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“[Ancient] Griots would accompany kings into battterecord their deeds and sing their

praises, so they were brave, they were militantlajjaappers have become militants, so
there is again no difference.”

-Fadda Freddy of Daara J Family

“The role of the griot and the role of the rappexr @ompletely different, we are nothing
alike. Ancient griots served kings and modern grimiaise rich people and serve

politicians. We are the opposite—we serve the meapghinst the politicians, we are the
voice of the voiceless.”

-Thiat of Keur Gui
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Abstract

This essay interrogates the ubiquitous troping agper-as-modern-griot, both as it
circulates through HipHop studies outside of Aframad as it has been appropriated by
some West Africans as a means of asserting theH®ép authenticity against the
Amerocentric paradigm. While scholars have addredbés latter phenomenon, the
contrary position of a critical mass of SenegaléipHoppers has hitherto gone
undocumented. My interviews and extensive partitigdoservation with rappers across
Senegal has uncovered a perspective contrastimglgheth the received interpretation
of rapper-as-modern-griot. These artists locateir tHéipHop authenticity in a
counterhegemonic politics antithetic to their petmn of griot practice. By contrasting
these perspectives with a critical review of theatarly treatment of rapper-as-modern-
griot 1 expose an under-recognized dissonance emgn&om the respective social
positionalities of griot and HipHop subjectivitieRecognizing and addressing such
contradictions are key for advancing anti-essastiphn-African solidarity in the interest
of social justice.

One consequence of the paucity of continental Afrifocus in global HipHdpstudies
has been the failure to interrogate how reifiediamst of African culture continue to
circulate in the literature. HipHop studies grousde lived African experience offer
opportunities to supplant romanticism with realityservice of social justice and global
African liberation. P. Khalil Saucier’s edited vale Native Tongues: an African Hip-
Hop Reader(2011) is a welcome corrective to HipHop scholgyshirelative lack of
continental attention. At its time of publicatioih,was perhaps only the second book-
length treatment of HipHop in Africa—after Mwendgakbngwi’sEast African Hip-Hop
(2009). In the anthology’'s foreword, Murray Formamvokes this imbalance. He
acknowledges that “Africa has long been definettipshop's ‘ground zero,’ the original
site of the drum and dance from which hip-hop wasli Yet, he argues, Africa as a
trope—without deep engagement with its living higte-casts it “as the wellspring of an
innate black cultural aesthetic that reverberatesss time and the diaspora, producing a
single essentialist cultural continuum that is wipematically traced through the creative
arts” (Forman 2011, xi.lronically, one of the most ubiquitous examplestti one-
dimensional troping of Africa in HipHop studies erpetuated inNative Tongues
namely, the un-nuanced reading of rappers as “modaots” (Appert 2011; Saucier
2011, xviii).

Indeed, this troping in HipHop studies is part ofaeger phenomenon of appropriation
that Stephen Belcher identifies as a “mythos [that} attaches to griots, who have come

to symbolize all that is positive about the preadon of the past in African oral
tradition” (2004, 172).
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He continues,

Many of the features that define a griot in thegimal West African context are lost in
translation: questions of hereditary and ambigusesgial status, ...questions of
behavioral norms, the relations of griots and postarctures. These elements are lost [in
part] ...because they attach to a less idealize@isi the griot.... Yet these features
should also draw our attention, for in West Afriteey are common to the institution
across ethnohistorical lines[.] (2004, 173)

Recognizing these complications, | set out to deitee how Senegalese HipHoppers
grapple with the tensions inherent in the rappergast analogy. My participant

observation included formal and informal intervieasd discussions with over one
hundred artists, who overwhelmingly dissented fritv@ trope. Their objections were
framed largely in recognition of the definitive a#bn “of griots and power structures”

and their contrasting perceptions of rappers asteoidnegemonically aligned. This
criticism resonates with a perspective on griot jettivity well established in the

literature on griots but elided in scholarship fingirapperdas modern griots. | proceed
by reading the scholarly depiction of rappers asleno griots against the literature on
griots themselves and in contrast to the widespriemigh not unanimous, rejection of
the notion by Senegalese emcees. | then suggest thiswdevelopment invites a
constructive re-articulation of HipHop identity Afiican diasporic activism.

While this article uncovers an under-recognizetiotsim of the rapper-as-griot analogy
that undercuts a particular essentialist interpistaof HipHop’s Africanness, it opens
the space for a more activist affirmation of thensaclaim. My work is theoretically
grounded in a materialist social constructionismat ttecognizes race and the attendant
identities of African and European to be co-cordgwof the inseparable conjuncture of
modernity and coloniality (Hesse 2007; Iton 200Bdllowing Du Bois, such a view
recognizes Pan-African solidarity and identity ascessarily based in collective anti-
colonial struggle as opposed to the recovery ossedion of a pre-colonial racial or
cultural commonality (Eschen 1997, 4-5). Accordngransnational HipHop identity
rooted in such struggle may be seen as fundamgrittican by way of its political and
cultural commitment rather than a supposed prertal@ontinuity. This view in no way
diminishes the vital importance of the study of-podonial Africa for its own sake, for
the general decolonization of historical knowledge,for the ways it can shape and
inform our perspectives on present identities amtteamporary societies. Black culture is
crucial for Black liberation, but we must followitikers like Frantz Fanon and Amilcar
Cabral in conceiving of culture as dynamic, congimg and continually constructed
rather than as an artifact unproblematically recatie from the past (Collins 2006, 102—
3).

158

The Journal of Pan African Studjesl.6, no.3, September 2013



In expressing dissent from the association of reppéth the specific institution of

griotism, Senegalese HipHoppers do not reject theader co-relation of HipHop

aesthetics with those multifarious aspects of Afniculture that, according to Belcher,
the griot mythos is sometimes reductively used yimimlize. Rather, they reject the
strategy of authentication through a reified African in favor of forging a diasporic

HipHop identity rooted in anti-colonial struggle.

