One 

would be hard pressed not to find it in almost every song that is played on radio 

or television today. In the Western milieu, Auto-Tune has acquired the reputation 

of being a novelty, or something that serious musicians do not bother using. This 

stigma has followed it into scholarship, where there has been little to no study of 

its impact. However, Auto-Tune is not limited to the United States. It is 

particularly popular throughout the African continent, which is the region I chose 

to focus on in this thesis. I focused the study of my thesis to Auto-Tuneʼs use in 

popular music throughout the African continent because it is a region of the world 

I am more musically familiar with. In addition, my narrowed view of the Auto-

Tuned phenomenon is also due to the limited access to informants in my 

fieldwork. A much larger study could expand the ideas in my thesis to other 

regions of the world that have Auto-Tuned popular music, and with more 

intensive fieldwork, these ideas could be expanded further explored on a global 
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scale, and possibly included in a study of electronic music production in pop 

music around the world.  

This thesis seeks to answer why Auto-Tune has become so popular in 

modern African popular music, and to provide evidence of this popularity. I 

believe that this question can be answered by looking at three facets of modern 

society. First, Auto-Tune appears to have become a globalized commodity that 

links and unifies these different areas and the mindsets that utilize it. Additionally, 

the music industry has been working towards a goal of near total control over 

music production since its creation, by control I am referring to the producerʼs 

ability to tweak and alter every facet of a particular recording through digital 

means. In addition, the influence from the large record companies around the 

world has grown over the last ten years, leading to a dispersal of this mindset, in 

form of a musical “standard” of production. Furthermore, Auto-Tune presents 

itself with a number of qualities that appeal to the musical mentality that exists 

throughout the African continent. These qualities reflect the importance of 

community and language, a variety of technical features reflected in the music, 

and also fit into the established history of hybridity within the African continent. 

While these qualities can be found in every culture, the differences and how 

Auto-Tune relates to them come from the individual interpretation based on a 

particular societyʼs history and culture, which can vary greatly. I hope that by 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

establishing these connections to Auto-Tuneʼs popularity, it will be easier to view 

Auto-Tune as something more than just a trend, but a flexible aspect of 

contemporary music, that can be incorporated in a variety of ways by different 

musical traditions. 

 

Background and Significance 

The years since World War II have led to widespread pop culture 

awareness around the world. With communication innovations closing the 

information gap between countries like the United States and the rest of the 

world, it is quickly becoming easier and easier to connect with, influence, and be 

influenced by cultures other than our own. Due to the United Statesʼ formidable 

presence as a pop-culture generator, the phenomenon of globalization has 

become plain to see, as countries around the world adopt mass commercial 

trends like McDonalds, Nike shoes, and hip-hop. The process is not one-sided of 

course, and these countries influence trends in the United States as well, as 

evidenced by the recent interest in Bollywood films such as Slumdog Millionaire. 

In my research, I have found that this network of globalization has played a large 

role in the distribution of popular music, and can help explain why Auto-Tune has 

become so popular throughout the African continent.   
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For the past six years, we have been bombarded by Auto-Tune in every 

facet of popular culture. I first heard of its use in 2007 when T-Painʼs album 

Epiphany hit number one on the Billboard charts. He had been using Auto-Tune 

as far back as 2005, but its first popular use was in the chorus of Cherʼs 1998 hit 

“Believe,” though at the time the producers claimed it was a vocoder. The 

vocoder is an older voice modification device that records and re-interprets the 

voice, but it requires the manual use of a synthesizer to give it a specific timbre, 

rather than altering it on the spot. After 2007, Auto-Tune exploded throughout 

popular culture, and there was an almost constant focus on it. Every well-known 

pop artist was using Auto-Tune, and if they werenʼt using it, they were defaming 

it,1 but no matter what the opinion, Auto-Tune was everywhere. This can be seen 

in the T-Pain I-phone app, and his new technique called the T-Pain effect, not to 

mention the hundreds of YouTube videos where people Auto-Tune everything 

from the news, political speeches, to simple daily occurrences like babies crying.2  

Once I became interested in the Auto-Tune phenomenon and its use in Africa, I 

researched its history, and the history of the company that created it, Antares 

Audio Technologies. After this, I became curious about the trend I saw within the 

                                                        
1 Rapper Jay-Z released an album in 2009, The Blueprint 3, which contained a song entitled 

D.O.A. (Death of Auto-Tune), in which he expressed frustration about the over-usage of the 

product. 
2 Auto-Tune the News creators- http://www.thegregorybrothers.com/ (accessed October 28, 

2012). 
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music industry, how people have been steadily working towards obtaining more 

and more control in their product and the music they produce. Inventions like the 

phonograph, the microphone, magnetic tape recording, and now digital recording 

all lead to better and better control over the music, allowing for ease in production 

and distribution.  

 Auto-Tune provides a unique timbre and amount of enhancement to the 

human voice. Devices used for those purposes are not new to music, and there 

is evidence in fact of a basic human desire to alter musical timbres, both vocal 

and instrumental that can be seen in all types of music throughout world history. 

Specific to African music, Auto-Tune matches several qualities that can be found 

throughout the continent, such as a sense of community, vocal alteration and 

enrichment, and the historical precedent for the assimilation of other cultures into 

African culture. 

 

Literature Review 

     The literature I have chosen for my research can be sorted into three 

categories: that which is related to cultural globalization, that which is specifically 

about music and its context within culture, and those that discuss the interrelation 

of those previous two topics. I was able to utilize certain concepts covered within 

the following books to help shape and further my own theories. Additionally, I was 
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able to draw my own theories from these books by looking for the common factor 

between the different musical situations that Auto-Tune is used in, and the 

reasons artists are so eager to use it. One problem I have had in my research is 

that the thinking and the mindsets behind the technique of Auto-Tune are largely 

left unstudied. Although it has not been around for that long, Auto-Tune has 

spread quickly throughout Africa, and much of its development in the African 

popular musical sphere is comparable to previous musical fads that pervaded the 

continent. This makes studying and reading about the previous trends extremely 

important, because the history of black popular music, and the trends it has been 

setting in Africa for the past century, is a crucial aspect of my theoretical 

approach.       

Books that deal with the subject of globalization have been helpful in 

forming theories and understanding how culture and cultural tendencies spread 

from region to region. Jan Nederveen Pieterseʼs Globalization and Culture: 

Global Mélange, and Lane Crotherʼs Globalization and American Popular Culture 

are two sources that I have used to glean theories on cultural reactions to 

globalized products, and also provide the insight into the hybridization that occurs 

from this reaction. I was able to use those books it in conjunction with the 

collection of essays Music and Technoculture, edited by Rene T. A. Lysloff and 

Jr. Leslie C. Gay, which deals mainly with the effect that modern technology has 
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on music and the music it produces. This is especially apt for my research 

because Auto-Tune is a recent development in music production, and its spread 

to Africa is due in part to the wide amount of use Auto-Tune gets on sites like 

YouTube. Given that my subject is not only a hybridized musical sensation, but 

also a subject that has been heavily transformed and in fact created through 

modern society and technology, these two books will provide a foundation for my 

research.  Books I use that dealt with both music and globalization are Diana 

Craneʼs Global Culture: Media, Arts, Policy, and Globalization, and the 

collections Postnational Musical Identities and Resounding International 

Relations. These books and collections were helpful with understanding 

hybridized cultural practices, how they came to be, and what influences, be it 

music, media, or art, caused this diffusion. In addition, from Arjun Appaduraiʼs 

article Disjunction and Difference, from the 1990 July-September issue of Theory, 

Culture, and Society, I found the concept of “mediascapes” helpful in establishing 

a more educated perspective on the impact global ideas have on individual 

cultures, and how new ideas and output in a country result from numerous 

factors, including the respective countriesʼ own cultural practices and the 

influence from foreign powers. Both Mwenda Ntarangwiʼs book East African Hip-

Hop, and the collection The Vinyl Ainʼt Final: Hip-Hop and the Globalization of 

Black Popular Culture, edited by Dipannita Basu, helped me theorize more 
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specifically the importance of global ideas affecting the popular music in Africa. 

With these resources, I was able to compare Auto-Tune with the spread of hip-

hop and see how musical markets create trends and therefore foster a mindset 

that accepts and desires trends like Auto-Tune.  

 I also needed to investigate the history of the recording industry, and the 

innovations that have been created, so that I could follow the history of the 

control of sound products. The books Repeat Takes: A Short History Of 

Recording And Its Effects On Music, by Michael Chanan, The Recording 

Industry, by Geoffrey P. Hull, and The Ashgate Research Companion To Popular 

Musicology, were all helpful in constructing a timeline for the record industry. I 

was able to find back issues from the English magazine Gramophone, and 

several article clips from websites like allAfrica.com and http://bolingo.org that 

gave me insight into the music recording process throughout the African 

continent over the past one-hundred years.   

In order to understand the musical aesthetics behind why Auto-Tune is 

appealing to an African audience, I relied on expert texts about African music. 

These include The Garland Handbook of African Music, which was edited by 

Ruth Stone, and Francis Bebeyʼs African Music: A Peopleʼs Art. I also collected 

examples of older African music trends, and African musicians that incorporated 
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Western trends, from the book West African Pop Roots, by John Collins, and 

Global Pop, by Timothy D. Taylor.                           

  

Methodology and Theoretical Approach 

Because of the limited nature of this thesis, I have restricted the fieldwork 

for this study to the confines of FSUʼs campus, relying on expert listeners, 

students, and local ethnomusicologists involved with popular music. I was able to 

conduct seven interviews, and throughout this thesis I will be using select quotes 

from these interviews to provide firsthand experiences to backup my arguments. 

These interviews were a crucial part of the research, because with them, I was 

able to establish a link between my theories and the actual practice happening 

throughout the African continent. In addition to the interviews, I found examples I 

could study within several countries in the African continent: Tanzania, Nigeria, 

Morocco, and South Africa. The objective of this study was to discuss and apply 

my theories of Auto-Tuneʼs popularity with real world examples. I picked only 

these four countries because in my analysis of the music, I found that these 

countries spawned popular artists who hold a certain amount of influence within 

the present African musical setting; they had produced the most examples of the 

phenomenon that were available through online mediums, such as YouTube, 

iTunes, or music video sites like africa24tv. 
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 These case studies will form the last part of my honors thesis, after I 

discuss both the globalized nature of cultural trends, the controlling nature of the 

music industry, and the aesthetics of Auto-Tune that lend themselves to the 

seemingly effortless assimilation into African music.  
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Chapter 2: Globalization and Auto-Tune 

 

 The use of Auto-Tune in todayʼs music is both an interesting development 

in terms of musical innovation, and also a point of extreme contention by musical 

traditionalists and purists. For example, singer Ne-Yo and rapper Jay-Z have 

both criticized musicians for over-using the effect, and for using it as a crutch.3 

However, Auto-Tune has the potential of becoming an important factor within the 

context of Twenty-first century music. Within the last ten years, Auto-Tune has 

transformed itself from a novelty used only by those aware of it within record 

studios to provide minor tweaks to vocal performances, to a global phenomenon 

that has managed to become intertwined in most, if not all facets of contemporary 

popular music across the world. From places as varied as the United States of 

America, to the Solomon Islands4, Auto-Tune can be heard in songs that 

dominate the charts of popular music.  

                                                        
3 As evidenced by this article, http://www.sohh.com/2011/02/ne-yo_wishes_away_auto-

tune_craze_take_t.html (accessed December 2, 2012) 
4 Reggae group Onetox from the Solomon Islands utilize Auto-Tune in their music. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eeGqSPDCPPU (accessed December 2, 2012) 
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 As with many innovations involving audio technology, its original intent 

was not music. Auto-Tune got its beginnings in technology created to chart and 

interpret seismic readings.5 The inventor of this process, Andy Hildebrand, 

discovered that the technology he had created had the potential to modify and 

alter pitch in vocal performances. It works off a set pitch or series of pitches that 

are programmed into the system. Once the processor analyzes the vocal 

performance, it morphs any inaccuracies back to the closest preset pitch, 

creating a sense of “perfect intonation” in song, and the process of doing this 

layers the sound with a synthesizer, giving the voice a very nasal and processed 

quality, what many people consider a “robot voice.” This was refined for music 

production by Hildebrandʼs music production company, Anteres Audio 

Technologies, and the product Auto-Tune was born.  

