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Introduction

Msia Kibona Clark and Mickie Mwanzia Koster

Hip Hop and Social Change in Africa: Ni Wakati critically examines the ways

i which hip hop intersects with society and politics in Africa. On one

“Jund, it is an examination hip hop’s commentary on society and politics.

* L the other, it reveals hip hop’s influence on social and political change.

~ (lobally, hip hop artists have been important agents for social change,

directly impacting shifts in behavior and attitudes toward social institu-

{lons and traditions. Social change often involves serious critique of relig-

louy institutions (women’s education in Islam, corruption in the Church),

cultural practices (the role of elders in the community, female genital
futting), and class structures (income inequality, the treatment of the
underclass). African hip hop artists are integral to these critiques, which
are increasingly occurring on both a local and global level. Through hip
hop, music, and culture, artists engage their communities in a variety of
ways, using coded language and symbols to inform, question, and chal-
lenge, and confront established social structures. Through lyrical expres-
sion, dance, and graffiti, hip hop is used to challenge social inequality
and to push for social change. According to Andreanna Clay, “hip hop
music often acts as a base for social protest among today’s youth” (Clay
2012, “Hip Hop for the Soul: Kickin’ Reality in the Local Scene,” para. 6).
The study contributes to conversations around hip hop and social change
in both hip hop studies and African studies by presenting case studies of
hip hop artists engaged in social change throughout Africa.

African hip hop artists have engaged in calls for social change
throughout Africa, through their music, as well as through work with
grassroots and civil society organizations. These artists have added an
important presence to calls for and discussions around important politi-
cal policies and challenges to oppressive social structures. The volume
seeks to go beyond an examination of the sounds of hip hop, or the
popularity of hip hop, and seeks to consider the active role hip hop is
playing in important changes taking place on the ground in Africa. It
argues that artists in Africa are using hip hop to confront social structures
in a manner that shows the complexity of African culture, the entangle-
ments between local and global movements, and the synergy of youth

mobilization.
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Wi that individual to mobilize around movements for social change
113). Hip hop culture in Africa contains many of the same dynamics
Wil are depicted by some of the contributors in this volume. The glo-
Iation of hip hop in Africa ties African hip hop to global hip hop
Wi, Ideas of Pan Africanism, and to local cultural and political real-
. Alrican emcees operate within hip hop culture, often adopt Pan
lean outlooks, and represent local realities. The term “glocal” refers to
Ites/worldviews that emerge as a result of the blending of local and
bl forces. The term is popular in studies of globalization, and the
Iytation of peoples and cultures, including the spread of hip hop cul-
plobally (Govers and Go 2009; Alim and Pennycook 2007; Torking-
2012; Mose 2013). According to Caroline Mose (2013) glocalization is
lbcal (Kenyan) appropriation of global (hip hop) culture in a manner
it produces a Kenyan hip hop community that is both local and global.
A i voice for the youth—often in poor, urban communities—hip hop
I il times raw, emotional, and angry in its beats and in its lyrics. In
wddition to fomenting dissent, it often acts as a form of emotional release
aiul 1t offers a cathartic experience for artists and fans that embrace the

vulture. According to Imani Perry:

IHip hop nourishes by offering community membership that entails a

body of cultural knowledge, yet it also nourishes by offering a counter-

hegemonic authority and subjectivity to the force of white supremacy

In American culture in the form of the MC. (Perry 2004, “My mic sound

nice: Art, community, and consciousness,” para. 18)