David Toop’sThe Rap Attack1984), the first book-length contribution to what
has become HipHop studies, posits an unbrokentitvadof verbal dexterity traceable
through U.S. Black artists and styles of the twethtcentury—and then jumps-“all the
way to the griots of Nigeria and the Gambia” (1989). He describes the griot as a
member of a West African caste of musicians, preslip “associateavith a village but
now an increasingly independent 'gun for hire', vdoonbines the functions of living
history book and newspaper with vocal and instruadewirtuosity.” Griots are
recognized as oral bearers of culture and commbisabry, through the meticulous
learning and recital of traditional songs, but afsasters of extemporizing on current
events and chance incidents with “devastating” ‘@manidable” local knowledge (1984,
31-2). Arguably, the parallels with HipHop cultuaee fairly obvious here, and HipHop
practitioners, journalists, and academics havéétonto the analogy. HipHop studies is
replete with affirmations of HipHoppers as moderiotg, though the vast majority of
these references are no more than gestures—Aftidéure as a mere trope (e.g., George
2011, 45; Shusterman 2011, 460; Potter 1995, 11igy, Aorahim, and Pennycook 2008,
1; Pennycook and Mitchell 2008, 34; Strode and W20d7, 1; Hoch 2007, 353; Niang
2006, 172; Osumare 2007). Yet, with the sole exceptf Patricia Tang’s recent work
(2012), even in the more considered comparisoresafby Geneva Smitherman (1997),
Cheryl Keyes (2002), and Catherine Appert (201i9¢cahtinuities are not considered
alongside the similarities. However, if the paraliere evident in Toop’s outline above,
so, already, should have been some of the diffegen€ according to Toop, the griot’s
“previous” association was with the village—moresgifically as ‘clients’ of nobles in
pre-colonial societies—this was a key position fomintenance of the status quo
(Leymarie-Ortiz 1979; Panzacchi 1994; Johnson, Hate Belcher 1997; Belcher 2004;
Mbaye 2011). By contrast, HipHop’s de facto starsceverwhelmingly interpreted as
that of dissident social critic. Alternatively, thgosition of “hired gun” contradicts
HipHop’s avowed commitment to “keep it redltd speak truth to power irrespective of
interests or outcomes. There is no question tleagtiot and the rapper share similarities
in aesthetic repertoire. However, their respectsarial stances—historically and
presently—are diametrically distinct.
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Perhaps the most prominent cl8iacross writing on global HipHop is that the cudtur
represents the voice of the voiceless. In otherdsjothere is broad consensus that
HipHop is adopted and adapted around the world ifferdnt groups of youth—
marginalized in their particular ways—and deploys®d as to counter their
marginalization (Perkins 1996; Mitchell 1996; Bettir2Z000; Mitchell 2002; Basu and
Lemelle 2006; Condry 2006; Chang 2007; Alim, Ibrahiand Pennycook 2008; Perry
2008; Ntarangwi 2009; Terkourafi 2012; Saucier 20dang 2006; Strode and Wood
2007; Appert 2011). Indeed, prominent African Aman commentators such as Nelson
George and Michael Eric Dyson have lamented th&t HipHop appears to have lost its
way in contrast to the global iterations that remabunterhegemonic (George on
“HipHop Vs. America” 2008; Dyson cited in Terkour@aD12; see also Asante 2009). In
one way or another, the literature overwhelmingharacterizes disparate HipHop
communities as performing so many variations onttiene of “Fight the Power.” In
stark contrast, studies of griot history and practiescribe what Thomas Hale calls “the
natural affinity of griots [for] those who hold pital power” (Hale 1998, 122).

If Toop’s opening treatment of the rapper-as-modgrat analogy only hinted at a
dissonant undercurrent, this conflict is all therenapparent when he revisits the topic.

He writes,

[a]lthough they are popularly known as praise siaggriots might combine appreciation
of a rich employer with gossip and satire or tumaitt vocal expertise into an attack on the
politically powerful or the financially stingy. the hip-hop message and protest rappers
had an ancestry in the savannah griots, the Broagders, boasters and verbal abusers
are children of the black American word games knasnsignifying and the dozens.
(1984, 32)

The problem with this line of reasoning is thatimli@mg griots might occasionally turn
their skills against the wealthy admits their detdgposition as subserviently aligned with
power. The exception proves the rule. Far from dating any commonality, this
represents the opposite stance of the “protesterdpy/orse, there is no indication or
reason to suppose that such subversive griot megioces might be enacted for anything
other than personal gain. Indeed, when Paulla Aortldescribes “the double-edged
power of the jali’$ knowledge... [that] escapes no one” in West Afrisaniety, in much
the same terms as Toop, there is no suggestionstitét power might serve society’s
disadvantaged. Rather, she is clear, the jali paoniote the interests of a patron, or take
his information to please and flatter another patnath different ties and aspirations to
power” (Ebron 2002, 115). As scholars have notkd,driot’s supposed propensity for
such profiteering is precisely what accounts feirtdiminished prestige in contemporary
times among those who perceive them as parasiticnamipulative (Panzacchi 1994;
Diouf 1996; Belcher 2004).
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Toop’s weak connection is made all the more precarby the arbitrary juxtaposition of
lineages set up as mutually exclusive betweenignoon the one hand and “the dozens”
on the other. Of course, there is no less reassnppose the dozens itself to be rooted in
griot aesthetics than either ‘protest’ or ‘braggadorap. Further, griot performance, the
dozens, and braggadocio rap—relying as they doummoh, improvisation and insult—
have just as much in common with each other, alguabre, than griot performance has
with “protest rappers.” Thus, if the arguments adbed in this article for questioning the
concept of rappers as modern griots are persuaBdop’s particular association of griots
with “protest rappers” is all the more dubious. \Y#tis association arises again with
Appert, who remarks, “many rappers also directlyereto themselves as griots,
particularly when discussing the more overtly pcdik manifestations of Senegalese hip-
hop” (2011, 9). Though names and examples are mwided to support this assertion,
Appert specifies that most of the rappers she ce#sgle in the Dakar neighborhood of
Medina (2011, 15). Yet, | found that Medina’s mpsbminent HipHop artists, Simon,
Books of Sen Kumpé, and the duo 5iém UndergroumalIétter two are cited throughout
Appert’s article), all of whom are well known aslifioally engaged artists, not only
reject the notion that rappers are modern griots dm so by specifically invoking
HipHop’s commitment to social justice. Ironicalyiém Underground’s objection to the
trope involved caveating a correlation betweenghet practice of taasu and precisely
that side of rap that Toop and Appert dissociatenfgriots. For instance, G-Lee Bagdad
said, “Taasu and rap have similarities, especilth the rap that [is a bit obscene]...
because taasu speaks of obscenities as well, imaglgar, it talks about women, you
know, explicit sex, most of the time they're talgimabout stuff like that. So there is a
similarity with that side” (Bagdad and Njagn 2018gt, despite the mutual breaching of
taboos by some rappers and griots, 5iém Undergraangded that the two were
fundamentally distinct based on their contrastimgations to institutional political
power—as will be elaborated below. While affirmitite aesthetic convergences, this
group articulated a contrast that arose repeatediyy conversations with Senegalese
HipHoppers. On this view, the griot’s position igservience to, and advocacy for, the
powerful in exchange for patronage; by contrasipHdip’s stance is understood as
defiance and advocacy for ‘the people,” avowedigatng any overture to ‘sellout.’
Although these characterizations of the social cganof griot and rapper are well
established in the respective literatures, the aissicontrast between them has gone
largely unremarked by scholars who have compared ttho. Significantly, this
overlooked contrast is the basis on which a numbed perhaps a majority, of
Senegalese HipHoppers take issue with the notatréippers are modern griots.

