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Abstract 

Coming to America: Race, Class, Nationality and Mobility in “African” Hip 

Hop 

 
This report examines Hip Hop performance in Africa –with a focus on Nigeria- and 

analyzes how questions of race, racial identity, class and nationality feature in the works of 

African artists. The Nigerian/African artists themselves label their works “African Hip Hop” and 

they employ the aesthetics of the US and those of their local communities in their performances. 

Lately however, a couple of Nigerian artists –D’Banj and P Square- troubled the “African” in 

“African Hip Hop” by performing with popular African American Hip Hop artists, Snoop Dogg 

and Akon. It was a transnationalistic move that among other issues reflects the fluidity of 

identity. The performances in the videos of “Mr Endowed Remix” and “Chop My Money” also 

reflect identity (re)negotiation in postcolonial performances like Hip Hop. African Hip Hop, 

already, borrows the spectacles of US Hip Hop to express itself to African audiences. However, 

its collaboration with the US brings it in contact with various sociological issues -such as the 

conflation of race, class, gender and social mobility- that surround US Hip Hop. This report 

attempts a close reading of the meeting of “African Hip Hop” and “US Hip Hop” to understand 

how race, identity, and agency are negotiated in “African Hip Hop” 
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Chapter One: 

Literature Review 

 

Introduction 

In his classic book, Love in the Time of Cholera, Gabriel García Márquez features a love-

struck character, Florentino, who “allowed himself to be swayed by his conviction that human 

beings are not born once and for all on the day their mothers give birth to them but that life 

obliges them over and over again to give birth to themselves” (165). It seems to me that there is 

in fact a philosophical truth and a theoretical reality embedded in Florentino’s conviction – we 

are born and reborn variously in the course of a lifetime according to transpiring circumstances. 

In the process, identity evolves and our personality constructions take on multiple layering. We 

find, with a backward glance over the road we have traveled, that our identities are not as 

ontological as they are socially constructed, often with us as active collaborators in the process. 

We also find that identity is not pre-given, closed or fixed (Mohanty, 83, 84) but exists as a self-

reproducing process catalyzed by our interactions with the larger society in which we live.  

Culture creates identity and it is embroiled in the politics of distinguishing one from 

another. As studies of even ancient Greek civilizations show, the politics of identity – 

categorizing people within spaces they are supposed to occupy— is an age-old practice. 

Historically, the culture with the preponderance of power positions itself as the Self. While the 

concept of “Self” gestures towards unquantifiable narcissism, it serves in a process of culture 

formation that excludes “Others,” whose perceived exoticism could either be denigrated or 

appreciated (Corbey & Leerssen, vi, vii). 
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 A number of studies have posited the Self-Other dialectic as a West vs. Africa or a White 

vs. Black phenomenon. However, in this study, I examine other contexts in which it might apply; 

to be precise, intra-racial and inter-nationality.  

Since the first European scholars landed on the shores of Africa to study the “Native,” they have 

produced “Othered” images of the African that range from savage to barbarian as a foil to their 

own “civilized” image. While there has been considerable scholarship that challenges this 

construction of Africa, I argue that this production persists in contemporary times even when the 

“Othered” has acquired a measure of power to respond to these constructions. These responses 

come with several complications that make it difficult to summarize them as a one-race-against-

the-other situation. For instance, there is also the aspect of subaltern politics in which the 

“Other” rides on the position of the “Self” to reap certain underdog benefits, and in which the 

“Other” actively sustains the circumstance in which this occurs.   

This work examines the dialectics of identity between Self and Other within the context 

of popular culture, specifically Hip Hop. My choice of engaging Hip Hop to understand 

Self/Other identity patterning among a racial subaltern group is informed by a couple of factors. 

