
Hip hop and Resistance: How does hip- hop act as a site of 

resistance to marginality in East Africa? 

 

No matter where you go in Africa, there is a prevailing sense of resilience and hope, even in the most 

marginalised communities. This resilience is necessary to operate in a post-colonial society where our social, 

economic and social structures are still reflective of the colonial structures. I want to be careful not to 

romanticise suffering but as Baldwin (1993:98-99) states, it is through ‘continually surviving the worst that life 

can bring that one eventually ceases to be controlled by a fear of what life can bring’. Hope is therefore 

essential way out of marginality. I want to use this paper to resist academic colonisation and the Eurocentric 

perspective that limits the way we view and understand the world. I therefore use Pan-African scholars and 

sources to highlight African-descended people’s voices and perspectives to analyse the relationship between 

hip-hop and resistance in East Africa- beginning with my title borrowed from bell hooks (1989), a civil rights 

activist in America. I also use this paper to develop an understanding of the importance of autoethnography in 

writing into history, people who have traditionally been excluded from academia. Thus writing myself- ‘the 

other’- into a history that has ignored the collective experiences of African peoples.  

 

‘Black people were able to create with their music an aesthetic community of resistance which in turn 

encouraged and nurtured a political community of active struggle for freedom.’ 

—Angela Davis (1990) Women, Culture, and Politics 

Hip-hop brings together a tangle of some of the most complex social, cultural, and political issues in society, 

emerging out of the Bronx in New York as a response to the increase in violence against African-American and 

Latina communities, post the civil rights movement. Two key elements of Hip Hop’s manifestation in New York 

continue as hip-hop spreads around the world, communal identity and resistance (Harris 2019:14). My 

research will aim to track the trajectory of hip-hop from its Western origins in the Bronx and map it against the 

historical development of this musical genre in East Africa. I will highlight the importance of oral culture in 

African and Afro-Diasporic music from the blues to traditional African poetry to demonstrate how hip hop is 

transcultural- a reflection of the collective experiences of African peoples. Building off Ntarangwi’s (2009) 

autoethnography, I will engage with the economic aspect of hip-hop as I argue that commoditisation does not 

always lead to alienation or an absence of meaning but rather can serve as a tool that enables agency. 

Furthermore, hip-hop can be used to foster a sense of inclusivity and resistance within marginalised 

communities. 

 

Methodology: 



I initially proposed to take a mixed methods approach including interviews to help inform my paper. However, 

due to practical and geographical reasons, it was difficult to arrange to speak to friends and acquaintances 

who have been actively involved either as artists or active listeners in the Hip-hop music scene in Kenya. 

Instead I have opted to write this paper as an autoethnography in order to engage with the themes through a 

reflexive and critical perspective based on my own embodied knowledge and personal experience as a Kenyan 

poet and artist. Ntarangwi (2009:20) argues that the East African artist plays a role in the representation of an 

African identity which: (i) Stands in contrast to Europe and the West both culturally and politically (ii) Is 

vernacular and traditional (iii) Cosmopolitan, holding on to its traditions whilst embracing transnationalism and 

transcultural realities. Artists therefore carry the burden of inspiring hope and a sense of pride for their East 

African listeners. Finally, I am taking a PanAfricanist approach with my criticism. Pan-Africanism was born, in 

action and social thought, as a reaction to slavery, Western colonialism, and the continuous mistreatment of 

Black and Brown people throughout the world (DaSylva 2019).  

 

The Terra Nullius law 
No man’s land 
They forgot to mention Mansa Musa- King of Mali 
First Library and University 
We knew the rhythm of the sun, When they still thought the earth was flat. 
When they were plagued with rats and famine, We were trading gold and fabrics. 
Lets not forget our Queens, Candace, Nefertiti, Yaa Ashantewa set the stage for  
Nkurumah, our brothers, Tom Mboya, killed like Dedan Kimathi, 
Terrorist,  
Muamar Gaddafi, 
Terrorist,  
Gold Dinnar could have set us free  
But they’d rather have us blind 
To the power we could have-if We all just realigned 
They created all these tribes. And forced us to subscribe 
Tax collection, make it easy,  
Set up borders using rulers, 
Wilhelm’s birthday…give him Kilimanjaro 
Straight lines split families 
Ancestor’s skulls in European museums.  
Poke and prod us even when we’re dead 
And that’s not even where it ends. 
  