161

The Journal of Pan African Studjesl.6, no.3, September 2013



In Senegal, where both HipHoppers and griots atigeam electoral politics, this is not
just a theoretical generalization. While the rapggegriot analogy may have its origins in
U.S.-based Afrocentricit}’ scholars have addressed how West African artiatee h
usefully appropriated it as a locally specific waly asserting HipHop authenticity—
against the common charge faced by HipHop comnasdutside the U.S., that rap is an
‘American thing’ (Omoniyi 2008, 117; Pennycook avdchell 2008; Lanzano 2008, 10;
Appert 2011; Tang 2012). At the same time, nowleee the opposed tendencies of
griots and HipHoppers more materially manifest tiarcontemporary Senegal. Griots
have played major roles in political campaignseast as far back as the extension of the
franchise to a majority of Senegalese in the dexaeieding up to independence from
France and likely much earli&r No party is without its griots and, as campaigtiies,
their participation has always been explicitly gam and unabashedly clientelistic
(Leymarie-Ortiz 1979; Panzacchi 1994; Gellar 200bhis accords with the longer
history of clientelism characteristic of griot ptige from the earliest accounts and across
ethnic lines (Hale 1998; Ebron 2002; Belcher 200Mbaye 2011). By contrast, for as
long as it has had an audible political voice, HipHop movement has on balance
remained avowedly unaligned (Herson 2000; Niang020Niang 2011). The HipHop
ethic as manifested in Senegal is explicitly angregsly non-partisan and anti-elitist,
whereas griot participation is the opposite on boohnts. In electoral politics, griots
align with candidates for material gain, while Higtlexpresses an antithetical ethos—
commitment to the people against institutional po{dang 2006, 179).

Since Appert and Tang have offered the most remeain-depth analyses of the modern-
griot trope as appropriated by Senegalese HipHagppbeir articles warrant detailed
consideration. There is much to appreciate in Apgpeavell written chapter, “Rapping
Griots,” including her approach to the study of Hgp as performed intertextuality
beyond the written text and inclusive of “discowrssurrounding hip-hop,” and her
recognition that the indigenizing impetus among €g@tese artists is simultaneously
accompanied by a dialogic identification with théiéan diaspora. Additionally, she
acknowledges HipHop’s roots in Black American sglegand the role it plays in framing
Senegalese rappers’ politics and practice (Apa&ti23,10). However, her invocation of
intertextuality is insufficient to resolve the coadictions she implicitly recognizes
between the notion of rappers as griots and th@dos self-conception as committed
activists, nor does it overcome the reified Africam upon which the rapper-as-griot
trope depends—a reification she rejects but heuraenmts inadvertently perpetuate.
Further, the trope does more to hinder than hedpdisporic solidarity to which these
artists are committed. The irony here is that Appantervention seems to have been
motivated by the initial recognition of a dissonametween rappers and griots.
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Appert aims “to elucidate the griot's unsolicite@t ypervasive presence in [her]

experiences of Senegalese hip-hop” in light of thet that “Hip-hop scholars and

practitioners alike often position rappers as modday griots, the contemporary

manifestation of an authentic African past.” Ydte stipulates, “the relationship between
African and African American music is a contestetBbate that she seeks “not to
engage” (2011, 18). Despite this stipulation, hesifoon on this matter seems clear in her
claim to have substantiated a connection betweppera and griots that is premised
“otherwise [on an] unconvincing socio-historicahtiouity between” the two (2011, 16).

Thus, noting the claim of “rapping griots” among leterlocutors, but unsatisfied with

the essentialist aspect of the existing rationlaés, article attempts to establish a more
convincing connection. Unfortunately, as | showolel she ultimately reinforces a

framework that fails to resolve the tension intitoge she implicitly recognizes.