One, Hip Hop has trans-Atlantic attributes; it is an artistic expression that stretches from the 

United States to Africa and lately, in relatively smaller measures, back to the US. While this sort 

of cultural exchange happens regularly in popular culture, particularly in the age of the New 

Media, the recent trend of Hip Hop collaboration between Africans and African Americans1 has 

not received much attention in academic discourses. Both kinds of Hip Hop are, in fact, largely 

studied discretely. While US Hip Hop is a well-trodden path in academia, African Hip Hop is 

still, to a great extent, a virgin terrain.  
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This dearth of scholarship is surprising considering the vibrancy of Hip Hop on the 

African continent. In fact, the paucity of scholarship on Nigerian Hip Hop, arguably the most 

vocal form on the African continent, partly fuels my interest in this work.  

Second, Hip Hop is dominated by a younger generation and the genre thus provides a 

useful discursive site for examining emerging patterns of intra-racial issues between Africans 

and African Americans. Third, Hip Hop, as we shall see in the pages ahead, is a genre of music 

that was created largely as a response to the challenges of living in a racist society. It is thus 

interesting how this music has travelled into Black Africa and appealed to other Black men. This 

study seeks to understand what has helped the circular motion of this culture and what plays out 

in Hip Hop collaborative videos. I will be analyzing videos of Hip Hop tracks jointly performed 

by both African and African Americans to understand how race, racial formation, racial access 

and some other aspects of intra-racial relationships are complicated by citizenship.  

This literature review is divided into four categories. The first section looks at scholarship 

on the Self-Other dialectic from different fields of study. It takes this multi-disciplinary approach 

to contextualize the work within a broad frame of reference. The second category features a 

historical overview of the relationships between Africans and African Americans. It looks at 

select activities between Black America and Africa and how those have shaped Black identity on 

both sides. The third aspect examines the history, formation, progression and potentials of Hip 

Hop; while the fourth offers an extension of three in its examination of issues, trends and 

elements of Hip Hop performance in both America and Africa. I have chosen not to lump the 

third and fourth categories so they can benefit from cross-ventilation of narrowed-down ideas.  
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Self/Other: Alterity and Identity Formation 

If, going by Shakespeare, all the world’s truly a stage and all men and women mere 

actors, the politics of identity is a part of the script people embody and spend their lives 

performing, consciously or otherwise. One way or the other, people become involved in the 

ideation of difference as they grow into the consciousness of the existence of the boundary lines 

of categorization, binarization, outgrouping and ingrouping. Greek Culture Scholar, Paul 

Cartledge, explores this structuration of differences and sameness in ancient Greece in his book, 

The Greeks: A Portrait of Self and Other. Cartledge analyzes the dynamics of relationships that 

existed in Greek societies in which dominant groups constituted themselves as polar opposite to 

subaltern groups.  He deconstructs the Self/Other binary in human relationships in Ancient 

Greece into five categories: the Greeks vs. Barbarians; men vs. women; citizens vs. aliens; free 

vs. slave; and God vs. mortals. These binaries are institutionalized and sustained by a dynamic 

configuration of myth and history. In the Greek vs. Barbarian category, Cartledge shows the 

process of identity creation: a group of people with dominant power unconsciously self-

homogenize by playing down their socio-cultural and socio-linguistic diversity, converge under 

an identity and then homogenize other groups of people, turning them into an “other,” to serve as 

foil for their own constructed identity. This process locates the “Other” at the heart of its attempt 

to constitute sameness because “any state of sameness requires difference to structure itself.” The 

politics of sameness makes the Self – against its desire – beholden to the “Other” and this 

explains why needing the “Other” manifests as resenting the “Other” (Nealon 4, 7, 10). 

