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“Don't call it world music. I don't know what to call it  

but it’s the music of my world”∗ 
 

For the last few years, one of the mainstays of the live shows of the Casablanca-based 

band Hoba Hoba Spirit has been the song “Gnawa Blues” (see illustration #1) Songwriter and 

singer Reda Alalli writes lyrics in a patois that mixes Moroccan Arabic (Darija), French and 

English, which is increasingly becoming a part of the linguistic mix in Morocco. However, 

“Gnawa Blues” is the band’s only song whose lyrics are completely in English (see figure #1). 

The lyrics of the song offer possible labels for the band’s music but adamantly refuse to accept 

its categorization as “World Music.”  In the words of the singer and songwriter, Reda Allali:   

World music means music of the poor…. You get music from the poor and try to 

get the rich to listen to it… It's like a big European producer coming in and saying 

“This is a good sound but you know it's not well-exploited. We are going to do 

something better with that.” (Interview of Reda Allali on July 20, 2002) 

The songs of Hoba Hoba Spirit fuse rock ‘n’ roll, reggae, and punk with cha’abi and 

gnawa. The members of Hoba Hoba Spirit were among the numerous musicians I met last year 

in Morocco who are creating music that transcends the narrow constraints imposed by the 

Moroccan music industry and media. Many of these musicians are making music that blends 

Moroccan traditions with musical styles from around the world. They feel this is simply a 

reflection of their lives which are both rooted in Moroccan tradition and enmeshed in webs of 

connection that make rock ‘n’ roll, hip-hop, reggae and salsa as much a part of their world as 

cha’abi, melhoun and gnawa.  Like numerous other musicians from the global South, they are  

 

                                                
∗ from “Hai Hai Music” by Hoba Hoba Spirit (Words by Reda Alali, Music by Reda Allali and Anouar Zehouani) 
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Figure 1: "Gnawa Blues (lyrics & music: Reda Allali) 
 
OK, I sing in English 
OK, I can speak French 
And maybe if you see me 
You could think I’m from Paris. 

There’ve been a hurricane 
There’ve been a hurricane 
People don’t know where they come from  
So how could they know where they go 
 
This is a folk guitar 
This is a folk guitar 
But this ain’t no European group 
That rolls behind me. 
 
Call it African folk 
Call it Gnawa blues 
It is just rock ‘n’ roll  
Sung by a Moroccan soul. 
 
 
 

Call it chaâbi funk 
Call it aïta jazz 
It is just … hai ha music 
Coming from deep of our soul. 
 
Don’t call it world music 
No, no, no, no, no world music 
I don’t know how to call it  
It’s just the music of my world. 
 
Call it African folk 
Call it Gnawa blues 
It is just haiha music  
Coming from deep of our soul 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Illustration 1 
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not interested in creating raw material for American or European artists or acting as exotic aural 

scenery for the Western market. During the last decade, an often under-recognized subtext to the 

globalization of culture has been cultural exchange that does not follow the center-periphery 

model implicit in the World Music phenomenon but moves along the fissures and fault lines 

between the “peripheries.”   

The neo-colonial baggage of the marketing term “World Music,” created at a record 

industry meeting in the 1980s, has been well-critiqued by numerous scholars and musicians from 

the global South. While its commercial allure is enticing, many of the musicians I met last year 

in Morocco, though wishing for success in the international market, rejected the implication that 

Moroccan music was only there for flavoring or rhythmic backing (a trend that Philip Schuyler 

has commented upon in the use of Gnawa music in Western-produced recordings—Gnawa being 

the most visible Moroccan musical source material to enter upon the “World Music” stage). 

Essentially, little has changed since 1987 when Andrew Tracey posed the question: “Is African 

music only good for backings, not frontings?” (Tracey 1987:3). An extreme ethnocentric naiveté 

was at the heart of the World Music phenomenon. Its celebration of the meeting of North and 

South relied upon the perception that traditional cultures from the South were only now 

emerging into a dialogue with modernity. As Smadar Lavie and Ted Swedenburg pointed out 

cultural hybridization replaced the old category of the exotic, and the post-colonial Other was 

once again reinscribed into the colonial center (1996:8; see also Feld 1994:270). The perspective 

remained fixed, the looking was from the Western Here out to Primitive There—the 

Euro/American center remained unquestioned. The There was, in some way, permanently fixed 

in time, ignoring the fact that it was in the colonial countries where the most intense cultural 
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disruptions and displacements took place, and which were “therefore the chief site(s) of 

syncretisms and hybridities” (Lavie and Swedenburg 1996:9).  