The first use of Auto-Tune was in the singer Cherʼs 1999 pop hit “Believe,” 

from the eponymous 1999 album. Most people were not aware that a new 

technique was at work in the song, and so Auto-Tune went unnoticed and was 

used behind the scenes to correct minute pitch issues for years until its discovery 

by the R&B artist T-Pain, who began using it on his 2005 debut album Rappa 

Ternt Sanga. His use of the product was different from Cherʼs, as he utilized the 

effect during the entire song, allowing the pitch correction aspect to be easily 

                                                        
5
 “A Brief History of Antares.” Antares.  

http://www.antarestech.com/about/history.shtml (accessed September 25, 2012). 
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heard, rather than as simply an effect to layer on top of the voice during the 

chorus. As his albums became more popular, the use of Auto-Tune became 

more and more mainstream, with dozens of artists replicating his style, and critics 

arguing for and against the use of it in music. In recent years, it has become 

harder and harder to find a pop musician not using the pitch correction software. 

In fact, the effect can be heard in rap, gospel, and even country music.6  

The technique is not just limited to pitch correction, as numerous 

independent bands and electronic dance musicians have begun using Auto-Tune 

as a total vocal effect, completely saturating their voice, reminiscent of T-Pain. 

This phenomenon is not limited to the West, as modern technology is quickly 

expanding into the rest of the world. Outside of the United States, numerous of 

popular music genres are embracing and integrating Auto-Tune in unique and 

interesting ways,7 creating new traditions and trends spread by the younger 

generations, who seem to be eager for a musical tradition that deals with the fact 

that technology is becoming a large factor in daily life.8 The Director of the 

Physical Biochemistry Facility in the Institute of Molecular Biophysics at Florida 

                                                        
6 The JaneDear Girls use Auto-Tune in their pop-country music. 

http://www.sohh.com/2011/02/ne-yo_wishes_away_auto-tune_craze_take_t.html  (accessed 

December 2, 2012) 
7
 For example, Indian Bollywood music such as the song Aga Bai from the 2012 Bollywood film 

Aiyyaa, Trinidadian soca such as artist Kikoʼs 2012 song Like Soca, in addition to popular genres 

throughout the African Continent such as North African raï, Tanzanian bongo flava, and South 

African kwaito, which are discussed later in this thesis.  
8 The recent upgrading of Internet communications suggest to me that Web access is now a large 

factor in inter-continental trade. 
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State University, Dr. Claudius Mundoma*,9 himself from Zimbabwe, and who is 

currently working with former schoolmates on a project to provide computers to 

the school he went to as a child, briefly touched on this topic in my interview with 

him, saying,  

Africa has a big demographic dividend, the greater population is between 

fifteen and thirty, and they are into mobile everything... as technology 

evolves, there are business interests especially for the large 

conglomerates that own the telephone companies, so they have sunk 

costs into digging up lines.10 

 

Additionally, YouTube has helped to increase the size of pop culture 

crazes with “viral-videos” getting hundreds of millions of views from countries 

around the world.11 This process has also had an effect on Auto-Tuneʼs 

development. YouTube features dozens of Auto-Tuned remixes of both traditional 

and “retro” songs, political speeches, movies, and even news stories and 

interviews, turning them into modern dance songs.12 Over the past five years, 

Auto-Tune has evolved into more than just a simple audio tool; artists are now 

using it in creative and innovative ways to increase the methods of expression 

                                                        
9
 In order to allow for enough room to cite these oral sources properly, this and future interview 

quotes will be noted with an asterisk (*), referring to the oral sources list found on pg. 82, which 

will contain a citation, and relevant information regarding the interview and interviewee. 
10 By lines, he is referring to the recent increase of undersea fiber optic cable systems for 

telecommunication that link Africa to Europe, Asia, and the Americas. 
11 Just recently, the music video for K-Pop musician Psyʼs song “Gangnam Style” surpassed 

350,000,000 views, with hundreds of parody videos on YouTube from dozens of countries 

including Malaysia, The US, Kenya, South Africa, Brazil, to name a few.  
12 The band The Gregory Brothers created a viral-video craze for their Auto-Tune the News 

series, and also their Bed-Intruder Song, all based on real news clips. Canadian artist, Champion 

DJʼs “Baako” features a techno club beat with a babyʼs crying Auto-Tuned in a melodic fashion. 
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within popular music.13 The rapid global spread and transformation of Auto-Tune 

should be seen as a symbol for the way that information is processed, echoed, 

and utilized in the modern age of digital technology. 

 

   Auto-Tune in Africa 

 Since its initial foray into popular consciousness, Auto-Tune has made its 

way into the popular music of countries around the world. There are a seemingly 

endless number of approaches in which music across the world can absorb and 

use Auto-Tune, and musicians from the African continent have taken to 

employing and altering their popular music with it in a myriad of ways. Kristen 

Titus*, who works at Club Downunder (a local music venue located on FSUʼs 

campus), after considering her own experiences with artists who use Auto-Tune 

stated,  

I donʼt think it is so much used for simplicity though, because it definitely 

adds something to the music, its not just them trying to gloss over their 

voices...it allows people to do things with their voices that they could never 

do, its just a different kind of music. 

 

This description of Auto-Tune is apt, as it is becoming part of a large and 

complex musical identity that has been gaining popularity around the world over 

the past 20 years, that of electronically produced music. Electronically produced 

                                                        
13

 Just one example is this song, made of Auto-Tuned kitten noises to provide the basis of a 

song. http://www.geekologie.com/2009/08/kitty-noises-autotune-used-to.php (accessed on 

December 2, 2012) 
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music can be viewed as a global musical habitus,14 as it generates popular music 

systems, created from series of transposable dispositions such as Auto-Tune. 

This does mean that these methods that I attributed to Auto-Tuneʼs incorporation 

into popular music systems around the African continent are not purely unique, 

as they can also describe other transposable dispositions in the electronic 

production habitus around the world, like digital audio workstations. However, it is 

more beneficial to the limited nature of this study, and my inability to take part in 

more structured fieldwork, to limit the scope to one of these transposable 

dispositions, and how it relates and is unique to one region of the world. Looking 

within the popular music systems throughout the African continent, there are 

similarities that come from the nature of utilizing similar production properties, 

which often draw from a global standard that is issued from the most influential 

genres and songs, which often come from Western countries. This does not 

mean that the use of Auto-Tune is uniform around the continent, as the systems 

and traditions vary from region to region. In regards to the incorporation of Auto-

                                                        

14
 Pierre Bourdieu defines Habitus in his Book The Logic of Practice as, “systems of durable, 

transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring structures, 

that is, as principles which generate and organize practices and representations that can be 

objectively adapted to their outcomes without presupposing a conscious aiming at ends or an 

express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them.” Pierre Bourdieu, The Logic 

of Practice (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990), 53. 
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Tune, the individuality between countries comes from the way that it is 

incorporated into its popular music.  

In addition to viewing Auto-Tune as a transposable disposition, 

globalization describes the process of cultural exchange and alteration that is 

happening across the globe. In Globalization and American Popular Culture, 

globalization is defined as:   

A set of social processes that...transform our present social condition into 

one of globality (...) Globality, in turn, is seen as a social condition 

characterized by the existence of global economic, political, cultural, and 

environmental interconnections and flows that make many of the currently 

existing boundaries and borders irrelevant.15 

 

 This does not amount to the negative depiction of cultural imperialism that 

pervades the connotation of globalization, but instead reflects the theory of 

glocalization,16 that is, the adaption of a global trend or product, but adapting it to 

fit the local culture and custom. Claudius Mundoma* spoke very positively about 

this in his interview,  

The digitization has actually brought people back to local, because you are 

always looking at a market that is untapped, and people start discovering 

very interesting things around themselves that are always fresh... people 

                                                        
15 Crothers, Lane. Globalization & American Popular Culture. Plymouth, UK: Rowman & Littlefield 

Publishers 2009, 15. 
16 George Ritzer, and Zeynep Atalay, ed., Readings in Globalization: Key Concepts and Major 

Debates. (Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 319. 
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are localizing, like Facebook, although we are out here, I am linking more 

with family members I had lost way back in third grade. 

 

This means that the increased presence of digital communication technologies is 

allowing for a wider local connection, which facilitates the spread of ideas and 

information across regions at an increasingly quicker rate, which can be seen in 

earlier forms of communication, such as transportation. With increased access to 

transportation, there is a constant exchange of information and culture from 

travelers, whether for business, tourism, or immigration, there is a constant 

influence of other cultures in daily life. This is found in music as well, as 

musicians are constantly influenced by other music traditions. On a small scale, 

there are DJs in clubs around the world playing hit songs from other countries, 

and on a larger scale, it is becoming commonplace to see musicians incorporate 

a certain amount of other musical traditions into their compositions.  

In addition, the current network of immediate global availability and 

distribution from social media websites like Facebook and MySpace, and video 

sharing websites like YouTube and Vimeo has enabled knowledge of other 

countries culture and news to spread as fast as it is uploaded to the internet, in 

some cases the internet can even appear to act as a cultural broker of sorts, 

allowing different cultures to learn and assimilate new ideas and customs. Large 

countries that contain a majority of people with Internet access, such as the 
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United States, have become a hotspot for cultural creation and distribution. 

These methods of cultural dispersion present an image of American culture 

through media. Author Lane Crothers states, “American movies, music, and 

television programming have become a central component in global trade.”17  

Some scholars have presented this force as a “mediascape,”18 a force 

controlled by large and influential corporations, that can transmit a snapshot 

image of a particular culture to other nations, which in turn controls the influence 

that the presented image has on the exposed cultures. Auto-Tune is a 

representative of American popular music and culture that is instilled by 

American pop music radio stations and CD releases in countries around the 

world, and the more popular and well known a song or album is, the more likely it 

is to be available in different areas around the world. Recently, there has been a 

revolution of global communication, with different African governments working 

together to create a network of undersea cables that connect Africa with the rest 

of the world on an unprecedented scale. With the increase of modern 

conveniences such as Internet cafes and more consistent access to TV channels 

like MTV,19 African countries are becoming more exposed to American imagery.  

                                                        
17 Ibid, 25. 
18 Arjun Appadurai, “Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy,” Theory, Culture 

& Society 7, no. 2 (1990), 305. 
19 MTV has recently created numerous music television channels around the world.     
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This picture illustrates the difference between the number of African undersea 

telecommunication cables between 2009 and 2012.  

Picture: http://www.oii.ox.ac.uk/research/projects/?id=59 (accessed October 20, 

2012). 

 

This increased presence of technology has also allowed more people to 

become an active part of global culture. In some countries, like Kenya for 

instance, websites have been created to enable digital music distribution, similar 

to websites like iTunes.20 Other countries, such as South Africa have established 

music industries that rival the Western worlds in terms of standardized production 

and distribution infrastructure.21 The development of technology has always 

directly affected the course of culture, but now more than ever; it also affects the 

                                                        
20

 David Kuria, Steve Nyumba, and Philip Nyamwaya., “Pewahewa.com,” Pewahewa, 

http://www.pewahewa.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=frontpage&Itemid=1 (accessed 

October 28, 2012). 
21 For example, South Africa is one of the few countries with record companies that have enough 

resources to sign artists from other countries, such as Namibian singer Lady May, who is signed 

to the South African label Big Ear Records. 
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spread of culture. The presence of Auto-Tune in music within Africa reflects both 

the current state of mass media and ease in which commercialization of pop 

culture reaches across a now even smaller planet, and the inevitable effect of 

cultural evolution through the spread of transposable dispositions like Auto-Tune. 