Tang’s essay is welcome as the first to criticatiypsider the troping of rapper as modern
griot. She argues convincingly that the trope seb@& “a romanticized and historically
static idea of the griot” (2012, 81-2). Furtherngaecognizes an important distinction
between griots and rappers in terms of the lattergpensity for confrontational social
critigue. While Tang understands this differencaemms of the “freer speech” enjoyed
by rappers, the present article argues it to bepsymatic of the diametrically distinct
social positionalities of rappers and griots and thifferential obligations they entail.
Curiously, neither Appert nor Tang seem to haveeaeross any rappers critical of the
trope. Yet, their sources include artists who taold that they have always taken issue
with the idea. For Appert, these voices fundaméntantradict her assertions; for Tang,
their absence limits her critique, which stops shaoir considering a fundamental
contradiction between griot practice and HipHopunal as conceived of and practiced by
Senegalese artists.

Appert proposes her notion of “Rapping Griots” lshea three points: two “indigenizing
strategies” of (1) sampling traditional griot ingtients and (2) highlighting similarities
with taasu performance, and lastly (3) on their cmnalities in terms of “social
function” (2011, 10). Systematically, | argue thesents fail as attempts to substantiate a
link between rappers and griots any more “convigtithan that offered by the
essentialist Afrocentric paradigm she rejects. nfirst point, it is true that Senegalese
HipHoppers often sample indigenous instrumentatiomark the cultural specificity of
their productions, sometimes these include instniméraditionally played by griots
(Appert 2011, 8). But this indigenizing strategynisither limited to, nor preferentially
selective of, griot style performance in West Adriaor is it limited to West Africa—
rather this is the same indigenizing strategy ulseddisparate HipHop communities
around the world to mark their ethnic specificitycontext. As such, it constitutes a weak
basis for the claim of rappers as griots.
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Indeed, if sampling local musics affirms a modemptgidentity, it is news to the

members of 5iém Underground, whom Appert ¢ites this very point (Appert 2011, 8).
Ironically, as noted earlier, though Appert expsaimer support for the trope to have
derived organically from her interlocutors, the niems of 5iém Underground tell me
that they have always been against the idea thbaera are modern griots. According to
G-Lee:

The essence of griot is what? In monarchical tinttes,role of the griot was to transmit
the message of the King. And... after the King wentvar, the griot would come and
say, oh, you're the greatest warrior, you got fresn your father.... That was the griot’s
role. The griots were there to sing praises andedmsnate information from the royal
court. However, with rappers, it's the contraryeytbring the grievancesdvindicatiori

of the people to the rulers, it's the opposite.sTle why | don'’t like HipHop to be
assimilated under the term griot. (Bagdad and N@iB)

His partner Baye Njang added, “I've never been dewith [the idea of rapper as griot]
because the griot is there to sing you flowers@allygive money but we're here for the
sufferance of the population, injustice” (Bagdad &jagn 2013). As will be seen, the
practice of praise singing arose repeatedly in prwersations with emcees and provides
a foundational reason for their rejection of trept. Though Appert and Tang list praise
singing as one of many griot functions, they assigno particular centrality. This
accords with works that trope the griot in the v@sicher describes but contrasts with
studies that focus on griots themselves. Indeethanatter case, the term praise-singer is
often used as a synonym or substitute for “griditiomas Hale's opusGriots and
Griottes, opens with what aims to be an “exhaustive” desiompof griot functions.
Though Hale cautions that “the praise singing fiomttalone is too limited and simple a
descriptor to capture the occupation as a wholestipallates that it “is by far the most
obvious and audible manifestation of their profess(1998, 18). Accordingly, analyses
that under-emphasize the centrality of this definfeature do so despite the contrary
trend in griot studies and in contrast to prevgiloonceptions of griot practice among
Senegalese emcees.

Like the members of 5iém Underground, Sister Fa& kmading female voice in
Senegalese HipHop, while also strategically markieg music as African through the
use of samples, disagrees with the characterizatiamppers as modern griots. While
also acknowledging aesthetic similarities, she edghat the trope is misleading:

My personal opinion is that HipHop is a music ofakition. It isrevindication The griot
has nothing to do with this. In the beginning thegre accompanying Kings to the
battlefield to see how they were doing and sing hiogy were brave ...today we still
have the ones telling you about your ancestry. Mayie technique of speaking with the
drums, this is similar, but HipHop has somethin@edent. (Sister Fa 2012)
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Scholars have noted and interrogated the ubiquity which Senegalese artists associate
the notion of “revolution” with HipHop (Herson 200Bliang 2006; Niang 2011). As in
Sister Fa’s comments above and others | cite belbw, most prominent way of
expressing this critical stance against opprespower is the use of the French word
“revindication” which means to forcefully claim or demand a tigdh it is too strong to
assert that Senegalese rappers are ‘“revolutiohanesany rigorous sense, their
invocations of these terms demonstrate that thegepe commitment to social justice on
behalf of the dispossessed as fundamental to HigHemtity. This affiliation with the
afflicted against political power could not contrasore sharply with the way, according
to Ebron, “Jali identity is formed by linkage topartant patrons, and patrons’ identities
are linked to regimes of power” (Ebron 2002, 143).

Yet, this is not to say that no examples existapipers aligning with political power in
Senegal. The most high profile case is that of #l&onvho rose to prominence in 2000
as part of the chorus of HipHoppers supporting Agiel Wade'’s presidential bid to end
Abdu Diouf’s twenty years in office, and remainetade supporter against the massive
HipHop civil-disobedience movement that contributied Wade’s electoral defeat in
2012. Pacaotille’s detractors claim that he destulolies credibility by supporting Wade
amidst popular disillusionment; that he got paiddtoso and, according to some, if he
shows up to a HipHop event people will throw stortéis sympathizers insist that his
support for Wade is based on conviction rather tpatronage, but they generally
acknowledge this affiliation to have severely hamgehis artistic viability. This social
sanctioning from the HipHop community at large liert evidences the entrenchment of
revindicationas central to Senegalese HipHop’s self-conceptimppsing an ethos to
which griots are not expected to adhere.