The neo-colonial implications of the term World Music also make it a problematic term 

to use for marketing within countries of the South. The paradox is that while World Music 

stresses the importance of roots, the separation of labor it implies creates a category that doesn’t 

really belong to anyone or any place—often descending into the realm of musical tourism or 

exoticism. For the Moroccan musicians I worked with it was important to create music that was 

rooted in Morocco but also opened outward to other possibilities and markets. They assertively 

claimed the music they created as their own, not an imitation of anyone else. Their move toward 

self-identification is not to be underestimated. For this reason and more practical matters of 

marketing and gaining recognition, an effort was made to create an appropriate genre label. The 

label that has gained the greatest currency with musicians, promoters and the media is “fusion.” 

This label is considered to adequately describe what is common in the efforts of musicians that 

attempt to fuse Moroccan and non-Moroccan musical elements.  

The musical practices and sounds of  “fusion” are not new to musical life in Morocco—

musicians have been doing it in private parties and jam sessions for years—but it is new as a 

public and commercial endeavor. The “fusion” label is applied to a variety of musical styles: 

Jazz Fusion (see illustration #2), Pop-Fusion (see illustration #3), Gnawa Fusion, and Rock 

Fusion of bands such as Hoba Hoba Spirit and Aba’raz whose music in this poster is described as 

Fusion Rock-Reggae-Funk North African (see illustration #4).  The fusion label can also be 

given one time musical collaborations such as this performance by the rock band Raad with 

gnawa musicians from Agadir (see illustration #5).  
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These posters are all from concerts presented by a community organization in 

Casablanca, F.O.L. (Federation des Oeuvres Laiques) which has been an instrumental force in 

increasing the visibility of fusion. F.O.L. is part of the fledgling infrastructure committed to 

promoting “fusion” and the other genres—rock, hip-hop, and electronica—that fall within the 

frequently-used rubric of “musique contemporaine.” One important part of this infrastructure is 

the Boulevard des Jeunes Musiciens that the artistic/cultural wing of the F.O.L. has presented 

each spring since 1999 (see illustration #6). The Boulevard draws young musicians from 

throughout the country for its three-day competition in which winners are chosen in the 

categories of hip-hop, rock and fusion. The Boulevard offers a valuable opportunity for young 

musicians to perform in front of their peers and celebrity judges—journalists, radio deejays, and 

guest musicians. For young fusion musicians, a good performance at the Boulevard, and 

particularly a win in the fusion category, typically leads to a booking at the festival of Gnaoua 

music in Essaouira that occurs a month or so later—the most popular festival among young 

people in Morocco. Exposure at the festival in Essaouira usually leads to bookings at the 

numerous music festivals presented by the Ministry of Culture or local governmental bodies 

throughout Morocco. A win in the fusion category also means a paid performance at the 

following year’s Boulevard. 

The Boulevard also features workshops by guest musicians to help the young musicians 

develop their skills. Most of the guest musicians have been Moroccan musicians working in 

Europe. The year I attended, the guest musician was Lahcen Lahbib of the London-based band 

MOMO (an acronym for Music of Moroccan Origin—see illustration #7). The workshop was on 

the use of samples of traditional music as the rhythmic basis for creating songs. The year before,  
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the guest musician was percussionist Karim Ziad of the French-based and Ifrykia (and one of the 

artist directors of the Essaouira festival) who ran a workshop on percussion.  

The fusion label has been widely accepted by the small community of fusion musicians in 

Morocco—even musicians who are intent on describing their music as simply Moroccan or 

Moroccan contemporary music accept the label. The clear preference for the term fusion over the 

term World Music is partly attributable to the influence of such French-based bands as Gnawa 

Diffusion, Zebda, Ifrikya and Orchestre National des Barbes. These bands led by Algerian and 

Moroccan musicians mix North African musical genres with other genres, particularly Rap and 

Reggae, in a manner that highlights their shared origin on the margins of Western musical 

culture. Their appeal to young Moroccan fusion musicians is based on three important factors: 

(1) their oppositional stance regarding Western musical and cultural hegemony, (2) their 

assertion of a strong North African identity, and (3) their commercial success. These bands are 

familiar to young musicians from their recorded works and from appearances at the Gnawa 