Throughout Africa, the recent increase in available Internet 

communications and applications has led to a quicker integration of 

contemporary Western musical practices and methods of production such as 

Auto-Tune into the recording studios. This process makes it easy to see how 

Auto-Tune was so quickly assimilated into afropop and African hip-hop traditions. 

However, it can be seen that Auto-Tuneʼs spread to Africa popular music is an 

interesting mix of both the influence from an increasingly present global music 

industry, and from its ability to lend itself easily to many of the traditional 

aesthetics that define African music. It is often the case that music that utilizes 

Auto-Tune is more in line with factors of community, dance, and timbre (similar to 

what you would find at a traditional musical performance) than any other African 

pop music trend of the last forty years. Auto-Tune is also unique in that it is a 

processed effect that can be used in a variety of musical settings, giving it the 

flexibility seen in instruments like the drum set and guitar, able to transcend 

cultural boundaries and become fully entrenched within any musical style. Auto-

Tune also seems to have become a major part of youth culture within Africa 
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(following in the footsteps of several other major music trends),22 managing to 

become more than just a musical device, but actually becoming a social factor 

that creates a unifying effect not only throughout the African continent, but 

throughout the African diaspora and the rest of the world.  
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 Genres like rock, blues, funk, soul, gospel, psychedelic, rumba, hip-hop, and reggae have all 

followed the same trends that Auto-Tune has. Becoming extremely popular with the younger 

generations, while being derided by the older generations is not new to African popular music 

trends.  
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Chapter 3: The Music Industry 

Understanding the history of the music industry is important in the 

discussion of Auto-Tune and its spread to Africa. By looking at the history, one 

can see both the trends leading to total control of the musical product, and the 

factors that led to its presence within the African continent.  

 Throughout the history of recording technology, the mindset has been to 

establish more control over the recording process, in order to obtain the highest 

quality product. By control, I mean to imply that the development in music 

production technology has led to music creators and producers having an 

unprecedented ability to alter, fix, or even synthesize nearly every aspect of the 

recording process. With this ability to control, the producers can replicate the 

musical qualities that they are looking to achieve without being impeded by 

human limitations or error. 

While the inventors of these products were interested in obtaining better 

technology for the pursuit of progress, when music recording began moving 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

24 

towards an industry setting, control and quality became key, in order to 

manufacture pop hits quickly and efficiently. The less time and resources it took 

to write, record, and distribute records, the easier it was to make a profit off of the 

sale, a mindset that has continued to this day. 

In the late nineteenth century, an invention called the phonograph, created 

by Thomas Edison in his Menlo Park labs, would set the stage for the next one 

hundred years of recording innovation. This first phonograph, a far cry from what 

we would consider being a record player today, recorded sound waves on to a tin 

foil cylinder. Edisonʼs crude invention inspired the German inventor, Emile 

Berliner, to record and playback sound recordings on wax disks, rather than the 

tin cylinder. While Edisonʼs tin cylinder would wear down and become unusable 

after repeated plays, the wax disk was significantly more stable, and allowed for 

repeated plays without deteriorating as quickly. This step is arguably the most 

important in the creation of the modern record industry, because the stability of 

the wax discs allowed for one master copy that could be further copied and 

distributed, with less loss of quality.23 With this achievement, companies whose 

purpose was to create and distribute records were able to flourish, and sell their 

products to the growing market of music listeners who could now afford 

                                                        
23 These master copies were pressed in gold. It was found that gold was the best metal for the 

copying process. The importance of this process led to the now symbolic process of giving a gold 

record to an artist after so many sales.  
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phonographs and wax disc records. One such company, Victor Talking Records, 

achieved the first platinum record24 with a recording of famed opera tenor Enrico 

Caruso in 1907. This newfound mainstream success of the industry led to 

increasingly more record companies entering the market over the next few 

decades. These companies began working towards standardizing the still 

unrefined industry with further technical improvements. So began the desire to 

control the recording quality, since the company that released the clearest 

recording, or the most popular song had greater success than their competitors.   

 These innovations allowed for increased quality in both recording and 

distribution technology. The recording studios began to use microphones to 

record, rather than record through the phonograph tube. This allowed for a more 

focused sound, and it was also easier to record larger groups, as it was now 

possible to use more than one microphone to record an artist or artists. 

Advancements leading to AM and FM radio broadcasting allowed for popular 

songs to be played across the country, leading to increased competition between 

record companies and the radio.25 This competition stemmed from the fact that 

records had to justify the need for their purchase, as listening to the radio was 

                                                        
24 A platinum record is the achievement of selling 1,000,000 records, and is presented to those 

involved in the recording process. 
25 The competition was centered on the fact that most people didnʼt have a reason to invest in the 

still pricey record player, when they could hear music and radio shows for free after the initial 

purchase of the radio.  
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free. This led to several sound improvements in the playback process, including 

electronically amplified records from Victor Records, and the cleaner sounding 

vinyl record format, which replaced wax disks. There was still a problem with this 

medium however, as the master take still had to be recorded onto one disk, and 

then copied, which allowed for little to no postproduction alteration to the track. It 

was very expensive to re-record songs, and companies were finding it 

increasingly difficult to mass produce and distribute records to meet the growing 

consumer demand for music, leading to a dominance of radio sales to record 

sales until World War II.26 

       

Recording Industry After WWII 

During World War II, both the US and Germany were investing significant 

resources into researching and developing communication technology.  While 

long-range radio, sonar, and recording equipment were all improved significantly, 

by far the most important advancement for the control of music recording was the 

magnetic tape recording process that was discovered in Germany by the Allies 

after the war.27 A few years after the war the magnetic tape process, now 

                                                        
26 This is particularly interesting given that our current consumer standard is to issue constant 

replacements and cannibalize on the old products, I.E. iPods and iPhones.  
27 Reports and patents of magnetic tape technology date back to the late 1920s, and during the 

escalating tensions prior to WWII, Germany hid the technology from the rest of the world. The 

technology was quickly taken and copied after the fall of Berlin. Found on FGStudio.org, 
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classified as reel-to-reel within the record industry, was refined and adapted for 

use within a commercial setting, and by the 1950s it could be found in every 

major studio. What magnetic tape allowed was for more control, as it was now 

easier and more stable to edit on and work postproduction effects into the tape 

the sound was recorded on, similar to how film is edited. Recording the 

frequencies onto magnetic tape, combined with further improvements in 

electronic amplification, allowed for easier control over the manipulation and 

creation of music. The new means of recording allowed for some of the most 

popular genres of the twentieth century, and the record companies were putting 

out thousands of hit singles, and selling millions of records each year. The 

popularity of these can be attributed to the new amount of manipulation and 

alteration that could be put into the records, which attracted audiences to music 

which utilized sounds and effects that had never been heard before. 

     

Experimentation and Auto-Tune 

With the amount of records sold every year following World War II 

increasing exponentially, the record business was at a point where the creation, 

production, and distribution of pop music was at a “standardized” point. Record 

sales, combined with increased personality presence on radio and television, 

                                                                                                                                                                     
Development of Magnetic Tape. http://www.fgstudio.org/magnetic-tape.html (accessed October 

12, 2012). 
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created pop culture icons, and in time, popular musicians like Elvis achieved 

enormous popularity, and collective media industries were combining their 

influence on the younger generations creating what can now be seen as 

commercialization. By bombarding the youth of the country with images of 

popular musicians and idols on TV, and with messages on the radio, and 

products in stores, the media corporations were able to sell an image of what 

“popular” is and in effect, constantly be in charge of what was “in-style”. This has 

carried through to today, with many companies cannibalizing their own products 

so that each year the companies can always present the market with a new, 

fashionable item. The success of the music industry at this point allowed for even 

more inventions to increase the control, including the mixer board, and multi-track 

recording, in addition to the improvement on electric amplification and 

instruments, and microphone technology. With inventions in electronic 

technology becoming cheaper, distortion and alteration effects became frequent 

in mainstream music, and by the 1960s the most popular musicians were 

capitalizing on electric guitars, keyboards, and synthesizers, creating new sound 

palettes and combinations. The desire to create electronic sounding music, and a 

fascination with robotic voice effects that led to the recent success of Auto-Tune, 

has its roots in this era, with pedal-based effects like the Talk-Box, and the  
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microphone-based Vocoder.28 

As technology has continued to advance, record companies have become 

more able to control the product, and the recent developments in digital recording 

has allowed for an almost ground up control by the record studios. Nearly every 

aspect of the recording process can be altered, tweaked, enhanced, or changed 

with relative ease, and at a fraction of what it used to cost. Products like Auto-

Tune have become extremely popular to use within studios, because it allows for 

out of tune pitches to be corrected separately, without having to re-record the 

song, which would waste studio time. In addition, the record companies only 

serve to gain with Auto-Tune becoming a popular sound, as it takes less effort to 

hide its use, so if the songs are incorporating it, it becomes even easier to make, 

control, and distribute in the United States, and around the world, especially with 

social media shortening the sharing process between countries and cultures.  

      

African Music Commercialization 

As stated earlier, there could be a much larger discussion about the effect 

that the United Statesʼ music industry has had on music around the world. 

However, this thesis is a very specific look at one factor, and that is Auto-Tune. It 

is my belief that I should limit my scope to Africa, as it will be easier to explain the 

                                                        
28 Songs that imitate a robotic voice include the Laurie Anderson song “O Superman,” and the 

compositions by the German electronic band Kraftwerk. 
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trends and the effect that have affected the African continent, rather than the 

entire world. 

The past one hundred years of music industry innovation has also created 

new possibilities of music around the world. Starting with the advent of the first 

commercial record player, the gramophone, European colonists within the 

colonies were able to play records of popular music, diffusing Western music 

culture into the indigenous population. There are accounts from the British 

classical music publication Gramophone from as early as the 1920s of colonists 

listening to classical music and jazz on their record players throughout Africa. In 

one personal account from a European colonist in 1936 Central Africa, he 

describes (albeit with an offense and antiquated attitude) the local populations 

listening his gramophone saying, “The wild and woolly indigenous black men, 

when they have opportunity of hearing a gramophone also prefer vocal records 

because whilst they can recognise a human voice our strange European 

instruments mean nothing to them.”29 In another article from 1928, a South Africa 

colonist states, “In the towns one finds well-equipped gramophone salons which  

 

                                                        
29 Vernon Breslford, “Records in Central Africa,” Gramophone.net, June, 1936, 

http://www.gramophone.co.uk/Issue/Page/June%201936/11/850949/RECORDS+IN+CENTRAL+

AFRICA (accessed October 12, 2012). 
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compare favourably with the best that we have in this country.”30  

The increased portability, and advances in transportation allowed for an 

unprecedented exchange between Africa and mainland Europe. By the mid 

1930s, record companies like RCA Victor were exporting collections of records 

that increased African musicians exposure to other genres as jazz, Afro-Cuban 

music, and the blues.31  

The influx of European music came both as a reaction to the common 

colonist mentality that indigenous populations needed to become more “civilized,” 

and as more colonists had the ability to buy records and record players for their 

leisure time. Additional exposure in the form of Christian music resulted from the 

missionary presence, and also the influence from traditional European folk music 

created through association.32 Once the gramophone made its appearance in the 

early twentieth century, African populations were able to hear all genres of music 

present in Western society, from opera, to symphonies, and even early jazz 

recordings. In the beginning, most of Africaʼs exposure to European records was 

                                                        
30 Murray Stewart, “The Gramophone in South Africa,” Gramophone.net, April, 1928, 

http://www.gramophone.co.uk/Issue/Page/April%201928/41/771307/THE+GRAMOPHONE+IN+S

OUTH+AFRICA.+%28To+the+Editor+of+THE+GRAMOPHONE.%29 (accessed October 12, 

2012). 
31

 Many of Africans most popular genres from the twentieth century show an obvious influence 

from these genres. It can be seen in the instrumentation, and arrangement; however, the 

harmonies and rhythm are still identifiably African.   
32 It is likely that if any of the colonists were amateur musicians, the African citizens in the 

community were exposed to European folk music from the musicians playing or singing in their 

leisure hours.  
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either from the collections kept by wealthy colonists, or the occasional recording 

of an African musician playing European art music. One of the early catalysts for 

the start of African recordings was the playing of African musicians such as 

pianist Roland C. Nathaniels.  