HIP HOP’S ROOTS

There continue to be debates regarding hip hop’s roots in Africa, as well
an whether or not African participation in hip hop is a continuation of
those roots or African youth merely imitating American culture. While
these debates should not be ignored, the place of hip hop (and other
Diaspora music) in a cycle of black music, with roots in Africa has been
dstablished, first by scholars of U.S. hip hop and later by scholars of
African hip hop (Rose 1994; Keyes 1996; Osumare 2001; Perry 2004; Cobb
2007; Asante, Jr., 2008; Kidula 2012; Shonekan 2012). Re-presenting all of
the specific evidence presented by these scholars does not need to be
outlined here. The sources cited in this text provide significant resource
material to begin further research on the topic, with additional sources
that can be referenced as well. These scholars have often discussed how
African American, African, Caribbean, and Latin American influences
converged in the development of hip hop. Indeed, the African roots of
hip hop, reggae, soca, samba, jazz, and blues have been addressed by
numerous scholars. Cheryl Keyes’s 1996 article “Rap Music and Its
African Nexus” cites several sources that trace the origins of black music
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lant ancestor for hip hop (Smethurst, 2006). Several American and
African hip hop artists have evoked the images and words of revolution-
aries such as Malcolm X, Assata Shakur, Fred Hampton, the Soledad
Brothers, and members of the Black Panther Party. In talking about these
links in his book, It's Bigger Than Hip Hop, M.K. Asante Jr. (2008) says,
“the force that created Malcolm (X) was the same force that created hip
hop” (p. 20). Asante goes on to provide a timeline of events between 1965
and 1991 that impacted hip hop. Many of these events are rooted in the
struggles of black people in both the United States and Africa.

Hip hop’s early foundation as a powerful tool for social protest and
social commentary attracted African youth. Many were moved by hip
hop’s roots in the protests of the black underclass in America. African hip
hop groups emerged, and many were inspired to express hip hop culture
from African perspectives, thus indigenizing and localizing hip hop to be
their voice for social protest.

Looking at the emergence of hip hop in Africa, variations in hip hop
expression across the continent are tied to the different cultural, social,
and political realities on the ground. Hip hop’s arrival across Africa oc-
curred in the 1980s and 1990s, during times of important social, political

and economic changes in many countries. Apartheid was coming to an
end in South Africa, schools were on strike in Senegal, economic liberal-
ization was happening in Tanzania, moves toward multi-party politics
were occurring in Kenya, and young boys were being turned into child
soldiers in Sierra Leone. Each of these countries is studied in this volume,
and in each the youth turned to hip hop, the latest expression of black

culture that was spreading in popularity across Africa.