According to Cartledge, the “Othering” process of identity differentiation with its 

underlying attribute of standardization gave rise to the dictum, “Whoever is not Greek, is a 
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barbarian.” The fifth century invented the notion of “the Barbarian as the universal anti-Greek 

against which Hellenic – especially Athenian – culture was defined (Hall, 1989: 5). Much later, it 

evolved into a philosophical worldview that would construct the Greek as a natural free spirit 

and Barbarians as innately servile, ripe for Greek domination; a notion that opened the door to 

colonization. Pan-Hellenism would later formulate a philosophy that fossilized the negative 

stereotype of the slavish barbarian. The Greeks shrewdly constructed their own self-image 

through an emphasis on their own human form, which in sculptures, is depicted as perfectly 

shaped. The construction of the “Other” in art sculpture showed the Barbarians were deviations 

from the Greeks’ perfect standard, which furthered their typecast as hostile, uncivilized giants, 

crude people, unable to match Greek beauty (Sparkes, 135). Cartledge’s analysis, however, gives 

the preponderance of the power to construct and manage the Self/Other dyad to the Greek Self 

who decides and maintains the boundaries. It hardly explores the agency and initiative of the 

“Other” to manipulate this process of identity creation for his benefit or, even to resist 

“othering.”  

Cartledge’s analysis mirrors that of Global Sociology scholar, Jan Nederveen Pieterse, 

whose illustration of the Self/Other relationship is rooted in the West vs. Africa history. He 

claims that there is no controlling image Europeans have assigned to non-European “Others” that 

have not been used against Europeans in the past, when “European” identity was not yet a 

political thought. Around the 16th to the 19th century, as Europeans acquired political power, the 

“European” identity became homogenized despite the internal differences between the countries 

within its spatial boundary. The subjugating labels they had used against each other had to be 

reassigned to non-Europeans who were outside the sphere of the identity. These outsiders –Black 

Africans– became the “Others” who contrast the European image. Otherness, therefore, Pieterse 
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says, serves as “talisman of difference,” “markers and warning signals,” and creating an image of 

the Black Savage is indispensable because it establishes the place of European civilization in the 

universe. 

Pieterese argues that there is far too much plurality in the “Other” for it to be considered 

monolithically. Singularizing “Others” not only objectifies and reifies otherness, he reasons that 

it is necessary to the image of the Self to create this as a sort of social distancing. For one, as the 

labeling group, it gives them a higher status and also negotiates the politics of in-group relations. 

Pieterese adds that the representation of Otherness is, unwittingly, also a self-representation. 

When the Self talks about “Others,” it is the evidence of certain anxieties of the Self. For 

instance, images of Sambo, Jim Crow and Rastus in US history reveal the tension of the 

producers who needed to calm their fears in the wake of Nat Turner, Denmark Vesey and Santa 

Domingo. Therefore, changes in representations of otherness (according to time and place) 

reflects not only changes of the fortune of the labeled group, but also changes in the 

circumstances of the labeling group, or changes in the circumstances in the relationship of both 

groups. Pieterese’s study of image and representations reflects what he describes as the 

“architecture of power” and how it drove the production and consumption of images of the 

subaltern African by the dominant European. Pieterese’s research is detailed and wide-ranging; it 

stretches over four centuries and there is a general impression that the historicity of his work 

might be questioned. For instance, several locations where the images were produced, are 

lumped under the big banner of “Africa,” without enough distinction of the specificity of 

circumstances embedded in each.  

While Pieterese’s arguments is largely about images and Black representation in popular 

culture, African diasporic literature theorist, Michelle Wright, focuses on how the same dynamic 
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of power is reflected in racial and cultural formation. Her research shows how early intellectual 

discourses helped crystallize the Self/Other identity formation in the European imagination. She 

argues that the process of creating a Black Other happened over centuries in the West through 

the discourses of figures like Count Arthur de Gobineau, Thomas Jefferson and Hegel. Their 

success in this construction helped the West define itself in opposite terms to Black people 

because, for the West to invent itself as civilized, advanced and superior, Western discourse must 

endlessly reify Africa and the Black as its binary opposite. The hostile and racist discussions that 

created and presented the Black Others to the West, she says, are the direct descendants of these 

early dissertations. She adds that for Europe to have achieved its full potential of Enlightenment, 

it needed an antithetical “Dark Continent” of Africa to reflect itself. The Western construct of 

Nation, she says, derives its structure from a reductive Enlightenment methodology that reduces 

all relationships into binaries of the Self/Other and then has to protect itself from its own 

creation.  