 
    Roland C. Nathaniels  

Picture: http://bolingo.org/audio/texts/fr122savanna.html (accessed October 19, 

2012). 

 

His piano works were notable enough to be recorded by The Gramophone 

Company of Germany and released to a West African market.33 The success of 

this release was enough to convince other record companies to take a chance on 

recording and selling African music. However, starting in 1927 record companies 

began realizing the potential in recording African music on a more consistent 

basis. There were even record companies becoming established within Africa, 

like the Gallo Record Company in South Africa, which released Solomon Lindaʼs 

                                                        
33 Paul Vernon, “Savannaphone: Talking Machines Hit West Africa.” FolkRoots 122 (1994). 
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now famous single, “Mbube.”34 This process of recording African musicians was 

appealing because the recordings of the new types of popular African music 

could be sold to those living in both Europe and Africa, effectively doubling the 

possible profit. By the 1930s, several companies began competing to sell records 

to West, Central, and South Africa, recording numerous artists in a variety of 

indigenous languages.35 There became an increased presence of foreign record 

companies attempting to market and train African musicians in a variety of 

languages so that they could maximize on their market share, similar to 

technological competition in the Western world, these companies within Africa 

were competing to see who could release the record with the most authentic 

dialect first. 

The decades leading up to independence saw many different dominant 

forms of records, from The Gramophone Companyʼs Zonophone campaign, to 

Deccaʼs dominance in post World War II Africa, not to mention the increased 

presence of ethnomusicologists like Hugh Tracey, who were releasing collections 

of traditional music. After independence, the influence of Western musical styles 

led to some of the most popular styles around Africa, including highlife and 

                                                        
34

 Shannon, Bob, Bill Brent, and Fred Clemens. “The Lion Sleeps Tonight 1961.” The Weekly  

Bugle. http://www.weeklybugle.com/music/mbube.htm (accessed October 28, 2012).  
35 “What they needed, and quickly, was a significant number of records in the major West African 

dialects so that the widest possible market could be quickly created.” Paul Vernon, 

“Savannaphone: Talking Machines Hit West Africa.” FolkRoots 122 (1994). 
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makossa in West Africa, a more modern version of raï became popular 

throughout North Africa, soukous or rhumba in Central and East Africa, and 

mbaqanga in South Africa. While these are not the only genres to gain popularity, 

these genres did create African musicians that were able to achieve a large 

amount of notoriety, not just in Africa, but also around the world. There are a 

variety of reasons that can be attributed to this, including an increased ability for 

international communication due to the undersea cables, and a more global 

interest in African music since the involvement of electrically amplified 

instruments and vocals and the inevitable incorporation of various elements of 

African American music in these newer popular styles. 

 

Creating a “World Music” 

As the post-independence tension between Africa and the Western world 

began to wear off slightly in the 1970s and 1980s,36 a further increase in 

exposure to African popular music took place in Western music markets, as the 

innovations in cassette technology made it easier to distribute the popular 

recordings and ethnomusicological field recordings made over the past decades. 

                                                        
36 There was also an increased amount of African intellectuals travelling to the US and becoming 

influenced by the black power movement and prominent civil rights activists like Malcolm X. One 

notable example is Fela Kuti, who returned to his native country of Nigeria to create a more 

politically charged music, what would become afrobeat. Christopher A. Waterman, “Yoruba 

Popular Music,” in The Garland Handbook of African Music, ed. Ruth Stone (New York, NY: 

Garland Publishers, 2000), 181. 
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A notable example can be found in The Headhunters 1973 release of 

Watermelon Man, with the title trackʼs now infamous use of a polyrhythmic bottle 

riff, influenced by the 1966 LP The Music of the Ba-Benzélé Pygmies, which was 

produced by Simha Arom and Genviève Taurelle. By the 1980s, most record 

stores throughout the US had “world music” sections, which sold everything from 

traditional songs recorded from villages throughout West Africa, to Mexican 

Mariachi music. In late 80s, the musician Peter Gabriel established Real World 

Records Ltd, which focused on the signing and recording of musical artists from 

around the world. 

 
Senegalese Singer Youssou NʼDour performing at the 2012 WOMAD music 

festival, organized by Peter Gabriel and Real World Records, Ltd.  

Picture: http://peoplesn.com/2012/09/03/la-fronde-continue-au-super- 

etoile/?lang=fr (accessed October 22, 2012). 
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This was a notable step in the global recognition of musical artists from 

regions outside of the West, and notable names that have been signed to Real 

World Records Ltd include Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan, Youssou NʼDour, and Papa 

Wemba. It is also worth noting that many of the artists gained great international 

fame during this period, and Youssou NʼDour continues to be one of the most 

successful African musicians around the world. To this day, many world 

musicians can only gather fame through their association with Western 

musicians, or “world music” record labels. This increased success of indigenous 

musicians and popular music from around the world is one of the factors leading 

to the increased presence of large media conglomerates into African music and 

media, however the ability to share technology and information cannot go 

overlooked. 

 

    The Modern Music Industryʼs Influence in Africa 

Over the past twenty years, the increased utilization of digital means of 

information transportation has allowed for the influence of record companies, at 

this writing now consolidated into three major corporations.37 This has allowed for 

an unprecedented level of global influence from American media, which has had 

the largest pop culture market in the world, and the largest amount of resources 

                                                        
37 As of 2012, Warner, Universal, and Sony. 
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in order to transmit this across television and radio around the world. This has 

never been truer than in the past twenty years. The ease with which digital 

technology across all disciplines can be transported, learned, and applied to 

various fields has led to a tremendous presence of Western media corporations 

in foreign markets. The end result of this is best described of a complex music 

network in most African countries, where there is an equal influence and 

presence of local studios, foreign companies, and widespread dispersal from 

Internet sources and pirating/bootlegging.  

In addition, pop culture is becoming a powerful force around the world with 

the facilitation of the cultural awareness that social media and digital technology 

has brought. It is becoming increasingly effortless to become informed on the 

dominant product in the market, be it Nike shoes, baseball caps, or even pop 

music from the United States or Europe. In todayʼs music market, not only are 

fads and trends becoming broadcasted globally with increased efficiency, but 

these music networks are also able to acquire the modern technology at an 

easier level, simply because the technology is become more standardized across 

the world. For instance, in South Africa, studios are equipped with current model 

mixers, microphones, and have computers utilizing the latest versions of digital 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

38 

production software like pro-tools.38 With this ability to manufacture hits at an 

increasingly high quality, the media conglomerates have begun using markets 

around the world as further areas to assert their pop culture commercialism. This 

leads to many young musicians around the world being pressured into 

conforming to pop standards, which makes money for the studios. There is a 

feeling that the only way to achieve success is to create something that on some 

level, emulates Western pop music, or even break into Western music markets. 

The record studios manipulate this, and end up with a highly successful pop 

music product, and musicians who have little to no creative innovations present 

in their music, and this in not just seen in Africa, this is all over the planet. I was 

presented with evidence of this in my interview with Ethnomusicologist Carlos 

Odria*. In the interview, he discussed the current pop music genre of 

Technocumbia within Peru, saying,  

There is pressure, definitely, if you want to really be a full time musician 

you have to do that (Technocumbia), otherwise, if you want to develop 

your own project, your own style of composition...that wonʼt work. 

 

It is likely that Auto-Tune became so popular not only because of the 

speed in which music trends can be accessed thanks to sites like YouTube, but 

also pressure like that discussed by Carlos, which is created by the music 

industry to utilize technology that will help the music sell. It also is helpful that 

                                                        
38 One South African recording studioʼs website boasting their services-    

http://www.overtone.co.za/content/recordingstudiosouthafrica (accessed October 24, 2012). 
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music is now cheaper than ever to produce. Products like Auto-Tune have 

enabled studios around Africa to emit high quality music and more artists than 

ever are dominating the radio and, there are even large amounts of music videos 

being produced for the most popular artists in countries like Nigeria, Tanzania, or 

South Africa, all of which have a fairly developed music network. All of this 

influences the newer generation of pop star, who are more eager to use Western 

styles of music production, seeing how much success previous artists have had 

through using it, especially with the industry now focused on, “...the commercial 

rather than the artistic values...”39 Popular musicians have begun gravitating 

towards a more heavily produced sound, and the end result is often a more 

commercialized product. Trinidadian Steel Pannist Mia Gormandy* reflected on 

the topic saying,  

In Trinidad, our famous Soca artist Machel Montano, the government paid 

him a ridiculous amount of money, to produce this song40 that represents 

Trinidad and Tobago and he went and got artists outside of Trinidad and 

Tobago. Pitbull and all these others that are not from Trinidad and 

Tobago.... And then he did another song that was broadcast all over TV, 

where you can see Indian dancers, which is a big part of Trinidadʼs 

culture, you see a tabla player, you see Boogsie Sharpe, who is a famous 

steel pan player, but you canʼt hear it. Everything is pop, itʼs him doing 

Auto-Tune, it is all electronic. 

 

                                                        
39 Christopher May, “The Global Music Industry,” in Resounding International Relations, ed. 

Marianne I. Franklin (New York: Palgrove, Macmillan, 2005), 30. 
40 He was commissioned by the government to create a song for the celebration of the countries 

fifty years of independence. 
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This shows that artists around the world are not only incorporating a 

certain level of Westernized production into their music, but also aspiring to 

incorporate and appeal to the musical trends that are popular in successful 

Western pop music. This trend can also be seen within the diverse realms of 

African pop music. Author Mwenda Ntarangwi, reflects on the state of hip-hop 

within East Africa whereby: 

It is quite common to see East African hip hop videos where the  

musicians are in shorts, long white T-shirts, work boots, and baseball hats 

turned backwards or sideways, as one would see on MTV videos featuring 

U.S. rap artistes... Kenyaʼs hip hop artiste CMB Prezzo (Jackson Makini) 

has taken this U.S. hip hop artists image to a new height...seeking to 

reproduce a certain global (stereotypical) image of stardom.41 

 

 The desires to appeal to the Westernized markers of success and pop 

culture are frequent throughout the continent. There are celebrity tabloids, music 

and film award shows, and reality TV shows following the Pop Idol format.42 Most 

major cities include electronic music clubs that feature DJs playing popular 

afropop hits, techno music, and in some cases remixed versions of “retro” music, 

all three are genres that often incorporate Auto-Tune. The process of going back 

and “remixing” older music is prevalent throughout popular music in the United 

States, with musicians often updating or covering old songs as a sign of respect. 