Appert’s second point is that “many rappers claima griot verbal performance genre
taasu... as an aesthetic predecessor of contemp@argnusic” (2011, 8). To support
this notion she cites an interview in which Dididwadi explains the reception of
HipHop in Senegal from the U.S. as facilitated bg similarities between it and taasu.
Yet, it is not evident from the quote that Awadobservation of aesthetic convergence
amounts to an assertion of a predecessor reldtideed, as Tang’s citation of Awadi
attests, his position on the matter is ambivallfter acknowledging what he sees as the
journalistic similarities between griot performarened HipHop, he stipulates, “all of the
other aspects of the griot, we don't do.” In paitac, he emphasizes, from antiquity to the
present, the griots have always “sang for money.i. 821 do not sing about people so
that they will give us money.” Ultimately he condis that in his opinion, “the role of
the griot here is different from the role of thepar” (Tang 2012, 85). While Tang
recognizes “a marked distinction between the wooldgriots and rappers,” her proposed
explanation for this difference is questionablee $bnjectures that unlike griots, since
rappers do not inherit their trade, their “freedtandecide their profession is further
expressed in their freedom of speech” (2012, 85).
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However, explaining the difference as a matter odef speech undervalues the
significance of the cultural obligations associawth each form; as illustrated in the
case of HipHop by Pacotille’s social sanctioningy, €xample. In other words, it is not
merely that rappers have freer speech and therbéore more leeway to criticize society;
rather, as Awadi notes, they have a “role’—distibgt perhaps as scripted as that of the
griot—to agitate on behalf of the public and thewdtrodden. After all, as Tang
recognizes, while mbalax is dominated by casteatgjrpeople from any background can
and do become performers (2012, 80). Further, Wresked Matador, a veteran emcee
and co-founder of Dakar's HipHop Akademy, about #esthetic similarities between
rappers and griots, he raised the taasu compapismisely to refute the connection:
There are many aspects that are similar, arts offe®mble one another. But | say taasu
has remained taasu, and I've never seen a rappéaago. There are similarities but
...these are not the same thing. Us, we knew tagsuebee knew rap, and we did not do
taasu, we chose to do rap. | can't criticize th&tey with taasu, saying it does not work.
(Matador 2012)

As their quotes attest, Matador and Sister Fa didbecome emcees and coincidentally
find the freedom to express their social critigiRather, they chose HipHop precisely
because they understood it to embody a criticalcgtahey agreed with. According to
Matador:

The role of the griot in society is to guard higt@nd to repeat this to the coming

generation. And the rapper, he’s implicated andregted in current events, political and
cultural. So, it's not the same period. ...Some $eyrapper is the modern griot but |

disagree. We do not praise sing, that is the rbteegriot. Our role is to create balance
in society, to raise consciousness, say what ipérapg below. The rapper is an educator
but more than this the rapper is an activist. (Mat£2012)

As did Matador, Books brought up the similaritiekhwtaasu to refute the notion that
rappers were modern griots. He told me:

For example, there may be similarities with tadsut, there is a difference, taasu is for
ambiance and all that. There are very successdalutperformers, they drive big cars and
live in fancy houses, but they do not engage inntlusic industry to achieve this. They

praise sing for millionaires and take their papRhas a revolutionary element to it. It is

a revolutionary music. This does not mean thatyeweng and every moment of an

artist’s life must beaevindication..but the world needs to know the truth... As rappers,
we must speak the truth. (Books 2013)
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From these points we see that, on the ground iedganat least for a number of leading
HipHop figures along with dozens more whom | intewed, the similarities between
HipHop and taasu are not grounds to consider rappedern griots.

Appert’s third, and most “tenuous” connection by ben account, is that rappers and
griots can be significantly linked as “social figsr” claiming that “many rappers
consider themselves to be griots not only in teafngerformance style and delivery but
also in terms of social function” (2011, 9-10). §tEeems surprising in light of the
literature and arguments presented above. Futthenery facts laid out by Appert seem
to belie the claim, as she ultimately argues thédre griot practice is seen as irrelevant
to many urban Senegalese youth who, by contrastdi@mwn to the politically engaged
stance of HipHop. Yet, Appert argues, the “aesthatnilarities between taasu and rap,”
coupled with youth preference for the latter’s podil engagement, justify the conception
of HipHop as “modernized griot practice” (2011, 1Thus, her “social link between
griots and rappers” turns out not to be based oat whe calls a “functional continuity,”
(2011, 18) but rather on a functior@ntrast in which the “modern” aspect of rappers’
“griot” performance “manifests in political activis' (2011, 10). She does not show that
rappers play the same role as griots do or didfHaif asmoderngriots, their social role
is “transformed” into that of activist. In other vas, ancient griots were masters of the
word who performed social functions that, presumabkre seen as relevant to the youth
of their time. Today, rappers are masters of thedweho perform social functions that,
though unrelated and perhaps contrary to thosenctnat griots, are seen as relevant to
today’s youth. But why is youth interest takenlas arbiter of griotism? And why are the
aesthetics of oral performance taken as definitilreereas social function and caste
heredity are treated as incidental? These assungptce clearly problematic. Further,
this reasoning has the unfortunate consequenagxtagosing the relevant ancient griots
with their “irrelevant” descendants, who paradodljcare rendered other-than-modern
(traditional? un-modern?) when compared to “rappgmgpts” (2011, 10). As Maxi
Krezy poignantly commented, “if rappers are the eradgriots, what do we call the
casted griots who have adapted their practice tdemmotimes?” (Maxi Krezy 2013) This
observation points up Appert’s implicit reliance arreified image of the ancient griot
that, to her credit, she aims to avoid. The supphasmnection elides the contemporary
lived experience of active griots—as if they thelwsg are not modern and have not
adapted their lives and practices to the contermpavarld. In other words, it relies on
assumptions which the literature, as well as thedliexperience of modern day griots,
proves to be false (Panzacchi 1994; Ebron 2002;h@el2004; Tang 2007; Mbaye 2011).
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So, while consensus exists on the “aesthetic giitida between taasu and rap,” Appert’s
claim that these “enable an otherwise more tenwmgal link between griots and
rappers” is the opposite conclusion of my intertocsi (2011, 10). According to them,
rather than enable such a link, the aesthetic aiitids contrast sharply with the
dissonant social roles of griots and rappers.