The works of these three scholars –- Cartledge, Pieterese and Wright— similarities in the 

process of identity formation despite the differences of temporality, location and contexts 

peculiar to each. However, put together, the theses of the three form a “new” stereotype of a 

monolithic West with the power to construct and sustain the image of the “Other” without the 

latter showing either enough humanism or complexity of thoughts to respond appropriately. 

Given the contexts of their study, their characterization of the Self/Other relationship as a 

discrete one is expected but this dialectic can manifest in far many other ways that could be 

benign and even non-political. This is shown in other disciplines that tackle the Self/Other as a 

process of identity formation. 
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Psychologist, Clive Hazell, for instance, defines alterity as “the state or quality of being 

Other, or of not being of the Self… the term implies the recognition and discrimination of the 

categories of Self and ‘Other.’” He points out – without providing enough explanation though – 

that although alterity alerts us to difference, “alterity” and “difference” are not conterminous in 

meaning. He also makes some other clarifications about the “Other.” One of his positions is that 

while the “Other” might be frequently used in a pejorative sense, there are exceptions where the 

“Other” is idealized or worshipped. Second, the “Other” is not always silent or silenced; 

sometimes the “Other” is very vocal. Three, the “Other” is not always marginal. Sometimes, he 

offers, alterity exists in a neutral space, almost bland in its value-free discrimination of self and 

object. Four, alterity is conceptual, belonging in the domain of language and symbolism. Hazell 

reviews various writings on alterity in the field of Psychology to show that alterity is a process 

present at early stages of life. He illustrates this with the developmental process of a child. As a 

baby begins to use his/her own torso, he/she comes to the realization that his/her body is separate 

from that of the mother and from there begins to cultivate a sense of “other” people. This 

“individuation-separation” emerges through a developmental sequence. Hazell’s analysis further 

shows the permeability of Self/Other. It is an ongoing process that appears consciously separate 

but is actually fused and exchanges elements from one to another.  

Alterity, to psychologists, could be a phenomenon that falls beyond their scope of 

understanding and when this happens, Hazell says the response could be to accept one’s finitude 

of knowledge and embrace the reality of radical alterity. If one proceeds to acquire knowledge, it 

is not only a quest for understanding but also to diminish or eradicate alterity. Another way of 

negotiating alterity is to block the experience of the Other since its existence exposes the finitude 

of the Self’s knowledge; or one can even deny the existence of Knowledge which translates to a 
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situation where there can be no ignorance even in the absence of knowledge. Another position is 

to subsume the “Other”’s otherness so that it’s no longer othered. The trouble with this approach 

is that the otherness will eventually resist being swallowed at some point and insist on revealing 

its distinction. Hazell’s review concludes that in the field of psychology, the concept of alterity is 

not a unitary idea but it is one that morphs and is redefined contingent on the paradigm of 

psychology that happens to be playing out at a given point in time. 

Unlike Hazell, Psychoanalyst Ronald David Laing’s analysis does not narrow down on 

difference but on complementariness, since, as he argues, all identities require an “Other” for 

self-actualization. This could be as simple as a woman needing a child to establish her identity as 

a “mother”. He paints a picture of the relationship of Self/Other as one based on role. The 

“Other” serves the Self and both sides mutually define one another. This complementarity can be 

central or peripheral and can take on greater or less dynamic significance at different periods of 

one’s life. This, he says, is because identity is complex and situated within the interconnection of 

relationships. Frustration arises from failure to find the “Other” that helps one assert one’s 

identity. The “Other”, when the Self finds it, becomes an identity kit with which Self can piece 

together a picture of istelf. Shame also arises when one finds him/herself condemned to an 

identity which makes the Self a complement of one which Self wishes to repudiate, but cannot. 