                                                        
41 Mwenda Ntarangwi, East African Hip Hop: Youth Culture and Globalization (Urbana: University 

of Illinois Press, 2009), 35. 
42

 There are several shows, including South African Idol, Nigerian Idol, Tanzanian Idol, etc. 
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Often electronic music DJʼs will release remixes and mash-ups of older songs to 

create a new club version, creating a synthesis of old and new.43   

Additionally, the recent consolidation of the western music industry into 

three large parent conglomerates has allowed for an unprecedented level of 

connection and distribution by these corporations into world music markets. In 

Africa alone, dozens of artists are getting signed to record deals either with the 

parent companies (Sony BMG, Universal Music Group, etc) or with any number 

of subsidiaries, (Nigerian artists Don Jazzy and Dʼbanj have both signed to 

Kanye Westʼs G.O.O.D Music, a subsidiary of Island Def Jam Music Group, itself 

a subsidiary of Universal Music Group.) The foreign media companies have 

significantly more resources to spend on getting talent in African countries than 

local studios. The process that has been happening recently is that the foreign 

companies will sign an artist, and use local studios to record the music, or even if 

the artist is signed to an independent label, the big three conglomerates are still 

the companies that control the distribution of the product, giving them an almost 

dominant access to the pop music product around the world, or as stated by 

Marianne I. Franklin in Resounding International Relations: 

Independent record companies have only been able to garner international 

success by allying themselves through licensing arrangements with the 

                                                        
43 For example, this remix of Billie Holidayʼs rendition of “Crazy He Calls Me.” 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AVgW5EuyIIU (accessed December 2, 2012). 
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“majors”, who have used their affiliated labels as one way of hiding their 

domination of the global industry.44  

 

It is not simply the record companies within Africa inflating young musicianʼs 

dreams of success by creating certain superstars that have achieved success in 

the western markets. The continual importation of Western music superstars like 

Michael Jackson, Tupac, Akon, and others allow for a constant stimulation of 

African musicianʼs desire for the western markers of success45, leading to the 

adaption of products like Auto-Tune into their music.  

 Auto-Tune is an innovation that stems from the western music industry, 

which has always strived to control the production of the product and maximize 

the possible profit. Now that it has become increasingly easy to simplify the 

production and control process, in addition to distribution of said product, it will 

likely only continue to grow in use around the world, as the large companies 

continue to influence the music networks found in other countries. This however, 

is only one aspect of Auto-Tuneʼs popularity with the African continent. While the 

industry control over the music is powerful, there is more that can be discussed 

                                                        
44 Christopher May, “The Global Music Industry,” in Resounding International Relations, ed. 

Marianne I. Franklin (New York: Palgrove, Macmillan 2005), 34. 
45 Singer Akon for instance, who lived in Senegal until he was 7, is famous for his work in the 

American R&B medium, has such popularity that he was appointed as one of Senegalʼs goodwill 

ambassadors in 2011. 

http://www.africanews.com/site/Senegal_Superstar_Akon_gets_diplomatic_status/list_messages/

36975 (accessed December 2, 2012) 
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regarding the aesthetic appeal created by Auto-Tuning a voice, and how it lends 

itself to African music consciousnesses both socially, and technically. 
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Chapter 4: African Aesthetics 

         Auto-Tune is an interesting phenomenon in that it is so vehemently 

disputed by music critics, yet at the same time, it represents something that is not 

so different from the various trends that have swept across Africa. Not only does 

Auto-Tune possess a quality that lends itself to aesthetics present in numerous 

styles of traditional African music, it also has the ability to become adapted to a 

variety of genres. This adaptability is a key factor in its popularity within African 

music, but it also plays into the tendency for outside musical influences to travel 

to Africa and become diffused within the culture, often with the younger 

generation, becoming something entirely new. 

 

             Community 

 The discussion of traditional African music is a complex one, involving 

hundreds of peoples across the continent, each with their own representative 

musical practice reflecting that groups intrinsic history and values. However, 
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there are key factors that tie these practices together as “African.” That is not to 

diminish the variety and breadth that African music covers, merely to point out 

similarities that describe an aesthetic that Auto-Tune reflects. To start, music is a 

constant part of daily life across the continent, from the classic image of villagers 

performing songs and dances, to vendors selling the latest bootleg tape to 

tourists in the market place, the importance of music cannot go unnoticed. This 

can be explained by the very nature of community within African culture, since 

experiences are shared and interwoven into everyoneʼs daily life, they are not 

seen as a personal occurrence. It should be noted however, that most, if not all 

societies place importance on community. However, the very nature of 

community means that it stems from the involved peoples shared history, values, 

and social practices, which will vary from region to region, and from society to 

society. While it is true that musical practices are often built around the aspect of 

community, elements unique to each region of the world stem from the history 

and culture of the people in those regions, and that is what allows for a unique 

interpretation of Auto-Tune from one particular area of focus to another.  

 The musical systems around the African continent are an integrated part of 

daily life, be it for a ritual relating to religion, hunting or farming, a rite of passage, 

or to assert political power. The Hausa of West Africa used music fervently for 

ceremony in the royal court including fanfares during the weekly Sara or 
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statement of power, and in praise songs for the leaders, unifying all the members 

under the same leadership.46 The Baka people of Central Africa sing improvised 

songs that are incredibly complex and polyrhythmic while working and farming,47 

with each person contributing a different piece to the song, requiring multiple 

performers. In North Africa, where Islam is the dominant religion, communities 

come together during occasions like Ramadan, or Muhammadʼs birthday, and 

take part in communal festivities, where songs are abundant both in the streets 

and within homes.48 In Southern Africa, the Xhosa and Zulu people place an 

emphasis on dance incorporated with different styles of singing or use of musical 

bows during community events such as weddings, or divinations.49 However, this 

importance of music within the community has not died out with the increased 

urbanization of Africa, and the loss of some aspects of village life. Instead, the 

newer generations have taken this aspect of society and transformed it to fit their 

contemporary lifestyle.  

 Another example of this is the fact that much of the Auto-Tuned popular 

music coming out of Africa is written in the artistʼs native language. In each of the 

                                                        
46 Jacqueline Cogdell DjeDje, “West Africa: An Introduction,” in The Garland Handbook of African 

Music, ed. Ruth Stone (New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 2000), 148. 
47 Gerhard Kubik, “Central Africa: An Introduction,” in The Garland Handbook of African Music, 

ed. Ruth Stone (New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 2000), 267-268. 
48 Caroline Card Wendt, “North Africa: An Introduction,” in The Garland Handbook of African 

Music, ed. Ruth Stone (New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 2000), 192-193. 
49 John E. Kaemmer, “Southern Africa: An Introduction,” in The Garland Handbook of African 

Music, ed. Ruth Stone (New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 2000), 315-316.  
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interviews I conducted, the interviewee would bring up that point, and this was 

one of the main reasons that every person had a positive outlook on the music. 

Kelechi Onyedimma*, the vice president of FSUʼs African Students Association 

spoke on the topic saying, 

For me, thatʼs why I still like the music, it still has the tradition, its not pure 

English, it mixes all the different languages... a big difference [between 

Western and African pop] is the language, a lot of Nigerian pop, even 

though its as western as it can get, they always throw in a language, either 

the title or the rapper will rap in English, but the chorus will be in a native 

language.  A lot of them try to keep that in the music, I donʼt know any 

songs off the top of my head that are just straight English, all of them have 

some sort of native language incorporated in there. 

 

Dr. Mundoma* also spoke a great deal about language in his interview, and 

translated a song for me, relating it to the process of glocalization that he had 

brought up previously: 

In most of this new digital music, they are using native language, and for 

young kids that age, to sing in their native language, is also means that 

they are very comfortable in their skin to do whatever they want, and 

people are buying that kind of music. 

 

Although the music may be influenced by Western pop culture, the influence has 

allowed for a greater connection with the local culture, rather than having the 

opposite effect some might fear it would have. 

 In addition, there is a constant soundtrack to daily activity throughout Africa. 

Music is played on buses, in market places, at workplaces, and in some cases 

the traditional music roles have been adapted to modern situations. For instance, 
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during a period of time when Sukuma farmers in Tanzania were required to take 

part in monocrop farming practices, they used an older farming song to 

encourage farmers to grow a diverse selection of millet, entitled Twalima wilu or 

“We cultivate wilu millet.”50 West African griots are still hired to perform at 

weddings, funerals, tourist sites,51 and their traditional role of praise singing has 

become extended to modern politicians.52 Miners throughout southern Africa 

used work songs and dances to remind them of their home villages while working 

in the mines. One Zimbabwean folk song that was used by migrant miners in 

South Africa, entitled Shosholoza has acquired so much popularity in South 

Africa that is used today as the countries sporting anthem.53 In South Africa also, 

musicians were quick to create military bands modeled after what they saw as a 

symbol of power during the early stages of colonization, and later used musical 

theatre as a means of speaking out against Apartheid.54 

 Like other regions of the world, music is very important to the personal and 

communal identity throughout Africa, and much like the creation of music has 

                                                        
50

 Frank D. Gunderson, Sukuma Labor Songs from Western Tanzania: “We Never Sleep, We 

Dream of Farming” (Leiden, Boston: 2012), 179. 
51

 Sarah E. Sandri, “Performance, Politics, and Identity in African Dance Communities in the 

United States.” (Masters Thesis, University of Oregon, 2012), 73. 
52 Dorothea Schulz, Praise without Enchantment: Griots, Broadcast Media, and the Politics of 

Tradition in Mali. Africa Today 44 (1997): 451. 
53 Shosholoza, Shosholoza: Rhythm of the Nation, http://www.shosho.co.za/pages/23277 

(accessed October 30, 2012). 
54

 David B. Coplan, “Popular Music in South Africa,” in The Garland Handbook of African Music, 

ed. Ruth Stone (New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 2000), 327, 354. 
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changed, so has the format of music, as entertainment has also been adapted to 

fit the contemporary setting. For most of the twentieth century, African pop 

musicians gave concerts in a traditional format that most Westerners would 

identify with. There would be a large stage that the performers would be on, and 

rows of seating, or perhaps a dance floor for the audience. With the increase 

popularity of DJing throughout the continent, popular music began to get more 

informal. With a smaller setup in a club or bar, there is far less between the 

musician and the audience, creating a feeling of togetherness between the music 

and listener. This is another reason why Auto-Tune is popular throughout Africa, 

it speaks to the youth generation, who can easily enjoy the intimate club setting 

that the artist utilizing Auto-Tune, or DJ playing songs with Auto-Tune, is found 

in. In fact, Auto-Tune has numerous similarities to traditional folk music from a 

communal perspective. Many clubs in East Africa feature Auto-Tuned songs that 

have a specific dance associated with them, which everyone in the club will 

perform together.55 The similarity to the music performed at specific ceremonies 

with specific dances cannot go unnoticed.  

 Additionally, much of the Auto-Tuned music is stripped down compared to 

its predecessors. Many of the songs feature vocals and light orchestrations that 

                                                        
55 Gunderson, Frank. Discussed in a Conversation During a Thesis Advisory Meeting, September 

4, 2012.  

Dr. Frank Gunderson is an Associate Professor of Ethnomusicology at Florida State University.  
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imitate traditional African harmonic and melodic structure, while some are 

sparser still, with simply drums and voice. This is very different to the complex 

arrangements of earlier genres of popular African music, which may have 

featured complex horn arrangements, or a combination of Western influences in 

their style. This is not to say that Auto-Tuned music is completely without 

Western influences, or that it perfectly mimics the social setting of traditional 

music. However, the similarities that Auto-Tuned music does share with 

traditional music are something that must be notated when understanding the 

widespread popularity of Auto-Tune across an entire continent with an extensive 

and diverse musical institution.  