EARLY CALLS FOR SOCIAL CHANGE

The 1980s and 1990s were decades in which governments in Africa in-
itiated many economic and political changes. Governments across the
continent implemented market-oriented economic reforms that led to
rapid privatization and the abolishment of government-run social service
programs. The policies were implemented at the behest of international
financial institutions. African countries became test cases for future failed
structural adjustment programs (SAPs). In Giordano Sivini’s work Resis-
tance to Modernization in Africa (2007), the author details poorly con-
ceived development plans that were implemented by international finan-
cial institutions in Africa with little regard to local populations. These
SAPs resulted in the destruction of “the modern institutional system that
was laboriously constructed during the sixties and seventies” (Sivini
2007, 10). The results were increased rates of unemployment, increased
urbanization due to unemployment, increased wealth and income gaps,
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Farly hip hop groups addressed the social, political and economic
fealities on the ground, often linking them to broader discussions of pow-
01, race, and economics. Many were artists who had a degree of political
education around the implications of the economic (and political)
thanges happening in Africa at the time. Many were also aware of broad-
oI connections across Africa and the Diaspora. Prophets of Da City
("OC), Black Noise, and others challenged apartheid in South Africa
throughout the late 1980s until apartheid’s end. Hip hop’s South African
origins are with the Coloured communities of the Cape Flats area of Cape
Town. In these communities hip hop artists (emcees, b-boys, and graffiti
artists) confronted apartheid through their lyrics, dance, and through
muibversive messages spray painted on walls (Watkins 2000). POC saw
and supported a link between hip hop and black consciousness (Brown
2003). Between 1990 and 1997 POC released six albums containing songs
that were critical of both apartheid and the post-apartheid government.
Their 1991 song “Ons Stem” (our voice), off of the album Boomstyle, tar-
peted the apartheid government in South Africa. With their 1993 album
Age of Truth, POC recorded political tracks such as “United We Stand,”
“Power to Da People,” “Remember Where You Came From,” “African
Very African,” and “Township Dwella.” In Senegal the group Positive
lHlack Soul (PBS) released five albums between 1994 and 1997: Boul Falé,
Salaam, Daw Thiow, Wakh Feign, and New York-Paris-Dakar. PBS also
emerged with politically charged tracks, espousing a decidedly Pan
African identity on tracks like “Respect the Nubians” in 1992. Through-
out the 1990s, PBS criticized the neoliberal policies that led to the school
closures, unemployment, and poor housing. In the tradition of famed
Senegalese filmmaker Ousman Sembene, PBS creatively used their art
and culture to target corrupt post-colonial leaders who were more busi-
nessmen than leaders, with songs like “Le bourreau est noir” (the execu-
tioner is black) and “Président d’ Afrique” (president of Africa) in 1995.
Many hip hop artists in Africa had not yet released full-length albums
by the 1990s, making the number of albums actually released by POC and
I’BS during that period substantial. In Kenya, Kalamashaka released the
politically charged song “Tafsiri Hii” (translate this) in 1997. Their first
album Ni Wakati was released later, in 2001. “Tafsiri Hii” depicts condi-
tions in the Dandora slums where members of Kalamashaka come from.
Kalamashaka established themselves as a politically conscious group ear-
ly on. Member Kama has noted the group being influenced by both the
Mau Mau rebellion in Kenya as well as the Black Power movement in the
United States (Ferrari 2007). In Tanzania, a group of solo emcees united
to form Kwanza Unit. Coming from different socioeconomic back-
grounds, the group became more politicized with each of their three
albums released between 1994 and 1999: Kwanza Unit, Tropical Techniques,
and Kwanzanians. Kwanza Unit's song “Msafiri” (traveler) off of their
1999 album Kwanzanians addressed many of the social concerns the
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Awadi uses the words of leaders like Kwame Nkrumah and Thomas

Sankara in an attempt to both signal a need to reform current social
syulems in Africa and as an acknowledgment of a passing of the torch
l1om one generation to the next. Songs on the album feature duets with

Witints from all over Africa and the Diaspora. Songs include “Amandla”
(Xhosa and Zulu: power), “The Roots,” “Freedom,” “We Must Unite,”
“Uhuru” (Swabhili for “freedom”), and “Racisme.”
Midway through the 2000s Africa experienced increases in strikes,
Lm ilests, marches, and rebellions all over the continent, from the Arab
pring in North Africa, to South African workers’ strikes, to Senegal’s
political protests. These demonstrations have been organized in the wake
ul severe poverty, housing inadequacies, and cuts in public services due
I neoliberal economic policies that African governments continue to im-
slement (Manji 2012). There have also been responses to social injustices
Ike violence against women, conflict, and attacks on minority popula-
tlons, such as albinos in East and Central Africa. In Tunisia, El Général
and his song “Rayyes Lebled” (“The President”) are credited with play-
Ing a key role in the 2011 Tunisian revolution (Mangialardi 2013). The
song took aim at the corruption, poverty, and police brutality in the coun-
Ity (Mangialardi 2013). In Burkina Faso and Senegal protests flared up in
2011, in part among youth frustrated by local conditions (Ekine 2012). In
Burkina Faso hip hop artists have joined the voices of protestors in speak-
Ing up on education, health care, and the increased migrations out of
Burkina Faso across the Sahara (Kiinzler 2011). Artists like Smocky and
F'aso Kombat have championed change and have often invoked the
words of Thomas Sankara in criticisms of the current regime. In Senegal
popular protests helped unseat President Abdoulaye Wade in 2012. Hip
hop artists, forming the coalition Yen a’Marre, took to the streets and the
microphone to participate in important changes in that country. Some of
these Senegelase artists later joined with Gambian artists to release the
song and video “Against Impunity,” aimed at Gambia’s President Yahya
Jammeh. Jammeh'’s regime has been heavily criticized for its authoritar-
lanism, corruption, poverty, and repression of free speech (Saine 2008).
The song and video went viral in 2012 as one of the more high-profile
public criticisms of the president.