Terra Nullius 
Terrorists turned a continent to scrambled eggs 
 
Yet they still think they saved us. 

 

I wrote these lyrics to emphasise the historical damage that colonialism did to the identity of Africans. 

Mainstream schooling teaches an acceptance of inferiority in our history. My aim was to highlight the richness 

and the historical resistance of the Continent which is often omitted from the history and philosophy they 

teach in schools. Western higher education continues to omit these histories and classrooms continue to be 

hostile environments to African students. Imperialism imposed Western values and epistemology in education 



and all aspects of African life, legitimising the authority of written text over oral literature (Da Sylva 2019:5). As 

a result, African cultures and oral traditions, considered backward and “primitive,” were vilified and degraded 

with the goal of colonising, not only African lands, but also African minds (ibid). This is why I decided to write 

this piece as an autoethnography. 

  

Autoethnography is an approach to research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyse 

(graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno) (Ellis, 2004; Holman 

Jones, 2005 cited in Ellis et al). Across different disciplines and especially with post-colonial and black feminist 

scholars such as Angela Davis, autoethnography is thriving. It is a way of writing myself, ‘the other’, into a 

history of anthropology that has either belittled, ignored or erased the shared cultural experiences of People 

of Colour. Anthropology is founded on a colonial doctrine and Western anthropologists traditionally 

exchanged their data with colonial governments who used it to understand how indigenous populations could 

be compromised. With more scholars of colour within the discipline, there has been a recognition that 

different kinds of people possess different assumptions about the world - a multitude of ways of speaking, 

writing, valuing and believing - and that conventional ways of doing and thinking about research were narrow, 

limiting, and parochial (Ellis et al). By acknowledging difference, which influences how we see and experience 

the world, autoethnography has the capacity to resist ‘mythical normative perspectives that don’t account for 

the diversity of race’ (Boylorn and Orbe 2014:18).  

 

Autoethnography has been criticised for its lack of objectivity and its supposed affirmation of the 

anthropologists power or confessional self-absorption rather than providing critical reflexivity. I challenge such 

criticisms as normative and essentialist, established in the 'Great White Man tradition' of white 

anthropologists studying other races (Oakley and Callaway 1992) and in the process aestheticising them. 

African scholars challenge and reject the idea of Eurocentric objectivity altogether (Da Sylva 2019:17). 

Historical objectivity is an impossible goal when history, as a study of the past and a discipline, is written and 

recounted by the victorious coloniser, who purposely leaves out the voices and experiences of the historically 

oppressed Other (ibid). A lot of my own understanding about the history and richness of Africa came from 

listening to artists such as Akala, a British rapper, who adapts a PanAfrican stance using Swahili in his writing: 

 

Maangamizi, meaning African hellacaust 
Because we paid a hell of a cost 
And don't really know what was lost 
And the process ain't ever stopped 
Since black civilization dropped 
Through internal greed and external plot 
Same ones that taught the Ancient Greeks 
Greece and Rome helped to bring to their knees 

 

Throughout my reading for this paper, I discovered that my learning about history in this way was not a novel 

experience and that Hip-hop is a tool that is intended to educate disenfranchised youth with little or no access 

to formal education- not just about our history but about our perceptions of Africa (Da Sylva 2019). From hip-



hop legends such as 2Pac and Jay-Z to modern artists such as Akala, artists use hip-hop as a tool of education. 

Ntarangwi (2009) calls to attention how Africa’s image is constructed through western media to evoke 

negative perceptions such as corrupt governments… ‘The mother of HIV, wife beatings, and other problems 

such as alcohol abuse. A black man on TV is so dark its like he has been smeared with GV’ (Poxi Presha, ‘Salsa 

Afrique’ cited in (Ntarangwi 2009: 20). Hip- hop Therefore challenge Western perceptions and bear the role of 

creating positive representations of African culture whilst challenging the Western perception of the 

Continent. My methodology is therefore reflective of the resistance embodied in the genre I have chosen to 

study because I strongly believe that ‘The master's tools will never dismantle the master's house’ (Lorde 1981). 