Laing’s example of the “Other” appears rather benign, probably because of the proximity 

of Self to the “Other.” Also, his conception of the “Other” rests largely on role-playing when, in 

reality, the relationship tends to be more complicated. Another psychoanalyst, E. Van Alphen, 

echoes this closeness of the “Other” that plays down on its attribute as a social threat. He uses 

Freud’s theories to demonstrate that the Self and Other are not discrete but the two sides are parts 

of a whole. The “Other”, he says, is always “the other within” and “we are our own others” 
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(cited in Cox and ter Haar, 11). With this blurring of the lines of differences, he complicates the 

construct of the Self/Other, painting them as a pair, but a fluid one that flows one side into 

another. By showing one is resident within the other, he softens the power play that structures 

these interactions and he attempts to equalize both sides. 

One can make a critique of the above-stated scholars situated within the structuralist 

school of thought. Even postmodernist scholar and Professor of Philosophy, Jitendra Mohanty, 

does not escape this binarism in his analysis when he speaks of the shortcomings of the Self who 

cannot understand the world in which the “Other” inhabits. Mohanty, however, does not 

foreclose the possibility that the Other can be understood but says doing so requires considering 

two philosophical possibilities: self-understanding as a way of understanding the “Other”, and 

understanding the “Other” as a sort of self-understanding. While it appears problematic to use 

one category to understand the other, Mohanty however, adds that his solution can only work if 

both sides have a common conceptual framework.  

Philosopher Emmanuel Levinas, widely credited with creating and expanding the 

Self/Other identity formation interaction, shows how complicated this process can get when 

examined from various angles. He describes a relationship of Interior/Exterior in which the 

Being occupies the interior of a conceptual space. The living Being (Self) is a center of his 

world; his interiority would not be complicated with exteriority of the “Other” who exists on the 

margin. He argues that the exteriority itself does not comprehend itself as part of a whole. The 

relationship exists as opposites, except, Levinas says, the living Being determines the “Other” 

without the “Other” ever getting to return this courtesy. But if the “Other” did ever determine the 

living Being (the “Self”), it would kill off instinctive Self. This concept, I contend, assumes that 

the exteriority/“Other” is lifeless, a contaminating factor and a threat against which the “Self” is 
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weak. Levinas, however, shows that what changes this dynamic is Thought; the Self becomes 

conscious of its particularity and establishes a relationship with exteriority. The moment Thought 

comes, Levinas posits, is the beginning of the politics of the “Other”. The contact stage is when 

the relationship becomes that of desire, and desire fosters an attitude of openness to exteriority; 

openness that is an appeal and response to the other (Levinas, Alterity and Transcendence).  

In The Humanism of the Other, Levinas broadens the argument to the “superlative moral 

priority,” which speculates on the sentience of the Other; the moral transcendence of the Self 

and, consequently, the positive moment of “Self”’s Thought that is reposed in this act; a Self 

made to take responsibility for the other. Levinas claims that transcendence and responsibility 

are inseparable moments of concrete ethical encounter, the congress of the Self and “Other” and 

argues further that one can realize one’s humanity by recognizing the humanity of “Others,” and 

that this is exigent for the Self. He says it is sometimes difficult to look beyond oneself to 

recognize humanity of others but that the “Other” is reflected in the Self in a way that makes 

acknowledging his humanity an obligation. The “Other,” Levinas reveals, holds the potential for 

the Self’s transcendence and renewal. As such, the Self is indebted to the “Other”. The book 

translator, Richard Cohen, adds in Translator’s Note that “otherness” of the other person arises 

precisely as the moral imperative that pierces the Self with moral obligation to serve the Other.” 