Female hip hop artists have been outspoken on a number of social
Issues. Though they represent a minority in hip hop, their presence adds
different voices and perspectives to discussions on social change. Sene-
pal’s Sister Fa has dedicated much of her career and music to fighting
female genital cutting (FGC) in Senegal. Through her music and activism
she has been able to get several groups in southern Senegal to take steps
in abolishing the practice, including her village Thionck Essyl (Fa 2012).
In Zimbabwe, female hip hop artist Black Bird is a young activist and
artist heavily involved in that country’s hip hop community. In 2011 she
released the song “Prayer for Somalia” as part of a fundraising campaign
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i their uhuru (freedom) fight and Kenya’s eventual independence in
1963 (2001). For some artists, going back to the past to remember mo-
ments in history have helped groups address their present-day situation.
In Kenya artists engage in the heroism of the Mau Mau revolution using
thelr songs to reinterpret the unfinished uhuru messages as it relates to
the fight of their forefathers. There are many hip hop artists that are using
the stage and studios to voice their political and social musical messages
I educate and remind the masses of past and present challenges in Afri-
i, Interestingly, they would also use hip hop to connect generations of
tontestation and seek broader alliances for their movement for social
thange. Hip hop music, revolutionary music, and the flows of social
movements can take on many different forms, but they all play a role in
sgnaling a time for Africa’s reawakening.
African hip hop artists are questioning “how to go to the next level of
the struggle” (Richard Mawasi (Guru Gang), personal communication,
October 2013). This analysis and reflection reveal the convoluted nature
of liberation. The human rights, independence, and decolonization goals
of the 1960s and 1970s have not been fully realized in Africa with many
(Juestioning the existing economic disparities and landlessness making
hip hop appealing for many of the urban, poor, young, and unemployed
listeners who want change. Conscious hip hop artists are offering an
outlet, using their political and social musical messages to educate, uplift,
unite masses, and solidify actions. Over the years, hip hop artists around
the world have given scholars a great deal to consider on how revolu-
tions, which are challenges to existing political and social structures, are
made and remade through art, music, and creative mobilization of the
youth. There is no one pattern for this struggle for social justice; the only
constant, ironically, is variability, diversity, and complexity. The hip hop
artist’s narratives shows the vastness, importance, and relevance of polit-
ical and social messaging as they give the masses not only words, beats,
and sounds of revolution but they offer the potential to also provide
listeners with the pledges and necessary commitments for change. This
energy and spirit should not be minimized.

Hip hop and social change is also being enhanced through globaliza-
tion, which is allowing faster and more frequent modes of communica-
tion. Technology allows the “it is time” message to spread faster. Social
exchanges between artists and their fans are rapid, as improved technolo-
gy has changed the frequency and level of interactions, encouraging the
fusion of movements and ideas. For example, the use of videos to com-
plement CDs allows artists to broaden, extend, and refine their conversa-
tions. And of course, cell phones allow for faster and more integrated
communication, helping to further link the world. The social media tech-
nology like Facebook, the Internet, and YouTube are sources of interac-
tion between artists, fans, and other interested parties, allowing for more
exchanges and collaborations. Technology is helping foster this type of
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il the microphone and participated in citizen protests and acts of
lisobedience. In Kenya hip hop artists have participated in social
| political change in Kenya for years. Their adaptation of the Mau Mau
lisophy has translated into a movement that extends beyond music.
(0 2010, protests in North Africa and, to a lesser extent, Senegal have
wile headlines. In these areas hip hop artists have led protests and con-
Wently suffered from government-sponsored violence including ar-
Wls and torture.
- Laroline Mose’s chapter examines Kenyan hip hop’s remembrance of
filcan independence movements, especially the Mau Mau freedom
Higple. She examines the group Kalamashaka’s song “Angalia Saa”
{ heck the Time”) and its treatment of pre- and post-independent vio-