 

        Technical Aesthetics 

 Auto-Tune does not only share social and communal similarities with 

traditional African music. It also ties in with the treatment of the voice within 

African music, and with that treatment come a multitude of technical aspects 

seen in music styles throughout Africa that can account for Auto-Tuneʼs 

popularity and ease of assimilation. Throughout West Africa, the griot style of 

singing is extremely nasal,56 with the timbre possessing a quality that is different 

from the normal talking voice. Various musical traditions found in Southern Africa 

                                                        
56 Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Kwame Anthony Appiah, ed 1., Encyclopedia of Africa: Two-volume 

set (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), s.v. “North African Influence,” 533.  
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make use of overtone singing to imitate the musical bows they use. As stated in 

the Encyclopedia of Africa by Henry Louis Gates Jr. and Kwame Anthony Appiah: 

  

 The utilization of the voice by musicians in black Africa-its timbres and the  

 different nuances obtained by means of artifices unknown to the rest of the 

 world (stopping the ears, pinching the nose, vibrating the tongue in the 

 mouth, producing echoes by directing the voice into a receptacle, etc.57  

 

 The use of vocal alteration shows an effort, “to multiply tone colors,”58 as 

overtone singing or a nasal timbre for example allow the voice to project farther 

and become more identifiable to the audience. Likewise, Auto-Tune as it is used 

in popular African music is quite distinguishable by its piercing robotic tone, and 

unique timbre. In addition to these tonal qualities, Auto-Tune possesses an ability 

to enhance and project the human voice beyond its natural ability. Auto-Tune is 

used in African popular music like traditional musicians use melodic and 

percussive instruments. Music is a means for expression and devotion and 

instruments are seen an extension of the voice, and human expression. Similar 

to how traditional musicians desire to use music as a way of expressing 

something beyond them, there is a similar feeling with Auto-Tune. The Moroccan 

raï musician Adil El Miloudi stated in an interview, “Auto-Tune gives you a “me” 

                                                        
57

 Francis Beby, African Music: A Peopleʼs Art (Westport, CT: Lawrence Hill & Co., 1975), 115. 
58 Ibid, 115. 
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that is better.”59  

 This use of vocal enhancement is not a new goal in African music; there are 

examples of traditional music attempting the same philosophy. In Central Africa, 

there was the vandumbu, a megaphone made from wooden tubes and plant 

material, employed during the funeral ceremonies for the dead king or chief. 

These were used for the amplification of seemingly otherworldly sounds meant to 

represent the voice of recently deceased.60 In West Africa, the komo used a 

variety of whistles, bullroarers, and vocal disguises to communicate in secret. 61  

In the musical traditions of the Ugandan cult, the enswezi, the music often 

contains a group of voices disguised by a kazoo-like instrument called 

engwara.62 As with communal tendencies in music, there are modern day 

equivalents to these that hold a place in popular music. The obvious example is 

the microphone, a device with the power to enhance the power of the voice. 

Another is the modern day megaphone, used frequently to aid in the Islamic call 

to prayer. Auto-Tune stands with these devices, as it both enhances the voice, 

and alters its quality, both a common occurrence in music throughout Africa.  

                                                        
59

 “Beyond Digital: Project Overview,” Beyond Digital, http://beyond-

digital.org/BYNDDGTL/2012/02/29/project-overview/ (accessed September 25, 2012). 
60 Gerhard Kubik, Garland, 283. 
61 Jacqueline Cogdell DjeDje, Garland, 143. The komo was a secret society that was suppressed 

by the insurgence of Islam. 
62 Peter Cooke, “East Africa: An Introduction,” in The Garland Handbook of African Music, ed. 

Ruth Stone New York, NY: Garland Publishers, 2000), 236. 
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This mosque in Bethlehem is an example of the current utilization of speaker-

filled minarets for the daily calls to prayer. 

Picture: http://explore.org/photos/26/minaret-bethlehem-israel 

 

  In the northern half of Africa, the influence from Arabic culture has led to the 

common occurrence of melismas (the technique of moving between several 

notes while singing one syllable), and ornamentations found in the musical 

traditions all over the regions therein. The penchant for those features is familiar 

to those who are surrounded by the concept from a younger age, but to many 

children raised in an increasingly urbanizing and modernizing African 

environment, there may be exposure to, but little chance to experience and 

internalize these melismatic practices. Tying in with the previously stated notion 

of community and ease that Auto-Tunes portrays, with Auto-Tune, an artist is 
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able to correctly sing a melisma in their song, without having extensive musical 

training or experience.63  

 Music is also seen as a second nature activity within Africa. While some 

traditions hold a specific music class, there is a continental understanding that 

everyone at some level should be exposed to or engage in music from an early 

age. This attitude promotes an appreciation of musical qualities that allow 

everyone to participate,“...singing is not a specialized affair. Anyone can sing 

and, in practice, everyone does.”64 Auto-Tune, while not as straightforward as it 

seems, does allow anyone to sing in tune, providing a sense of participation in 

oneʼs mind, even if someone never uses Auto-Tune, there is a subconscious 

feeling that they could. As Africa is a continent with a history of grasping onto 

new styles and trends and turning them into new and individual means of 

expression, it is easy to see why Auto-Tune has seen such a universal rise in 

popularity in such a short time. It is a studio product that is not that different from 

the other alteration products, such as the vocoder or talk-box that have already 

been used in afropop. In fact, the history of timbre and voice alteration suggests 

that Auto-Tune is in fact a nice addition to the social and historical evolution of 

African music. African popular music, and traditional music has always borrowed 

                                                        
63 This does not mean that it is easy, it still require training and talent, however it does allow the 

average musician to perform a very difficult musical practice. 
64

 Francis Beby, African Music: A Peopleʼs Art. Westport (CT: Lawrence Hill & Co., 1975), 115. 
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from other cultures and become something unique, Auto-Tune is no exception, 

and most criticism simply come from the older musicians who tend to show a 

slower ability to keep up and accept new innovations and trends. 

         

        Hybridization 

The adaption and hybridization of other styles is also a common 

occurrence within African music, and African culture in fact has a history of 

adaption. The assimilation of other cultures has a historical precedent within 

African culture, and is part of the very nature of African music. The diffusion of 

Western musical influences into modern popular African music, and the 

relationship between Western music and African music can be described with the 

process of mimesis, or imitation. This particular example mimesis consists of an 

undercurrent of constantly and simultaneously shifting trends between Western 

music and African music. The interesting part is that both sides mimic the other 

without directly attempting to copy it.65 Instead, a hybridized product is created in 

which a new style of music begins, first as an underground scene, before 

erupting into a new trend or fad, which begins the cycle over again. The same 

trend can be said about music production and recording, however it is a one-way 

                                                        
65 As in Taussigʼs Mimesis and Alterity- Michael Taussig, Mimesis and Alterity: a Particular 

History of the Senses (New York: Routledge, 1993). 
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interaction, where the record companies that record “world music” seek only to 

imitate methodologies of the larger Western-based companies so that it can be 

seen as “Western” and is more apt to sell better based on that imitation. 

African history however, shows a trend of cultural combinations. Not only 

do the various cultural groups within the continent show a knack of borrowing 

from each other, they have taken styles from the different groups that have had 

contact with it. A common, and thankfully thinning, uniformed perspective 

suggests that Africa was untouched by outside culture prior to the European 

colonization starting in the late seventeenth century. This opinion associates itself 

with the description of Africa as a “Dark Continent”, a common phrase that 

implies a level of primitivism that is universal throughout the continent, and that 

large-scale “society” that could be identified as such by European standards is a 

relatively recent phenomenon. This perspective is completely unfounded, as 

Africa not only has a lengthy and well-documented history of empires and cultural 

interaction, but also a history of maintaining contact with and keeping a large 

trade network extending from the Mediterranean, Middle East, and South-Asia.66 

These influences are seen in the previously noted use of melismas, the 

widespread practice of Islam, the architecture, and in some cases the musical 

                                                        
66 Masonen, Pekka. “Trans-Saharan trade and the West African discovery of the Mediterranean.” 

In Ethnic Encounter and Culture Change: Papers From the Third Nordic Conference on Middle 

Eastern Studies. Edited by M'hammed Sabour, and Knut S. Vikør, (London, ENG: C. Hurst & Co, 

1995), 116-42.  
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tuning systems. There is a large body of evidence to show that the notion that 

there was an Indonesian colonial presence in Madagascar about 1500 years 

ago, and it is quite possible that certain cultural and musical tendencies spread 

into mainland East and Southern Africa.67 The Chopiʼs use of xylophones mimic 

several key factors that are also seen in Indonesian musical practices, including 

an almost identical tuning system, instrument materials and proportions, and the 

practice of interlocking patterns. There is also the well-documented relationship 

between the Iberian Peninsula and the North African “Moors.” This influence from 

the Iberian Peninsula also filtered down to the Sub-Saharan areas of West Africa, 

in addition to influences from Arabic sources and trade networks.68 These large 

scale, and frequent exchanges of cultures would have no doubt occurred 

between peoples, having an obvious influence on their respective music.  

Internally as well, Africa is noted for having a history of musical and 

cultural interchange between peoples. As previously stated, North African 

cultures were in frequent contact and exchange with West and East African 

societies, however there are other examples of this process. In West Africa, the 

presence of the Malian Empire led to a variety of similarities in music structure, 

                                                        
67 A. M. Jones, Africa and Indonesia: The Evidence of the Xylophone and Other Musical and 

Cultural Factors (Asian Studies), (Leiden, NJ: E. J. Brill, 1971), 1-7. 
68 Timbuktu served as a trading hub between North Africa, The Iberian Peninsula, and the Middle 

East. 
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and instrumentation throughout the region.69 In Southern Africa, “The Khoisan 

adopt[ed] Bantu llamellophones...”70 and in doing so, adapted the Central African 

instrument and practice to fit their own distinct musical tradition. Additionally, the 

llamellophones discussed above can also been seen within societies in West 

Africa, showing a long-range exchange of culture throughout the continent.  

However, with all of this cultural interaction, there is still evidence of 

individuality between how the influences are used. The West African 

llamellophone may be played differently from the Bantu llamellophone, or they 

may have distinctly separate tuning systems. Any form of cultural imperialism, or 

cultural replacement should not be used to describe the exchange and 

assimilation of outside influences within African societies. In all cases, the society 

adapts and transforms the cultural object in question; creating a new product 

that, while it can be seen or labeled by the original influence, is more a new part 

of the adapting society. This concept is very important to remember when 

discussing the process of popular African music, as technology has made it 

increasingly easier to adapt foreign influences. This often occurs without even 

knowing that it is happening, playing into both the concept of glocalization, 

                                                        
69 Many of the rhythms performed by drumming orchestras in different regions of Senegal, Côte 

d'Ivoire, Ghana, and Mali are related or similar.  
70 John E. Kaemmer, Garland, 312. The various types of Llamellophones are generally known to 

the public as thumb pianos and jaw harps. 
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mimesis, and Jan Pieterseʼs concepts of global hybridity from his book Global 

Mélange.71 

 

Modern Hybridity 

Beginning in the nineteenth century, European imperial powers began 

having a strong hold on cultural interaction between Africa and the rest of the 

world. As the slave trade brought African music over to North and South America, 

these traditional forms became transformed and spawned entirely new genres of 

popular music over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The 

hybridity of European music, and the slowly transforming African music 

performed by slaves in the Western Hemisphere brought the world blues, gospel, 

rock and roll, jazz, Cuban son, salsa, et cetera. With the advent of the 

phonograph, Africa was brought into contact with these genres over the first half 

of the twentieth century. This music both replicated by, and had influence over 

African musicians, who then took these styles and created again new hybridized 

forms of music such as Ghana blues, soukous, and apala. Later cultural imports 

of reggae, funk, R&B, and rap, have led to the more modern afropop music styles 

that the Western world might be familiar with, such as makossa, afrobeat, bongo 

flava, and African reggae. So the creation of afropop can be seen as a cycle that 

                                                        
71 Jan Nederveen Pieterse, Globalization & Culture: Global Mélange (Lanham, MY Rowman & 

Littlefield, 2004). 
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begins and ends with the African continent, and can in fact be seen as influenced 

by not only the musical evolution over the past one hundred years, but also a 

cultural evolution, created and stimulated by the Western music and media 

markets, and the mediascape created about western products and pop culture to 

be packaged and sold to the African mainstream communities.  