 

Context: Black Noise or Necessary Noise 

Culture plays a significant role in defining what constitutes the difference between music and noise as the 

auditory self is an embedded self that responds subjectively to sound (Born:2013). African or Afrodiasporic 

music has a history in the West of being met with disdain and is often considered noise in its inception. 

Adorno’s (1989) criticism of jazz exemplifies the complexities in the analysis of black music when confined to 

the ‘Great White Man Tradition’.  Repetition is not only important in hip-hop but played an important role in 

the development of jazz. However, Adorno (1989:46-47) criticises the use of repetition in the consistency of 

the bassline and argues that ‘The jazz sound itself however, is determined not through one specific instrument, 

but functionally: it is determined by the possibility of letting the rigid vibrate…by the opportunity to produce 

interferences between the rigid and the excessive’. Adorno (1989) aims to highlight repetition as repressive 

and although it is important to recognise the logic of massified culture in late capitalist societies, this 

interpretation of jazz as ‘rigid’ can be criticised as it reduces repetition to a repressive industrial force (Rose 

1994:71). Adorno further criticises the subjective expression of jazz, created through improvisation and 

‘breaks’. These breaks were significant in the evolution of African American music because it established a 

trend that would spread into hip-hop, soul and disco. Rose (1994) argues that this subjective structure allows 

for the expression of musical freedom beyond Western classical music tradition. This subjectivity therefore 

aligns black music with a certain sonic power and presence (Rose 1994).  

 

DeNora (2000: 1-3) praises Adorno in the introduction of Music in Everyday Life, emphasising the innovation in 

approaching music as ‘active in – and not merely determined by – social life’- emphasising his ingenuity in 

discovering how music consumption was an active and not merely a passive act. DeNora (2000) goes so far as 

to claim that this perspective offers one of the ‘greatest contributions to the understanding of culture, in so far 

as it has provided concepts and descriptions of how aesthetic materials come to have social ‘valency’ in and 

through their circumstances of use’. DeNora (2000) highlights how through his analysis on Arnold Schoenberg 

(a classical pianist I had to Google), Adorno presented the notion that music had the capacity to foster ‘critical 

consciousness’ because its materials were organised in ways that countered convention and habit—insofar as 

it remains within the ‘Great White Man Tradition’ (Adorno 1989 cited in DeNora 2000:1). DeNora (2000) offers 

some criticism on Adorno’s approach as failing to provide a means through ‘which its tantalizing claims can be 



evaluated’ (Ibid). I question whether it is because his approach to critical consciousness exists within the 

bounds of the ‘Great White Man Tradition’, contributing to an understanding of western culture and not the 

‘greatest contribution(s) to the understanding of culture (in general). I question how a ‘critical consciousness’ 

can be attained by thinking within the limits of such traditions. African peoples have always had a critical 

consciousness, otherwise we never would have rebelled against colonialism, slavery, racism and would have 

simply remained shackled to white western standards. By focusing on the interaction between composer’s 

subjectivity and musical text, Adorno’s analysis of music provides only a weak theorisation of the relations 

between autonomous music and broader sociohistorical processes, in which the social appears primarily in its 

metabolisation in musical form (Born 2005:12). 

 

When music begins to challenge one’s ontological security- or in the words of Rose (1994) ‘sonic territory’- it is 

deemed as noise. Hip-hop is often misinterpreted (especially by Western media) as being unintelligible yet 

aggressive sounding, not because of its composition but because of its subjective and cultural interpretation 

(1994:63). From this reasoning, hip-hop would indeed appear to be noise. However, to conclude this would 

eliminate the collective social purpose of Afrodiasporic music as a vehicle for coded communication (Rose 

1994:62). Adorno (1989) dismisses this collective purpose as illusory and a perpetuation of alienation through 

its production and distribution. This may be true to a certain extent as Afrodiasporic music often becomes 

appropriated through industry. However, Rose (1994:64) highlights, the contemporary popular music realm is 

a space founded by Afrodiasporic sounds and multicultural hybrids of them. This is evident from the 

development rock and roll. Furthermore, Adorno’s argument against jazz and the appropriation or 

misinterpretation of Afrodiasporic music emphasises how western classical music continues to serve as the 

primary intellectual and legal standard and point of reference for real musical complexity and composition 

(Rose 1994:64). Therefore, whilst western academics uncover the agentic principals of music, Afrodiasporic 

music has prevailed as a vehicle for coded communication and collective consciousness throughout history and 

today (Rose 1994:62). 