In sum, Appert's first connection between rappensl griots was the indigenizing
strategy of sampling local instrumentation, whichsHowed to be not particularly
connected with griotness. The second was what sliedcthe “more nuanced”
similarities between “rap and taasu,” which werendssed as incidental by many local
rappers. Her third and final connection turned tmube based on a contrast between
rappers and griots, rather than the “continuityjgested by her wording, and which she
gualifies as contingent on the second point whielfeund to be dubious.

These issues notwithstanding, Appert's claims ae wholly unfounded among the
rappers | interviewed. For example, high profildisss Fou Malade, of the group
Bat’hallion Blin-D, and Fadda Freddy, of Daara Jnitg, endorsed the notion of rappers
as modern griots without qualification. However, ttwifew exceptions, | found
Senegalese emcees to be overwhelmingly critic#theftrope. Even among the minority
of interviewees who were sympathetic to the conddygre was one point of unanimous
distinction—the diametrically opposed relation twial power. For example, Jojo, of Yat
Fu, explained to me:

Yeah, it's a great concept, we are modern griots.pfdy an important role in society as
they did. The similarity is that we are intermedkarbetween the people and power. But
the difference is that griots in the past wereraidywith the kings, while we are aligned
with the people against political power. We areigjahe establishment. (Jojo 2013)

Nigga Dou of ATM expressed a similar view:

We are modern griots in that griots were societgisokespeople. They were
intermediaries between the King and the people,Grimts would never criticize the
King. Today, we are on the opposite side, so tleea@ important difference.

(Dou 2013)

The same caveat was offered by Duggy Tee, Awadisér partner irPositive Black
Soul(PBS). Duggy Tee’s input is of particular interbsth because along with Daara J's
album Boomerang(2004) and Gokh-Bi System’s singkap Taasu(2009), his song
“Return of the Djelly,” off PBS’s first internati@ aloum Salaam (1996), represents one
of the best known artistic invocations of the rapgpegriot analogy in Senegalese
HipHop.
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Further, his song provides the case study for Tacbapter. It serves as her principal
example of how “Senegalese rap artists have saiped and exploited ...griotism,”

(2012, 79) by “drawing upon Western ideas of thellgjas a romanticized and

historicized African phenomenon” (2012, 90). Howeve conversation, Duggy Tee

offers a more nuanced position than Tang credits With. He qualifies the similarities

between rappers and griots as educators and enéestahistorians and wordsmiths.
However, the “big difference” he emphasized is thedise singing is integral to the
activity of the griot but is antithetical to “Hipkboculture, we don’t praise nobody...

They ask for money, we hustle.” Further, he stifgdahe opposed social positionalities
central to the argument of the present article tiiynaing, despite the aforementioned
similarities, as ancestral griots were aligned watbnarchies, “they [griots] were on the
wrong side, we are on the right side—the side efibople” (Duggy Tee 2013).

Whether for, against, or lukewarm about the notdri‘rapping griots,” the point of
consensus among all my interviewees was the associa HipHop with social justice
advocacy, expressed most often by affirming its mitnnent torevindication Even the
very few, like Malade and Freddy, who denied thgiHbp's social stance constitutes a
contrast with the social role of the griot, predéchthis denial not on a rejection of
rappers as activists, but on a conceptual breakdset ancient griots—venerated as duty-
bound social pillars, and contemporary griots—Igrgdismissed or denigrated as
opportunists. According to Malade, “Griots were @ailors to the kings. Those who sing
for money today are different, but we share sintits with the ancient griots” (Fou
Malade 2013). As noted, this dichotomy is implicitAppert's analysis as well, and is
consistent with the comments offered by Jojo, Dod ®uggy Tee. However, the
contrary view recognizing continuity between antignd contemporary griot practice in
terms of an unbroken tradition of patron-clientat&ins with the well-to-do is borne out
by the scholarship, accords with the opinions effidby the majority of my interviewees,
and neither romanticizes ancient griotism nor alidedern griot practice.

Revelation of widespread dissent from the “rapmngt” trope among Senegalese artists
mandates significant revision of the existing sahgl picture. Both Appert and Tang’s
articles affirm without qualification that Senegsdeemcees appropriate the rapper as
griot trope to suit their interests (Appert 20117,9; Tang 2012, 79,86,90). Since
Appert’s article aimed to reckon her reservatiobsut the trope with the pervasive
comparison Senegalese rappers made between themaely griots in conversation with
her, it's clear that knowledge of an abundanceafegalese emcees dissenting from the
trope fundamentally changes her premise and aallarf alternate analysis (Appert 2011,
18). While Tang’s article is noteworthy as the tfits criticize the trope, the relative
absence of dissenting voices from the field elitles standpoint knowledge of the
community in question and accounts for the proviaiomature of her otherwise insightful
critique.
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Though she problematizes the trope’s reifying Afnism, she lacks the grounds to
address the wholesale rejection of the analogydhatacterizes the majority position of
my interviewees. Though she touches on the corbetsteen the social roles of rappers
and griots, as does Appert, and both allude tovlreed roles played by griots across
spatial and historical context, neither notes thecsic centrality of praise singing as an
integral and trans-historic griot feature. Yeteagdenced by the citations throughout this
article—including noteworthy artists cited by Append Tang—it is precisely the
defining practice of praise singing, both as amgplie ancient and contemporary griots,
that underlies artists’ arguments for a fundamedistinction between HipHoppers and
griots. For these artists, the notionrefindication so central to their understanding of
the role of HipHop, is incommensurate with grioagtice and renders the unquestionable
aesthetic similarities incidental.