The musical relationship between the West and Africa is an interesting 

sort of hegemony. For the past sixty years dominant culture in the world, created 

from a process of means to market and expand overseas, has been often 

adapted in other cultures, however the process is not all-inclusive. The process 

of musical assimilation between the United States and Africa for instance, still 

becomes a process of hybridization, where, “... forms become separated from 

existing practices and recombine with new forms and new practices.”72 

It is no surprise then, that Auto-Tune has become popular in African 

popular music, it reflects another trend taken from Western sources.73 The 

adoption of Auto-Tune, and the style of music that it is associated with in Western 

markets are not unlike the previous adaption of funk, for example in the 1970s, or 

of reggae in the 1980s, or hip-hop and rap in the 1990s. African musicians have 

also been adapting new musical instruments for centuries. Various traditions, 

                                                        
72 William Rowe and Vivian Schelling, Memory and Modernity: Popular Culture in Latin America. 

(New York: Verso, 1991), 231. 
73 Auto-Tune was popularized by Hip-Hop, another result of the cross-Diaspora musical 

communication. 
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including the griots of West Africa, adapted the guitar from Portuguese sailors in 

the fourteenth century, and proceeded to extend traditional tuning, melodic, and 

harmonic systems to its playing, creating a new sound that was not heard 

previously in either culture. In the past century, African musicians have adapted 

various technical and musical innovations to their practices, such as the 

microphone, European acoustic wind and electric instruments, and production 

systems and software. With all of these have been able to assimilate and adapt 

them in a way that, while they are still Western products, uses them in a way that 

is identifiably African, and seems at home within the modern African popular 

music context. Therefore, Auto-Tune should not be seen as a strange device that 

dehumanizes African musicians, but instead as an adapted tool, like the 

microphone, that is used in an appropriate style, and is quickly becoming 

completely hybridized and assimilated into the popular African music tradition. 
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Chapter 5: Auto-Tune in Context 

When looking at Auto-Tune in musical traditions around the African 

continent, musicians from different countries utilize Auto-Tune differently. 

However, I was able to find four countries that seemed to exert the most 

influence on the immediate surrounding pop music genres, and seemed to be the 

trendsetters when it comes to using Auto-Tune. 

I will be looking at the music industries of Tanzania, Nigeria, Morocco, and 

South Africa. These countries have a number of readily available examples to 

find and cite, and are places where some of the most well documented and 

popular users of Auto-Tune reside. As always, I want to note Africa is a large 

continent containing many distinct ethnic groups, each of whom have a unique 

cultural identity and methods of expression. The same can be said about each 

country and musicianʼs use of Auto-Tune, there is simply not enough space to go 

in-depth into every instance of Auto-Tune, and it is more practical to discuss the 

countries and musicians that currently appear to be the most influential.  
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Tanzania 

Popular music in Tanzania, hip-hop in particular, is a genre of music that 

became popular due to its ability to connect with the youth generation. This 

exposure to hip-hop in Tanzania was a gateway to the future acceptance of auto-

tune into both hip-hop and pop music. An interesting factor of many African 

musicians treatment of Auto-Tune is that not only do the artists use a modern 

product Auto-Tune, but they also incorporate an instrumental accompaniment 

that may contain a heavy trace of traditional rhythm or melodic content.  

After the end of colonialism, there was a mindset that traditional African 

culture had been lost, and because of that, all European influenced ideas were 

put aside as countries such as Tanzania put an importance on rekindling the 

traditional. However, because African culture has always been a cultural 

acceptor, and has historically progressed by accepting and combining other 

influences, within a few decades of independence, influences from Western 

countries could again be found in the popular music. 

This nature of accepting outside influences into Tanzanian popular music 

can be seen particularly well in those genres from the past twenty years. The 

leading style of this generation is “bongo flava”, which can be described as a 

mixture of traditional rhythms, rap, afro-pop, reggae, Indian music, and a number 

of other styles. The name bongo flava is itself slang for describing the complexity 
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of the city where it started, Dar es Salaam. Because it is a large city, there are 

many foreign influences at play throughout the city, and daily life can become fast 

paced and confusing. This has giving the city its nickname ubongo (meaning 

brain in Swahili), because in order to find success in Dar es Salaam, one needs 

to use their brain.74 After cultural importation reached its height in the late 1980s, 

hip-hop music came along with it and mixed with Swahili poetry to form bongo 

flava.75 Early bongo flava artists such as Juma Nature had worldwide success 

and became very well known and wealthy. Later in the 2000s, Auto-Tune crossed 

over as well; there was a thirst by the younger generations to obtain a piece of 

this success, something that can be traced to the record industry.  

The reasons behind the success in both genres can be explained by 

looking at the region. Because of its use of electronic instrumentals, hip-hop is an 

extremely cost effective way of producing music. In addition, as stated earlier, 

Auto-Tune further reduces this cost by allowing for greater control in the only 

element that wasnʼt before controllable, the voice. Less re-recording means less 

money spent in the studio, and more money for publicizing the record. 

Additionally, the record companies are eager to play off the success of a few 

artists as achievable, which leads to a large number of artists trying to imitate an 

                                                        
74 “About Bongo Flava,” Bab Kubwa, http://www.babkubwa.com/about-bongo-flava/ (accessed 

October 29, 2012). 
75

 Ibid. 
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already successful business model.  One such artist that is the standard for 

success in current Tanzanian popular music is the singer Ali Kiba. Kiba is an 

artist that uses Auto-Tune in a manner quite reminiscent of T-Pain, in that the 

effect saturates the song and Kibaʼs natural singing voice.   

 

Nigeria 

Moving to Nigeria, we find an equally diverse and historical popular music 

industry, with the recent genres of popular music being influenced by hip-hop, 

reggae, and occasionally being fused with the older styles of juju, and afrobeat. 

However, most if not all of these current popular artists, no matter how much their 

music is influenced by Western trends, still maintain their native language, such 

as Yoruba or Igbo, in their music. This keeps the music close to the people, so 

they are eager to engage in whatever the new trend is, simply because the 

language is more important than the actual musical aesthetic.  

 The market for Auto-Tune resides substantially in the hip-hop and reggae 

output within Nigeria. After the 1980s, American hip-hop and Jamaican reggae 

crossed over into the African mainstream musical scene, and immediately began 

having an effect on all of the popular musical styles. Over the past few years, 

Auto-Tune has dominated the popular music charts. Popular rappers like Timaya, 

Wiz Kid, P-Square, Dʼbanj, and Flavour all use Auto-Tune frequently in their 
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musical output. It is also worth noting that all of these artists have been able to 

achieve a wide-reaching amount of success globally, performing in concerts and 

festivals around the world. There are also singers like the newer artists Lynxxx 

that use Auto-Tune within their songs. 

 
Nigerian musician Dʼbanj receiving the “Best African Act” award at the 2012 MTV 

Awards 

Picture: http://oneunilaggirl.com/dbanj-wins-best-african-act-at-2012-mtv-europe-

music-awards/ (accessed October 29, 2012). 

 

In addition, the importance of Nigeria as a global cultural center has led to 

a lot of cross-cultural collaborations. For example P-Square, a popular Nigerian 

rap and reggae duo, and Dʼbanj have both recorded with American rapper Rick 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

67 

Ross.76 Here, more so than other countries, the presence of foreign music 

companies is present on the musical output. There is also a high percentage of 

influence because Nigeria is the most Internet connected country in Africa.77 This 

has allowed for a large amount of social media and pop culture from America and 

the West into their popular culture. During my interview with Andrea Ichite*, in 

herself a student at Florida State University of Nigerian descent, remarked that,  

Music affects the culture so much, like with boys calling girls baby, thatʼs 

something thatʼs really Western, but itʼs in every song, so now youʼre 

walking down the streets and boys are like, “hey baby.” 

 

This helps relate the music that utilizes Auto-Tune with this mindset, as there are 

a number of western influences that have and are currently intertwined within 

contemporary Nigeria, such as certain slang, fashion styles, and musical factors 

like Auto-Tune.  

 The music videos are sprinkled with stereotypical Western imagery and 

value indicators like cars, money, and women, even if the lyrical content is about 

tradition. In Nigeria, there is a common mindset of commercialization and 

marketability. There is a Yoruba phrase “ayé lʼojà” which is translated as “the 

world is a market,” meaning that everything should be created to allow for 

marketability, thus it can be seen that artists strive to maintain their credibility and 

                                                        
76 Rick Ross can be heard on the P-Square song “Beautiful Onyinye,” and Dʼbanj and Rick Ross 

both can be heard together on the Lil Issue song “V.I.P.” 
77 According to the Internet World Stats, Nigeria has 48,366,179 Internet users. 

http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats1.htm (accessed October 24, 2012) 
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salability by embracing popular trends. This has led to a lot of Auto-Tune use in 

the music over the past few years. Even artists that started their careers before 

the immense popularity of Auto-Tune have started using it in their songs to 

maintain popularity within a market steadily filled with more and more Auto-Tuned 

songs.  

Morocco 

Compared to other musical identities, Morocco has maintained a strong 

traditional approach to imagery. In fact, a large number of popular genres, 

including chaabi, gnawa, and malhun all come from folk and classical traditions, 

and use very few modern elements, preferring traditional instrumentation and 

song structure. Within Morocco, the only pop music that is largely popular, and 

could be recognized as pop music to the average listener, would be the pop 

genre of raï. Current raï music is inundated with Auto-Tune, almost every song is 

filled with the effect, and it is so popular that it is the main form of popular music 

not just in Morocco, but also throughout Northern Africa.   

Although raï has its origins in Algeria, it has become a great success in 

Morocco, and there are a large number of successful and well-known singers 

coming out of Moroccoʼs raï tradition. Raï music has a strong Middle Eastern 

influence in it, seen in the melodic structure, and the ornaments and melismas.   

It is very different from the other forms of popular music found throughout Africa. 
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Raï reflects trends and ideas that relate to younger people. As stated by Rachid 

Aadnani in the article Beyond Raï: North African Protest Music and Poetry: 

Socially permissive and sometimes sexually risqué, raï songs have been 

tremendously popular among the younger generations in Algeria, 

Morocco, and the North African Diaspora in Europe. Raïʼs subversive 

dimensions are to be found in its treatment of such traditionally taboo 

topics as alcohol, drugs, and romantic relationships.78  

 

However, other artists choose to write songs dealing with national identity, 

and the state of the postcolonial world.79  

 The use of vocal alteration is not new in the Islamic world, as most large 

cities will broadcast the traditional call to prayer over speakers or through a 

megaphone. Similarly, a lot of artists from Islamic countries use Auto-Tune as a 

form of enhancement. As previously stated, the raï musician Adil El Miloudi said 

in an interview, “Auto-Tune gives me a me that is a better me.” There is also a 

large amount of techno present in the music. For example, on the website for 

Africatv24, a website dedicated to providing streams of both popular shows and 

music videos, the top Moroccan music video for a song entitled, Dis moi je 

tʼaime,80 by the raï musician Cheb Rayan, uses Auto-Tune side-by-side with 

                                                        
78 Rachid Aadnani, Beyond Raï: North African Protest Music and Poetry, World    

   Literature Today, July 1, 2006.  
79 Ibid. 
80

 “The Morocco Music Video Chart,” http://www.africatv24.com/music_video/morocco, 

http://www.africatv24.com/music_video/morocco (accessed November 3, 2012). 
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heavy electronic drum beats and synthesizer melodies reminiscent of Western 

techno and dance music. 

 

South Africa 

 Of all the countries explored in this study, no other country has as wide 

ranging and influential of a record industry than South Africa. It includes 

musicians who work in a multitude of genres from rock and heavy metal, to jazz, 

gospel, traditional folk music, and even electronic house music.  

In the past twenty years, the house music style kwaito has become a 

dominant player in South African popular music. The most popular DJs obtain 

worldwide success and recently the musical and dance format that are 

associated with kwaito have begun to trickle into other countries. In one example, 

clubs in Tanzania are incorporating the genre into the usual playlist, with 

everyone from average people, musicians, and elders dancing kwaito dances to 

it.81 Like raï, kwaito has spread to other countries, with recent Namibian artists 

performing kwaito with great success.  