 

Critical consciousness is essential for African and Hip-hop scholars to dismantle the psychological violence that 

was imposed on African peoples- and this is as far as I am willing to endorse any ideas of Adorno. Harris (2019) 

engages with this through ‘collective consciousness’; the voices of marginalised communities who experienced 

forced migration from Africa across the Atlantic. Dispossession and marginality created the diasporas from 

which people, ways of living, cultures and aesthetics come from and eventually merges together in New York 

around 1970, including Caribbean and Latina communities (ibid 14).  

 

Collective Consciousness: 

As a poet, a discussion we often have is what constitutes the difference between poetry and rap? For me, the 

difference is small to non-existent. Poetry is not merely expressive but also persuasive, whilst also passing 

wisdom and intimacy between those who benefit the least from the system (Abu-Lugod 2016:241). Classical 



poets, readers and writers may criticise this view and argue that poetry that doesn’t follow a ‘proper’ form- as 

Adorno criticises jazz for- cannot be categorised in the same way that poetry which follows a ‘proper’ form. 

However, African American writers such as bell hooks, Audre Lorde and Langston Hughes  revolutionised ‘free 

form’ in their writing embedding the essence of freedom through their structures- this not only bears parallels 

to the form of rap, but embeds this ‘critical consciousness’ into the very act of writing: 

 
And look down upon the town 
Where you are yet a slave. 
Look down upon any town in Carolina 
Or any town in Maine, for that matter, 
Or Africa, your homeland— 
And you will see what I mean for you to see— 
             The white hand: 
             The thieving hand. 
             The white face: 
             The lying face. 
             The white power: 
             The unscrupulous power 
That makes of you 
The hungry wretched thing you are today. 

      (Remember- Langston Hughes) 

 

 

 
The critical is the collective in expressions of African and Afro-diasporic art- united in the conditions of 

marginality through generations that were subject to slavery and colonisation- where freedom was not a right 

but a fight. Art unites the experiences of marginalised groups and Harris goes so far as to state that ‘hip-hop 

has always been global’ (Harris 2019)- indigenous people have always expressed themselves through orality to 

express beliefs, fears and superstition through song and dance (ibid). Hip-hop is therefore a continuation of 

Indigenous traditions; drawing people into a new relationship with cultural practices that have a history far 

longer than those of current popular music (ibid 38). 

 

The most obvious way that this can be understood in the context of hip-hop is through the bassline- the beat, 

the drums. The importance of the bass in hip hop demonstrates a triumph over a time where slaves were 

banned from using drums in fears that they might be able to communicate through them (Rose 1994). The 

beats therefore carry within them a coded message of resilience and communicates a new found sense of 

agency post slavery. Further developments in technology have allowed the creation of lower register sounds to 

be played louder and forced sound engineers to revise their mixing strategies to accommodate black cultural 

priorities (Rose 1994:79). Lower register bass is highlighted as being a ‘car speaker destroyer’ (Rose 1994:75) 

and one could interpret this as noise, but it emphasises the rootedness of this genre in shattering the 

conditions of slavery. 

 



Professor X breaks it down this way: “Because, via the drum it connects our African genes whether we are 

conscious of our connections or not” (cited in Harris 2019). Aside from the coded messages in the drums, there 

is a coded language embedded in African and Afro-diasporic music, symbols, or signs that expressed actual 

sentiments without the risk of retribution (Bonnette 2015). Bonnette (2015:32) gives the example of the 

Underground Railroad where, for example, the song ‘‘Go Down Moses’’ alerted slaves seeking escape to the 

impending arrival of Harriet Tubman (who led over three hundred enslaved Africans to freedom) (ibid). The 

agentic values of African and Afro-diasporic music are undeniable in the way that it deploys interactive agency 

endowed with particular aesthetic propensities (Born 2005:32).  