Festival in Essaouira. Ifrikya, in particular, has become a major influence on young fusion 

musicians in Casablanca from the continuing support of their drummer Karim Ziad for the 

Boulevard des Jeunes Musiciens and the credibility they have gained from several appearances at 

the Gnawa Festival in Essaouira. Ziad is also one of the artistic directors of the Essaouira 

Festival which ensures the continuing participation of French-based North African bands and 

Moroccan fusion bands in that festival. Orchestre National des Barbes has also exerted a strong 

influence on young Moroccan bands. The band Hoba Hoba Spirit speaks of them as “older 

brothers” because of their example and the “hand up” they gave them by hiring Hoba Hoba Spirit 

as an opening act for their concert in Casablanca in 2001 and helping them acquire an 

appearance on Moroccan national television.  



 

 9 

The acceptance of fusion as a genre label has led, perhaps inevitably, to debates among 

musicians about the criteria for true “fusion” and about who meets them. Among the musicians 

and producers, there is agreement that what is marketed as “musiqa ‘asria” or “cha’abi ‘asria,” 

(“modern music” or “modern pop”) which adds electric instruments and harmonies to 

mainstream Moroccan popular music is not fusion but simply Moroccan music with a Western 

tinge. Some bands that label themselves as fusion are rejected by other fusion artists and 

promoters as not truly fusing styles but simply doing Western music—rock or jazz—with a 

Moroccan flavor. Maurice El Baz, one of the few record producers in Morocco producing 

recordings that fall outside the usual boundaries of Moroccan popular music, maintains that true 

fusion is hard and that most of the musicians attempting it are young and need time to achieve it 

(Interview of Maurice el Baz on December 14, 2002). He feels that only the few seasoned jazz 

fusion bands, such as Caravan and the Soussi Brothers, have successfully achieved fusion. The 

musicians who gain widespread acceptance from their peers as playing true fusion are those who 

they feel are blending Moroccan and non-Moroccan elements but putting neither first. A wide 

range of musicians fall into this group. Hamid Kasri and Majid Bekkas who perform music that 

blends Gnaoua and Jazz are accepted as performing fusion as opposed to Gnaoua masters and 

others who play pop arrangements of Gnaoua songs. One new band that has most of their peers 

describe as doing true “fusion” is Aba’raz, a large electric ensemble that emphasizes the 

blending of Moroccan rhythms with the rhythms of Salsa, Samba, Reggae, and Jazz. The 

creation of a rhythmic ambiguity is at the heart of their sound.  For example, their arrangement 

of Houcine Slaoui’s 50-year old cha’abi classic “L’Merikan” blends a 4/4 cha’abi rhythm with a 

Cuban son clave pattern. On the other hand, Afouss, one of the most successful of the fusion 

bands is frequently criticized for not attempting true fusion but just playing rock with a 
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Moroccan flavor. The paradox is that one of the two leaders of Afouss was instrumental in 

organizing the first Boulevard des Jeunes Musiciens and they were also the first non-Gnaoua 

Moroccan fusion ensemble to be featured at the Gnawa Festival in Essaouira. They also are 

among the most commercially savvy fusion bands and openly espouse their desire to cross-over 

into the European World Music market.     

Why then is all this important? It is important because the Moroccan musicians, who are 

calling what they are doing fusion (or simply accepting that label), are not just making a 

statement about how to market their music. Through naming it, they are claiming what they are 

doing now as their own and, more interestingly, they are projecting-ahead a vision of what their 

everyday and creative lives can become. They see themselves as a musical avant-garde 

projecting a sense of what Morocco should become and they expect the audience to follow. Their 

vision of Moroccan culture is captured in their music: rooted in tradition but also embracing the 

interconnections that permeate their live. Explicit in this vision is a rejection of the bifurcation of 

tradition and modernity that has separated artistic and authentic music from popular and 

commercial music in Morocco.  This placing of tradition and modernity in clearly separate 

realms has been a predominant feature of mainstream public taste and state cultural policy. To 

break down the barriers between these two realms would entail a major cultural shift, which 

many Moroccans wish to make. However, the cultural struggle necessary for this to occur is 

complicated immensely by the growing fundamentalist movement which presents a very 

different vision of tradition. Moroccans are faced with several distinct choices as to how to tie 

their lives today back to the past and ahead to the future. Returning to the opening of this article, 

as Reda Allali of Hoba Hoba Spirit sings in “Gnawa Blues:”  

People don’t know where they come from,  

So how can they know where they go? 
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