Springing from the popularity of kwaito, House music as a general style 

has also gained popularity in South African. Often the beats are riff-based, with 

loops and samples aligned with a slow electronic groove. The interpretation of 

                                                        
81 Simbarashe Msasanuri, “Tanzania: Kwaito Dances Take Tanzania by Storm,” allAfrica.com, 

http://allafrica.com/stories/201209280280.html (accessed October 5, 2012). 
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House music has a wide range, with some songs sounding more like electronic 

music, and others sounding more like hip-hop. Some DJs make instrumental 

songs that may feature only nominal vocals, though others will have full verses 

and chorus that are either sung or rapped. This is where the use of Auto-Tune 

comes into play, as the songs are already so full of distortion and alteration, 

Auto-Tuning vocals fits in. Here it is not used so much as vocal enhancement, 

but as another layer of sound that adds to the complex tone color that a particular 

artist is trying to achieve. The music is very much made for dancing, and it has fit 

right into the club culture frequented by the youth of Africaʼs major cities. Some of 

the artists that choose to use Auto-Tune include House musicians Bojo Mujo and 

Mzee, whose music reflect the kwaito and House style while still retaining the use 

of Auto-Tune. 

 

Musical Analysis 

In addition to understanding the cultural and social factors in a given 

country that affect how Auto-Tune is presented in pop music, I want to give a 

brief analysis of a notable example from each of the four countries. This analysis 

is not comparative, or a harmonic or melodic transcription, but rather a timeline 

demonstration of how the musician presents Auto-Tune in the song, and what 



 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

72 

factors and musical traditions may have affected this presentation, specific to 

each artist. 

 

Tanzania 
Ali Kiba – “Usiniseme” from the album Ali K 4Real (2009) 
Link: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=N1AbydZaV1M 

 

“Usiniseme” is a bongo flava song that features no rapping, just singing. It 

is also worth noting that the entire song is in Kiswahili. This song features a 

dance beat with sparse instrumentation, consisting of a drumbeat that is similar 

to what is seen in South African kwaito, and instruments that provide melodic hits 

on the downbeats. The use of Auto-Tune is very evident throughout the singerʼs 

voices, but it seems like it is being used for its specific timbre, rather than to fix 

his note accuracy. Ali Kiba sings alone throughout the verses, however the 

chorus is much fuller, and adds several more Auto-Tuned voice. These different 

voices add a lot of complexity and energy to the song, in some places singing in 

a four-part harmony, in other places employing counter-melodies.  

 

 

 

0:00 

The song begins with the instrumental 

beat, and a brief introduction featuring 

the singers. 

 

 

0:18       

The introduction becomes very melodic 

and Kibaʼs use of Auto-Tune is very 

identifiable here. 

 

0:35 

The first instance of the chorus 

appears 
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1:12 Kiba sings the first verse. 

 

1:49 

The second instance of the chorus 

appears. 

2:25 Kiba sings the second verse. 

 

 

 

3:02 

The chorus re-appears, but starts with 

no drums, and Kiba sings one new 

melodic phrase. It then proceeds to the 

familiar chorus. 

 

3:40 

The drums cut out and the final 

sentence of the chorus is sung. 

 

 

 

 

3:47 

Ali Kiba talk-sings through an outro, 

with a new beat in the background 

briefly, before the song ends with one 

last phrase of the familiar beat, and a 

melismatic last phrase by Kiba. 

 

 

 

Nigeria 
WizKid – “Donʼt Dull” from the album Superstar (2011) 

Link:  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JcJhrOStkl4 

 

WizKidʼs use of Auto-Tune is constant in the verses and chorus, except for 

a brief intro segment that refrains from using it. WizKidʼs song is typical of 

modern Nigerian hip-hop in that it switches between English and another national 

language, in this case Igbo. The songʼs beat and WizKidʼs delivery is reminiscent 

of American hip-hop, and the song features a much more textured 

instrumentation with multiple drum layers, multiple synthesizes, and intermittent 

orchestral hits. WizKid sings most of this song, though he does rap in part of the 

verses. WizKidʼs use of Auto-Tune also is more melodic during the pre-chorus 
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and chorus, and in some of the phrases he allows the notes to hold over or fall, 

which shows off the use of Auto-Tune. 

 

 

 

0:00 

The song begins with a drumbeat, and 

WizKid reciting the chorus without 

Auto-Tune. 

 

 

0:17 

The chorus begins with WizKid Auto-

Tuned and the other instruments are 

added. 

0:52 WizKid begins rapping the first verse. 

 

 

1:10 

There is a brief Pre-chorus that 

emphasizes the use of Auto-Tune 

more. 

 

 

1:26 

The chorus returns and WizKid sings 

a few phrases that show off the use of 

Auto-Tune. 

 

 

2:03 

WizKid raps the second verse, the 

Auto-Tune is more present than in the 

first verse. 

2:38 WizKid sings the pre-chorus again. 

 

2:54 

The final chorus begins, with little to 

no alteration to it. 

                                                                                    

 

 

3:47                                                                 

Last bit of the chorus is repeated, and 

WizKid starts singing riffs and 

phrases. The use of Auto-Tune is very 

present in this section. 

 

 

 

 

 

4:05 

There is a brief outro, with WizKid 

continuing his riffs and phrases, but 

there is a slight alteration to the beat, 

and it becomes sparser, but then 

moves back to the chorus beat until 

the end of the song. 
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Morocco  
Cheb Rayan – “A moulati” from the album El Babour Kalae Mel Port (2012) 

Link: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bf_x3RQk3Oo 

“A moulati” is a raï song that presents an interesting mix of traditional 

percussion and melodic instruments with processed club-like synthesizers and 

drum beats. The song features Cheb Rayan singing with Auto-Tune, and 

completing a large number of runs and melismas throughout the melody. This 

song features a less present Auto-Tune sound than the other songs I have 

analyzed, even than in some of Chen Rayanʼs other songs. However, its use is 

evident when Cheb Rayan begins singing the very intricate and powerful 

melismas in the middle of the song. Throughout the song the verses are 

presented in a call and response, with Cheb Rayan presenting the call, and then 

a slightly more processed voice and the traditional instruments presenting the 

response, with the synthesizers and drum beats consistent throughout. 

 

 

0:00 

The introduction consists of only 

traditional instruments. 

 

 

 

 

 

0:08 

The first instance of the call and 

response verses. In the first response 

however only the instruments issue the 

response. After all the others his voice 

adds a more processed vocal response 

as well 

 

 

0:41 

There is a brief instrumental break that 

reflects the same call and response 

format. 
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0:56 

Cheb Rayan comes back to the next 

verse in the same call and response 

format. 

 

 

 

 

1:29 

 

There is a break in the music, where 

the music underneath becomes less 

dance-like and more sustained and 

Cheb Rayan sings a melisma over it. 

 

 

 

1:38 

The call and response verse format, 

returns however the music that was 

present during the melisma break can 

still be heard in the first call. 

 

2:10 

There is a second call and response 

instrumental break. 

 

2:25 

The last call and response verse 

begins. 

 

 

 

 

2:56 

There is an outro to the song featuring 

the beat that was played over the 

melisma section, and before it ends it 

adds the drumbeat from the rest of the 

song. 

 

 

 

South Africa 
Bojo Mujo- “Thando Iwam” from the album Session 6 (2009) 

Link: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XLeXwKmjZKM 

“Thando Iwam” is a kwaito song, and the beat of the song reflects that. Its 

drumbeat has a dancelike feel to it, but the synthesizers are used to simulate a 

string sound that is more sustained and ethereal. Bojo Mujo is singing with Auto-

Tune and his singing is very lyrical and melodic. However the song also features 

a female singer who has a large role in the song as well, but her voice contains 
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no Auto-Tune, however the beat contains a record snippet of her voice that is 

repeated over and over, and in this instance it sounds like her voice has been 

processed to fit with the underlying beat. Bujoʼs use of Auto-Tune is interesting 

because at some points he is singing alone, but at time the song adds an Auto-

Tuned chorus to reinforce his phrases, and this is most evident during his second 

verse when he begins speaking English. In this, and until the end of the song, his 

use becomes quite evident and the sound of the Auto-Tune almost reflects the 

synthesizer that appears in instrumental break, and also displayed right before 

the end of the song. 

 

Note: I have subtracted the videoʼs 10-second intro from this timelineʼs notation. 

 

 

0:00 

There is an intro to the song that show 

off the beat. 

 

0:24 

The song begins with a back and forth 

between the male and female vocals. 

 

0:38 

The female vocalist sings by herself 

briefly. 

1:09 Bojo Mujo sings this first verse. 

 

 

1:25 

Bojo sings a new section, the end of 

which features the addition of more 

auto-tuned vocals. 

 

 

1:40 

There is a brief instrumental break, 

which adds a higher pitched 

synthesizer sound. 

 

1:54 

The female vocalist sings another 

verse, this one longer than the first one. 

 

 

2:41 

Bujo sings a second verse, this time in 

English, and with a chorus of Auto-

Tuned voices. 
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2:56 

Bojo Mujo sings, “marry me” briefly, 

and then the female voice comes in 

briefly asking, “If I marry you, will you 

marry me?” 

 

 

 

 

3:12 

Both Bojo Mujo, and the female vocalist 

begin singing, “marry me” together over 

a dancelike beat, and the music swells 

up. Bojoʼs Auto-Tune is very high 

pitched here. 

 

 

3:43 

There is an outro featuring the 

synthesizer that was heard during the 

first instrumental break. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 The past ten years have shown a newfound penchant for processed music 

in a popular context. These tendencies have led to a variety of techniques that 

have created a very electronic music process. Auto-Tune is one such invention. 

In the years since its creation, Auto-Tune has seen a tremendous rise in 

popularity, becoming a staple in almost every popular music genre around the 

world. However, Auto-Tune has been under-recognized as a unique factor in 

modern popular music. It has been branded and cast aside as an inane trend, or 

as unmusical, and thus many opportunities to study the effect of Auto-Tuneʼs 

immersion into popular music have gone unstudied. One of the most notable 

examples is its dispersion throughout the African continent. I focused the study of 

my thesis just to Auto-Tuneʼs use in popular music throughout the African 

continent because it is a region of the world I am more musically familiar with. In 

addition, my narrowed view of the Auto-Tuned phenomenon is also due to the 

limited access I had to fieldwork. A much larger study could expand the ideas in 
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my thesis to other regions of the world that have Auto-Tuned popular music, and 

with more intensive fieldwork, these ideas could be expanded further explored on 

a global scale, and possibly included in a study of electronic music production in 

pop music around the world.  

In understanding Auto-Tuneʼs popularity throughout the continent, there 

are several reasons why Auto-Tune can be seen as popular throughout African 

popular music. First of all, local culture is becoming an ever-increasing part of 

global culture, and the process of globalization is creating cultural swapping 

between regions on an ever increasingly rapid basis. Secondly, Auto-Tune is 

representative of the historical trend in the music industry of controlling the 

musical product along with the recent increase of Western music companies 

within the continent. Finally, Auto-Tune itself lends itself quite well with historical 

trends of musicality and cultural hybridity that have pervaded African music and 

culture long before its colonization. It is important to view technology and 

products like Auto-Tuneʼs influence on music from the proper viewpoint. Auto-

Tune should be seen more as a process that that becomes diffused and 

assimilated throughout the world, as many other trends have in the past. It is my 

feeling that scholars have allowed a personal distaste for Auto-Tune to obstruct a 

wider study of the social implications associated with its use in music. The future 

of creating and listening to music will only continue to become increasingly tied 
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with technology, and discrediting any process that can be adapted and help 

artists express their music is dangerous, and prevents our knowledge of music 

and society from moving forward. The job of the popular musicologist should be 

to view the social and cultural processes that lead to the adoption of a product 

such as Auto-Tune, and it is my hope that this thesis, while being a small study, 

can still be seen as an example of how to approach such a process. 
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