 

Hip-hop is therefore not just a commoditiy, it’s not just consumption, it’s an expression of our identities of 

resistance. Furthermore, by understanding the idea of collective consciousness, it becomes clear how hip-hop 

is not bound to space or time. Harris (2019) demonstrates this through Keyes (2004) exploration of ‘nyama’- 

the ‘energy of action’. Keyes (2004) explains how when traditional African bards performed, they released a 

powerful force called nyama, which is ‘the energy of action’. Nyama contains transmutational power to change 

humans and the material (Ibid). Since energy can never be created or destroyed, rather it can only be 

transferred, this African transformational energy that exists outside of space and time eventually manifested in 

the Bronx in the early 1970’s (Harris 2019). 

 

Africanisation or essentialisation? 

I grew up listening to artists such as Wyre (Necessary Noize) and Wahu on the radio, and many Kenyans still 

dance to the ‘old school’ hip-hop in nightclubs. East African hip-hop often blends musical genres such as 

Lingala and reggae and lyrics are often interchanged between Swahili and English. The production, 

consumption and circulation of hip-hop highlights the intersubjective negotiation between the global and the 

local as it is a music form that transcends national and regional identities to embrace a global collective 

identity. East African hip hop artists ‘indigenise’ significant elements of hip-hop culture from the west such as 

the conspicuous consumption of gold chains, ‘thug’ life, fast cars -- whilst retaining a sense of cultural identity 

and developing a localised version with a distinct identity (Ntarangwi 2009:17). In addition to the conditions of 

the local context, the particular community that forms the hip-hop culture determines how it takes on its 

unique character in that particular locale (Harris 2019). Harris (2019: 10) refers to this process as glocalization 

where: ‘The compression of the world - has involved and increasingly involves the creation and the 

incorporation of locality, processes which themselves largely shape, in turn, the compression of the world as a 

whole’. 

 

One cannot confine East Afrian hip-hop to a style, content or identity that is located in one geographic state or 

that links one ethnic group (Ntarangwi 2009). Furthermore, East African Hip-hop artists are often endorsed by 

the government rather than scolded. Tanzanian musician Professor Jay was honored -alongside a former prime 

minister and ambassador- for contributing to social progress, particularly good governance (ibid: 70). There is a 



sense of social responsibility that is carried by artists who know they reach a wide audience- especially the 

youth. Professor Jay uses the song ‘Msinitenge’ to speak on his experience of being infected with AIDS thereby 

breaking the stigma and encouraging people to have conversations on this prominent issue in Africa 

(Ntarangwi 2009:109).  

Many of you despise AIDS patients 
You laugh at me, why don’t you go get tested? 

If you really care, go to the testing center 
Save your children by declaring your status 

-Professor Jay, ‘Msinitenge (Don’t abandon me) 

 

East African Hip- hop musicians construct an African identity through the ‘vernacularisation’ of dominant 

western cultural ideologies while also remaining rooted in their own traditions (Ntarangwi 2009:14). In this 

way, hip-hop culture has become localised through a process of reinterpretation and redeployment; becoming 

a way to initiate dialogue, express lived experiences, tell collective stories, and enact youth agency (Petty and 

Marsh 2011). Just as music does not merely act upon the individual as a stimulus (DeNora 2000:44), individuals 

do not just passively endure their marginality, as they actively shape and make a model of their existence 

through hip-hop.  

With the example of jazz music, commoditisation led to the appropriation of black music to make it more 

palatable and profitable in the wider market. This is exemplified by the fact that the first jazz record was 

recorded by a white band (the Original Dixieland Jazz Band) (Attali 1985). ‘The economic appropriation of jazz 

by whites resulted in the imposition of a very Westernized kind of jazz, moulded by white music critics and 

presented as music "accessible to the Western musical ear" -in other words, cut off from black jazz, allowing it 

to reach the white youth market’ (Attali 1985:104). Similarly in hip-hop, Vanilla Ice- ‘the Elvis of Rap’- plays a 

similar role in appealing to the ‘white youth market’, his image was sold under the false pretence of his 

economic background, love life and his songs origin to ‘sell’ the image of hip- hop (Hess 2005). The impact on 

commodification not only on jazz but also on hip-hop has been two fold. It has to a certain extent alienated the 

Black artists from their music whilst at the same time from their market and profit. However, commodification 

has increased access to hip-hop globally and has continued to inspire and influence individuals across cultural 

boundaries.  