In an effort to avoid “leading questions,” | broadhthe subject of “rapping griots” by
initially asking “what is a griot?” In some casdhjs was sufficient to prompt an
objection to the notion of rappers as modern gribty instance, after giving me the
pretty-much textbook definition that | got fromiats across the board, Nonybone, of the
group Dablessed, said to me “I know why you asg, thut | don’'t agree.” He anticipated
my query about the rapper-as-griot but incorree8Bgumed my de facto affirmation of
the trope. This reaction, he explained, was duthdofact that interviewers, often radio
personalities, frequently pose the same questionhi® analysis, the notion that rappers
are modern griots has more currency outside thedgadese HipHop community than
within it. A more extreme version of this positiavas opined by Maxi Krezy, who
suggested that the notion originated withubabs® (Whites or Westerners). For
Nonybone, the trope resonates most with those sagmef Senegalese society
sympathetic but external to HipHop who seek a fraork to understand and justify its
indigeneity. By contrast, Nonybone implied, he wasure enough in his Africanness to
make such rationalizations unnecessary in lighthefstark contrast between the roles of
rapper and griots that he recognized. As he told ‘e do HipHop. We are African.
Everybody knows this. We do not need to go on siiageditional clothing or argue that
we are griots in order to prove this” (Nonybone 201

While this widespread rejection of the rapping grimpe undercuts one particular
rational for HipHop’s Africanness, the grounds upehich these African artists affirm
their place in HipHop is inseparable from the Adinoess of their American cousins. The
Senegalese notion of HipHop esvindication—protest on behalf of the have-nots—is
traceable back through golden era conscious Hiptbpse politics are rooted in the
Black Power movement (Rose 1994; Chang 2005; O20@9). Influential Black Power
theorists and organizations understood African Acaes as internally colonized
peoples, and Blackness as connoting a commitmerdnteracist and anti-colonial
struggle and, by extension, social justice moreegaly (Ture and Hamilton 1992; Ture
2007; Newton 2009).
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In this conceptual framework, the counterhegemstaace of HipHop is an iteration of
anti-colonial black struggle. Thus, continental iéén participation in this cultural
identity constitutes a practice of transnationdldsoity rooted in common cause. The
salience of this framework and shared sentimenblatk struggle is evidenced in
Senegalese HipHop by the frequent invocations oftiMduther King and Malcolm X
alongside anti-colonial African heroes such as Keaikrumah, Thomas Sankara and
Senegal’'s own Cheikh Anta Diop. In rejecting thpper as griot trope in favor of rapper
as revolutionary, Senegalese HipHoppers enactnartagional African solidarity based
on a shared practice of struggle against injustatber than reified notions of static
africanicity.

This article challenges the widespread reductioaspiects of African culture to tropes as
occurs in HipHop studies under the sign of the digti This entails neither denial of
cultural retentions through the middle passagethermore complex multi-directional
historical flows that constitute both diasporic dodally specific African identities (cf.
Matory 2005). Rather, the challenge is to the intpws of a reified trope that neither
coheres with contemporary West African reality best services the diasporic African
solidarity to which these artists are committed gég 2011, 17; Niang 2011). Since
HipHop’s early days, U.S. theorists have alludedhe griot to assert rap’s cultural
lineage to pre-colonial Africa. In West Africa, shstrategy is sometimes appropriated as
a means of asserting local ownership over HipHapfokiunately, both these strategies
rely on a romanticized and selective depictionhaf griot. Further, this alternate “origin
myth” as deployed by West Africans and scholars ¢@iyi 2008) to justify their
participation in HipHop inadvertently introduces discursive dichotomy pitting
continental Africans against African Americans inzaro-sum contest for HipHop
legitimacy. Such a framing invites dismissive, sigsive, or contestative responses from
across the Atlantic far more than it facilitatesadidaristic one. But this notion is refuted
by a significant number of Senegalese HipHopperthergrounds that it contradicts their
widespread construction and practice of HipHop auwtilsity throughrevindication—a
defining ethos not shared by griots. This constoncfacilitates transnational solidarity
by drawing upon HipHop’s historical associationhwitounterhegemonic Black struggle,
thusly prioritizing activist commitment over aedibeconvergence as the arbiter of
authenticity. If proximity to African soil is discsively constructed as the measure of
HipHop legitimacy in a reactionary counter-narratto the Bronx “origin myth” (Alim,
Ibrahim, and Pennycook 2008, @iasporic Black solidarity is limited. But if the
measure is commitment to transnational strugglénageacism and neo-colonialism, and
even more broadly on the side of the downtroddennag elites, the invitation to global
solidarity is open. As against what many of thedista see as the moral bankruptcy of
contemporary commercialized U.S. HipHop (Lanzan6&®; Niang 2010b; Gokh-Bi
System 2013), this framing sets up a more posthadlenge across the Atlantic, inviting
U.S. HipHop to return to its roots and rejoin thraiggle.
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Notes

! Following the Temple of Hiphop, | spell “HipHop’saone word, without a space or
dash, to signify the term’ s maturation from a pwhteau meaning “cool dance” to a
proper noun. The Temple’s rationale was laid oudnnunpublished essay by KRS-One
entitled “How do you spell Hip Hop?” (see also KR&e 2009, 62-3). However, unlike
the Temple, | retain capitalization of the secoHd as an aesthetic preference.

2 Foreman'’s criticism here can be seen as an erteo$ithat offered iThe Hood Comes
First. One aim of this seminal HipHop studies text ioti@r a materialist, or “industrial
and cultural,” analysis to counterbalance deficiemén HipHop historiography that rely
upon “valorized and romanticized” notions “of hipgis formative spaces... [responsible
for] misperceptions that position its cultural exggions as the apparently organic
product of a particular sociospatial milieu” (Form2002, xx).