Iice committed against Kenyans, especially women, in their opposition

social and political conditions in Kenya. Recent years have seen in-

“ivased interest in the Mau Mau struggle in Kenya. Outside of Kenya the

Mau Mau struggle has long been an inspiration to Diasporic commu-
Nities, especially Rastafarian communities, which adopted the hair lock-

Iy, style of the Mau Mau freedom fighters (Kuumba and Ajanaku 1998;

Dash 2006). Mose’s piece, “Hip Hop Halisi: Continuities of Heroism on
the African Political Landscape,” focuses on how African colonial and
jiosteolonial figures are held up as heroes within Kenyan hip hop. Using
the group Ukoo Flani Mau Mau (UFMM) as an example, Mose's piece
argues that in their recalling of these past and current African heroes,
LJFMM position themselves as the inheritors of the torch that these lead-
ers have passed on. Mose’s piece also examines the ideas of “keeping it
real” and “underground” in hip hop, and juxtaposes these concepts with
the trajectory of UFMM's position in Kenyan hip hop. Finally Mose gives
attention to the treatment of women within conscious hip hop. Mose
describes the constrictions placed on women nominated for hero status,
and the dichotomy of the urban whore and the saint who preserves
African traditions.

In Senegal the group Y’en A Marre (Enough is Enough) was formed in
part by hip hop artists calling for change. Sheba Lo’s chapter, “Building
Our Nation: Senegalese Hip Hop Artists as Agents of Social and Political
Change,” looks at the social movement that emerged out of the Senegal-
ese community during the country’s last presidential election, particular-
ly the Y’en A Marre movement, which was led by hip hop artists. Lo
discusses the political role of hip hop artists that helped affect the out-
come of the presidential election. The realized political power of these
artists became evident with the 2000 presidential elections and helped
turn the artists into active participants in Senegal’s political process. Lo
also looks at the role of hip hop artists in addressing controversies with
the country’s Islamic schools, the annual floods that devastate commu-
nities in Dakar, and the hip hop news program Journal Rappe. Lo also
takes a brief look at the diversity within Senegalese hip hop and how the
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i after the violent attack at the Westgate shopping mall. Many used
Alwli voices to both condemn the attacks, as well as hold the government
Mitountable for its handling of tragedy. In Senegal artists have spoken
Wil about the failure of the government to alleviate poverty. And in Tan-
~#ihla female emcees have challenged gender roles and stereotypes im-
pised on them by both hip hop and Tanzanian culture.

] Ihe section starts with the essay “How Hip Hop Impacts Social
- Lhange in Africa” by Tanzanian emcee and writer Malle Marxist. As a
~ young writer and artist Malle’s essay reflects on the traditions of social
tunsciousness in hip hop in Tanzania, a foundation that was laid by early
#incees. Malle further elaborates on the impact of hip hop on social con-
Mlousness and in the lives of the youth in Tanzania.

Mich Nyawalo’s chapter, “Redefining the Struggle: Remembering the
Mau Mau through Hip Hop Music,” takes on the memory of the Mau
Mau uprising in Kenya. Nyawalo argues that through hip hop the per-
sonae of Mau Mau fighters are remembered. In addition, this remem-
brance informs contemporary discussions of the Mau Mau. Nyawalo’s
thapter compares the freedom songs produced during the Mau Mau
movement with the hip hop songs produced by Kalamashaka, founders
ol the Ufoo Flani Mau Mau collective. Nyawalo also deals with the pan-
ethnic appeal of hip hop in a country where music tastes is divided along
othnic lines.