(Cohen xxvii, 2003). Levinas’ conception of Self/Other shows the two sides are not immutable 

states of being but are necessarily intertwined. However, beyond Levinas’ enthusiasm about this 

relationship is the asymmetry of the Self/Other, which, even when the “Other” craves a common 

ground with the dominant formation, the Self, the latter insists on “a totalized theory of 

alterity/difference” (Radhakkrishna, 9). 
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The Postcolonial and the Post-plantation: The African and the 

African-American 

Depending on what period in history, the relationship between Africans and African-

Americans has always been mediated by varying kinds of identity politics. While a number of 

African Americans who left for Africa in the ‘60s have either stayed or returned contingent on 

their experience in Africa and the anticipated future in America (Johnson, 1999), many others 

who have never visited Africa, nevertheless, have varying conceptions of the continent 

particularly constructed by African Americans who left for Africa and, to a larger extent, the 

media. This has, however, not deterred African Americans from reaching out to Africa. 

Sometime in 1986, scholars of African, African American and Afro Caribbean origin met at the 

University of Liberia to discuss the relationship between Black people everywhere. The 

proceedings of the relationship were published in a book, African Afro-American Connection: 

From Dependency to Self-Reliance. The basis of their scholarship on African and African 

American relationship was racially deterministic – based on the Black race and her racial 

history— and they discussed how to improve the lot of peoples of African origin. Scholars like 

Pearl Robinson spoke on mutual economic and cultural empowerment between African and 

African Americans. She advocates rigorous education in history for both sides, and stressed the 

importance understanding how Blacks are disadvantaged by global systems. A stronger Pan-

African awareness and relationship from both sides of the Atlantic, she offers, would lead to 

internally controlled economic resources and maintain a stronger cultural identity, among other 

benefits. 
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Black Studies Scholar, Ali Mazrui, also in attendance, touched on how the Pan-

Africanism movement fueled a transatlantic Black identity, but then also considers how as a 

rallying point Blackness is complicated by spatiality and location: “Black Americans are among 

the oppressed of the world; but the United States, as a country, is among the privileged on earth. 

What does this do to the status of Afro-Americans? They are an oppressed minority in a 

privileged society. When they travel abroad, are Afro Americans primarily members of the 

oppressed minority or are they essentially citizens of the privileged society? Underlying it all is 

the contradiction between the United States as an imperialist power, on the one hand, and Black 

Americans as a disadvantaged minority on the other” (52).  

In his response to Mazrui, Davidson Nicols blames dis-Africanization of African 

Americans on the nation-neutral nature of “African” in “African-American”. Yet, he says 

African Americans have an emotional root to Africa and “pinpointing correctly one’s place of 

origin and so establishing an identity is of greater emotional importance to citizens of the African 

diaspora than present-day citizens of nation states in Africa realize.” The conference ended on a 

note of Afro-optimism. The presenters even sought ways in which Africans in Diaspora could be 

part of the Pan-Africanism movement of the Organization of African Unity2 (140); a proposal 

that has neither been realized nor is there evidence it was followed up.  

Two years after that conference, Rev. Jesse Jackson announced that Black people in 

America would henceforth be called “African-Americans” (Baugh, 1988). It was a political 

move that was necessitated by a quest for identity, a cultural rootedness which was thought 

would give Black people in the US a cultural integrity; an identifying process that homogenized 

the various Black identities on purpose. Jackson denounced what he referred to as the 

baselessness of labels like “Negro” and “Colored” while he opted for “African American” 
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instead (Baugh 1991); (Butler, 1990); (Radhakrishnan, 1987). Despite its internal contradictions, 

the name change reflects, for scholar Michael Hanchard, the “broader cultural and material 

struggles for US Blacks over their paradoxical location within the most powerful nation-state in 

the world.” This politics of self-reconstitution, Hanchard says, was a way of countering the myth 

of the dominant social representation earlier given by a white majority. Studies noted that those 

most receptive to the re-labeling were youths, people under 30 (Nivel & Ziber).  