3 A French translation of this article will be citated amongst the Senegalese HipHop
community in keeping with the conviction that sé@eience should serve the public it
concerns. I'd like to shout out all the SenegaleggHoppers who have formally and
informally discussed this topic with me. These udld but areot limited to all members
of A-J One, Alien Zik, 314, Adama and MD of All Rig Dider Awadi, B One X, Baat
Sen, Bido Matt, Books, Bidew Bu Béss, Black MbdloBass, Carr’e D’as, Colonel MC,
Daddy Bipson, Djibson and Mob 12, Déesse MajorKedza, Duggy Tee, Donia Sonia,
Eboueua, Fatim, Fata, Fadda Freddy and Ndongo Daafa J Family, Fla the Ripper,
Fou Malade and Bat'Hallions Bin-D, Fuk n Kuk, G-la® Njang of 5iém Underground,
Gofu, Jojo and Dragon of Yat Fu, Hardcore Side,db&apaudio, Kalif and Shotgun of
Under Shifaay, Underground AK, Keyti, Kadu Gunz,XViKrezy, MASS, Man du Yaw,
Matador and Amadou, Morgun, Naobi, Naz, N’'Mo, Niggau, Nigga Pii, Nigga Mi,
Niagass, Ngandami, Nonybone and Dablessed, Redk,BlRosso and Jahmerue,
Shoudaish formerly of Section Carre Dass, SimosteBiAnta, Sister Coumbis, Sister
Dia, Sister Mily, Sister Fa, Sister Nancy, Sistd, [Talif, Tewal Askanwi Tigrim bi,
Thiat, Kilifeu and Gadiaga of Keur Gui, Wagable,r&gs, Xuman, DJ Zee and Zinexx
and everyone else that shared their time and thewgth me.
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* This article focuses on the relation of griots gmmver structures since it was the
principle criterion rappers voiced to explain thebjection of the rapper as griot analogy
and because, most starkly, it constitutes the rggacontradiction in the respective
literatures on rappers and griots. However, dugptice constraints, it remains for future
work to consider the role played by another keyniled feature of griots that Beltcher
notes is overlooked in the troping of griots—thsues of caste. Specifically, to what
extent, if any, does the diminished prestige obtgrin contemporary Senegalese society
(Panzacchi 1994; Tang 2012) explain rappers’ disaab of the rapper as griot analogy.
When | asked them to define the term “griot,” mokthe artists | interviewed briefly
mentioned the hereditary nature of the institutibnt only occasionally was caste
mentioned as a key reason for the rejection ofatidogy. The striking exception was
Keyti, who reinforced the general critique of diffatial relations to power but also said
we must count caste among the various reasons apers reject the analogy. He
challenged, “for those rappers who say we are nmodepots, ask them if they would
approve of their sister marrying a griot” (Keyti1X). Since many emcees are geer—the
upper-caste traditional patrons of griots who regatly make up the majority of Wolof
society—it is reasonable to suppose that at leastesof the rejection of the trope is
fuelled by caste inflected sentiment. Every artisesked about this denied that caste
meant anything to them, but acknowledged thatilit cdrries weight for segments of
Senegalese society. While an important topic fdurki work, it is unlikely that this
dimension supersedes or entirely undergirds thdaegpon offered by the rappers |
interviewed.

®> The terms “rapper,” “emcee,” and “HipHopper” arged synonymously here since this
article is largely in conversation with works tlalt not draw the distinction. However, in
my broader work | acknowledge the important differe between a “rapper,” merely
signifying one who raps, an “emcee,” as a rappeo wdpresents and identifies with
HipHop culture, and a “HipHopper,” as an adherdrihe culture.

® Though the Caribbean and the intervening centwiesleft out of this account, they
appear in others (e.g., Chang 2005; Keyes 2002).

" Here | am referring to the original notion of Hippl “realness” prominent in U.S.
HipHop productions of the late 80s and early 90l best exemplified in the works of
artists such as Public Enemy, Boogie Down Produasti&ric B. and Rakim, Ice-T, Paris,
etc. Though overlapping in some respects—includiotions of “ghetto authenticity”—
this version of “keep it real” contrasts markedlithmthe one that subsequently gained
ascendancy in U.S. commercial rap. | charactehizelatter ethic as “I thug therefore |
am.” Though the original notion remains salientbglty as well as in the U.S.
underground, HipHop studies has overwhelmingly disgproportionately critiqued the
latter while ignoring the former. | aim to addréisis imbalance in future work.
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® The other prominent claim across the literaturthés sometimes spuriously supported
and by now overly emphasized point that each HipHopnmunity constitutes a
particularity (see especially Bennett 2000; Pré&@32; Mitchell 2002; cf. Hutnyk 2006).

® Jali, also spelled jeli, jelly or djelly, is theavide term for griot.

19 Appert and Tang both gesture to the U.S. Afrodemtrigins of the rapper as modern
griot trope. | first learned of griots, along witharoons, and their connection and
theoretical link to HipHop in the early 1990s thgbumentors in Toronto’s conscious
Afrocentric HipHop community. In particular, a ssiof workshops calleBap Sessions
were run by teachers Wendy “Motion” Brathwaite afetle Thompson, and attended by
Toronto HipHop notables such as myself, Kardindldil, Socrates and others.

1 France granted voting rights to francophone Africaales of the four communes in
1848. In proportion as this limited elite suffrageadually expanded, the importance of
griots in mobilizing votes likely increased. Notaldenchmarks of this expansion include
townswomen winning the right to vote in 1945, thér@anchisement of various categories
of rural dwellers in 1946, and universal French WAfican suffrage which was

implemented by 1956 (Leymarie-Ortiz 1979, 189; Rachi 1994; Schaffer 1998, 14—
15). In The Livelihoods of Traditional Griots in Modern #gal one of Cornelia

Panzacchi’s informants claims that in Senegal ety that has the best griots wins.”
Though clearly an overstatement, Panzacci takesathian accurate “illustration of how
the 'man in the street' understands the politrdddénce of griots” (Panzacchi 1994, 197).

12 appert cites the members of 5iem Underground, @-&red Baye Njan, respectively as
Abdou and Mamadou. | use their artist names int@ecwwe with their preference.

13 Toubab is most often translated as “White,” thoitgtan also be used to refer to non-

African foreigners more generally, usually Euro-Aioan nationals inclusive of non-
whites.

180

The Journal of Pan African Studjesl.6, no.3, September 2013