Shaheen Ariefdien and Rico Chapman’s chapter, “Hip Hop, Youth
Activism and the Dilemma of Colored Identity in South Africa,” presents
tesearch on anti-apartheid and post-apartheid struggles through the lens
ol hip hop. This chapter looks at the influence of black consciousness and
I"an Africanism on youth activism in South African hip hop, details the
Influence of hip hop on anti-apartheid activists, and finally addresses the
complex question of racial identity within South African hip hop. The
chapter’s primary focus is on the activists and their involvement in anti-
apartheid and post-apartheid social moevements.

Asligul Berktay’s chapter, “Beyond Y’en a Marre: Pikine’s Hip Hop
Youth Say “Enough is Enough” and Pave the Way for Continuous Social
Change,” also focuses on the activism of Senegalese hip hop artists. Rath-
er than focusing on Y’en A Marre, Berktay looks at social engagement
among hip hop artists who were outside of the Y’en A Marre movement.
Berktay looks at the conditions in the poor suburbs of Dakar that gave
rise to these artists/activists and how they used their music to bring about
social change. Both Lo and Berktay’s chapters highlight different aspects
of one of the most politically charged hip hop scenes in the world.

Msia Kibona Clark’s chapter, “Gender Representations among Tanza-
nian Female Emcees,” examines the cultural politics of women’s access to
hip hop in Tanzania. The chapter examines how aspects of both hip hop
culture and Tanzanian culture act to determine women’s access to hip
hop through gendered stereotypes, unequal power distribution, and con-
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lohn Idriss Lahai’s chapter, “The Musicoscapes of a Country in Tran-
sitlon: Cultural Identity, Youth Agency, the Emergent Hip Hip Culture,
i the Quest for Sociopolitical Change in Sierra Leone,” examines youth
Inleractions with hip hop today, more than ten years after the end of the
¢Ivil war. Much has been written regarding the use of hip hop during the
(il war in Sierra Leone (Beah 2007; Utas and Jorgel 2008; Prestholdt
2009). In his chapter, Lahai examines how Sierra Leonian youth today are
\ning hip hop to have post-war discussions on social and political
thanges in the country. Lahai contends that the youth in Sierra Leone are
pushing social consciousness in their music and are using hip hop music
and culture to argue for progressive social change. In addition, Lahai
looks at the rift that emerged in Sierra Leonean hip hop between those
that returned to Sierra Leone from abroad and those that stayed in the
tountry throughout the war.

Katharina Greven's piece, “Hip Hop and Sheng in Nairobi: Creating
Idlentity Markers and Expressing a Lifestyle,” addresses the new social
Identities emerging in Kenya in the wake of hip hop’s growth there.
Katharina specifically focuses on the importance of the further evolution
ol Sheng, a Kenyan dialect that incorporates English, Swahili, and local
languages. Katharina’s chapter examines the impact Sheng has had on
shifts in the way young Kenyans identify, and its implication for changes
In social identity in Kenya. Katharina uses the music of Kenyan hip hop
artist Abbas Kubaff to reveal the connection between Sheng and shifts in
social identity.

The afterword for this volume is titled “Reflections on Ni Wakati: Hip
IHop and Revolution,” by Kenyan hip hop pioneer Kamau Ngigi (aka
Kama) from the groups Kalamashaka and Ukoo Flani Mau Mau
(UFMM). The writing is a personal essay detailing Ngigi’s journey into
conscious hip hop and depicts the importance of the U.S. hip hop scene
on himself and other young Kenyans. Ngigi also examines the domestic
and international politics that influenced the politicization of both Ka-
lamashaka and UFMM. Given the influence of the work of Kalamashaka
on this project, this afterword also serves to bring the book full circle by
ending with important reflections of the journey of an African emcee

whose career and life have been dedicated to influencing social change.

CONCLUSION

Hip Hop and Social Change in Africa: Ni Wakati takes an important look at
what hip hop has had to say and how it has contributed to social change
in Africa. The book examines hip hop’s role in the remembrance of anti-
colonial struggles and leaders. These remembrances contribute to the di-
alogue over the relevance of those past struggles and the ideologies of
those past leaders on contemporary African society and politics. The
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