Essentialism and appropriation often go hand in hand and hooks (1999:14) argues ‘appropriation of the 

marginal voice threatens the very core of self-determination and free self expression for exploited and 

oppressed people’. The argument she makes implies that if the expression of identity is done within the 

structures of the ruling groups who control production and distribution, then it is easy for the ‘marginal voice’ 

to be lost in the needs of the majority group  (hooks 1999:14). This further alienates those on the margins from 

their authentic expression of self. However, if we are to apply this argument to the study of hip-hop in East 

Africa, we are dismissing the role of individuals as active agents in shaping their message and style of 

performance as Ntarangwi (2009) emphasises. It also undermines the hybridity of hip-hop and its foundation 

as a tool of coded communication (Rose 1994). DeNora (2000) articulates this view as reductionist as it 



presents aestheticization from a perspective of disenchantment. To be an agent, DeNora (2000) argues, is not 

merely the exercise of free will, rather it is the ability to possess some capacity for social action and its modes 

of feelings (Ibid 153). This is not to dismiss the contributions of works from race scholars such as hooks (1999), 

but rather a call to engage in reflexivity when engaging with cultural musical practices. 

 

Therefore it can be argued that when African artists project a commodified identity based off of western 

images (chains, watches, cars), they show the contested nature of identity by providing a platform for its  

performative and fluid nature (Ntaarangwi 2009:40). This approach calls for a level of reflexivity on part of East 

African artists to understand their positionality in the margin not as one that is unchangeable and devoid of 

agency and to use their platform for positive social change. Adapting the rebellious tone of rap lyrics which is 

embedded in social critique, East African hip-hop artists can use their position in the margin to challenge the 

dominant ideology (Kidula 2012). An essentialised African culture can therefore be argued not simply as 

reflective of the reification of groups or communities that could resort in orientalism (Said 1980). Rather, an 

essentialised African culture and identity can be a tool to resist a system marked by increased western cultural 

hegemony built on a historical process of contact and conquest across geographical, cultural and political 

boundaries (Ntarangwi 2009:2). 

 

Conclusion: 

Hip-hop has brought a voice to a segment of the community that was often alienated and dismissed allowing 

urban youth to detail their stories and lives, at a time when they often saw distorted images of themselves in 

media, as portrayed by politicians and other leaders (Bonnette 2015).Contrary to popular belief in discussions 

on appropriation and commoditisation marginalised and dominated subjects and groups strategically mobilise 

hip-hop as a political tool for cultural survival (Ntarangwi 2009:39). Aesthetic materials such as music are part 

of the process through which the capacity to articulate and experience feeling is achieved and located on a 

social plane (DeNora 2000). 

 

To be aestheticized is to be capacitated, to be able to perceive or to use one’s senses, to be awake as opposed 
to anaestheticized, dormant or inert. (DeNora 2000:153) 

 
This raises important debates in approaches to aesthetics; to find a conceptual space that builds on feminism 

and post-colonial theory, without reducing artistic form to the transcendent or to the ideological (Prior 

2011:123). This marks a move from Bourdieusian categorisations of society which places the aesthetic object 

in a network of social forces and determinants (Prior 2011:122).   

Hip hop acts as a medium that allows marginalised groups in East Africa to play out social change through 

exercising their agency against the backdrop of a globalised culture and market. Hip-hop brings together a 

tangle of some of the most complex social, cultural, and political issues in society. It is part of the black 

collective memory incorporating jazz, soul and blues (Rose 1994) but has been transformed by its 



commoditisation and appropriation by popular culture. The messages communicated in hip-hop always offer 

more than one cultural, social, or political viewpoint (Rose 1994:2). Hip-hop artists are storytellers and can use 

their voices to elevate those in the margins around them as Professor Jay demonstrates. With the advances in 

technology and the increasing demand for Afro pop music, the future of hip-hop appears to be one that carries 

the ‘nyama’ of resistance through generations to come. I conclude with a snippet of a poem I wrote called 

Nabii (prophets): 

We are the storytellers of our history,  
Soothsayers of Mystery,  
We face the future with uncertainty  
Live a present far from glittery  
We capture the moments,  
Snippets of life  
No matter how much we doubt the truth. 
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