The label caught on and some studies found that White people were less likely to 

stereotype those labeled “African Americans” than people who were labeled “Blacks” (Sigel et 

al). In her study of theories of social representation and African Americans, Gene Philogene 

(1999) explains that since social representations are social creations with social effects, the term 

“African American” can reshape the perception of Black people in America because “unlike 

Black, …African American is not wedded to the tragic past of a racially divided society. Instead, 

it is a new social representation that can be filled with positive images of equality, inclusion and 

integration” (23, 24). In retrospect, one can conclude that the name change did not meet the 

expectations of enthusiastic scholars and social commentators. 

 While there is no immediate connection between the renaming and the conference in 

Liberia, both are evidence of how the racial politics of the US and a desire for belonging among 

African Americans, among other factors, influenced a movement that reaches out towards 

Africa. This, of course, does not reflect the sentiment of every African American. An example is 

the case of journalist, Keith Richburg, who burst the bubble on Pan Africanists and Afro-

romanticists with his 1997 publication of Out of America in. In the book, he not only severed any 

ancestral links with Africa, he was grateful slavery took his ancestors out of the “barbaric” 

Africa in the first place and landed them in the United States. Richburg was roundly denounced 



15	  
	  

by many Black scholars, one of whom is Afrocentric scholar, Molefi Kete Asante, for what the 

latter interpreted as an Afropessimism3 and a calculated pandering to White racist sentiments. 

But then, Richburg’s pronouncement is a political move that is not quite unique to him; in certain 

respects, African Americans have not always been “African.” Butler (1990) notes that while 

many African Americans of the ‘60s – during the Civil Rights movement period– adopted the 

“Black is Beautiful” campaign and gravitated towards African and Afrotopian art and culture, 

most never let go of European aesthetics in aspects of their lives.   

African History scholar, Toyin Falola, reviews the various stages of Pan Africanism for 

its successes and failures. He declares that certain aspects of the movement, like repatriation for 

instance, should not be superficially examined and pronounced a success or a failure based on 

the number of returnees to Africa. Rather, the far-reaching effects it produced should be the 

locus of examination. For instance, while many African Americans could not physically return to 

Africa because of the various logistical problems associated with such a move, they contributed 

in no small measure to Africa, ideologically and intellectually, from the US. The idea of 

repatriation, in turn, fueled the nationalistic flame in the US, and helped African Americans 

resist White hegemonic rule. Pan Africanism crumbled in postcolonial Africa as a result of what 

Falola describes as “the African factor,” a pernicious nexus of circumstances including 

colonialism and its aftereffects. Pan Africanism could not hold up against the ideological 

problems it encountered when the notion of race as a rallying factor came up for scrutiny. 

Besides, the issue of African heritage acquired political tinge in places like Latin America and 

among Northern Africans; the latter shed “African” identity for “Arabian” instead. 

One of the factors that make the “African” identity discouraging to African Americans 

looking towards the continent to hinge his/her identity is the Afropessimism that they are 
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presented with, as it is reflected in the American media. The media, Falola offers, relentlessly 

portrays Africa as the most barbaric continent and naturally, African Americans find this image 

of a retarded continent revolting and even blame Africans for the persistence of Africa’s 

problems. The consequence of this is that African Americans have considered holding on to an 

African identity is a waste of their time as the continent is stuck in its problems.   

Falola also blames immigration of Africans towards the West as one of the factors that 

affected Pan Africanism. In the ‘80s, many Africans migrated to the US, and as they constituted 

an ever-increasing diverse pool of Blackness, people bonded along the lines of nationality and 

culture, rather than race. These resulting tensions were exacerbated by the declining mutual 

knowledge of history of either side and how it relates to both parties in recent times. To 

compound all these, the most damaging division of African and African Americans is the politics 

of racial separation; the argument that both sides are different and skin color is not strong enough 

as a uniting factor. Falola’s analysis concludes on the forward-looking note that efforts to 

achieve solidarity are unlikely to disappear despite its internal contradictions, and it would be 

better if both Africans and African Americans adopt the Jewish model. The Jews in exile, he 

says, contributed greatly to the development of the state of Israel and it would be exciting if 

Africans in the US and African Americans could also collaborate on building up Africa with the 

intellectual and economic resources they have garnered in the US. While this conclusion appears 

reductionist and simplistic as it underplays the historical difference in African/African American 

history and Jewish history, it nevertheless points towards the fact that Africa can be saved from 

her present failings by a collaborative effort of peoples of African descent. The second failing of 

Falola’s position, for me, is that it still surrenders Africa’s liberation to “outsiders” rather than to 

Africans who live on the continent themselves.  
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The contemporary relationship between Africans and African Americans is also 

problematized by spatiality and context although both share the same experience of racialism, 

only differently. For one, an African on African soil (except in a few countries like South Africa) 

is not “Black” in the context of Blackness in the United States, which posits one Blackness as 

polar opposite to the other. The epidermis, to a large extent, is not troubled by the sociohistorical 

construct that makes Blackness in the US an ontological issue; an African who goes to America 

is surprised to find s/he is (supposed to be) “Black” in the same way as an African American. 

This is the summation of the reflection of Nigerian professor and immigrant, Olufemi Taiwo, on 

the complexity of race for an African who was previously oblivious of the reality of race and 

racism until s/he steps out of largely mono-racial Africa. Taiwo delineates Black individuality 

and the individuality of Blacks to show how “Black” is far too homogenizing a term that 

undermines potentials on various sides when it incorporates all people of similar phenotype 

regardless of the internal diversity within the race and expects them to perform their racial 

identity in the same way. The racial construct that heralds and emasculates Blackness in the US 

is more focused on Black individuality and that, he says, continually imagines the Black race as a 

monolithic entity. The consequence is that Black individuality erodes the individuality of Blacks 

within the race. All Black people are therefore trapped within their skin as “Black” even when 

the Blackness of the African does not quite come with a similar historical baggage as that of the 

African American carries and vice versa. Taiwo recognizes that individuality is neither strictly 

self-defined nor utterly self-related, but as a part of an arrangement in which mutual interaction 

with people in a society is constituted. A Black immigrant from a postcolonial society is typified 

as “Black” the same way as an African American even with dissimilar subjectivity.  
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Another trouble with the construction of Black individuality, as Taiwo shows with 

various examples, is that an African and an African American tend to miscommunicate when 

they come in contact on the US soil. In some instances, the latter thinks the former would be a 

willing and ready recruit to the racial battle against the US. The African in the US who has no 

prior direct(ed) experience of racism in his continent does not understand how the racial issues 

concern him/her. When the African points out he is not ready to be a foot soldier in a race battle, 

the African American feels betrayed and accuses the African of being in conspiracy with 

oppressors. The other side is that the African, unable to see or immediately feel the effects of 

structural racism, begins to quantify the subjectivity of the African American with the same 

typification as a White racist does. The African thus adopts a supremacist attitude towards the 

African American and could unwittingly become racist.  

Professor-immigrant, Tejumola Olaniyan, offers a more optimistic analysis of the 

relationship between Africans and African Americans. Both sides have come a long way and 

their interaction is one that has witnessed a long history of solidarity and camaraderie, especially 

during the Civil Rights era when Africans and African Americans bonded together as a racial 

group across geographical spaces to challenge colonialism and structural racism. The optimism 

and the limitations that characterized this relationship are documented in Malcolm X’s 

autobiography, The Autobiography of Malcolm X and Marable Manning’s revisionist history of 

the same, Malcolm X: A Life of Reinvention. The latter book shows that while African leaders 

heartily received Malcolm X and promised support, they didn’t redeem it because they didn’t 

want to be seen as taking sides in the Cold War going on at that time.  

Beyond a politically-charged relation like the one Malcolm X sought, even mundane 

interactions can be tense. When both sides meet, and if in the US, the problem of the interaction 
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is laced with a kind of complication that might not arise in another place. Black non-Americans, 

Olaniyan says, tried to shield themselves by a tactical disengagement in order to avoid being 

lumped together with the African Americans and the baggage of “Blackness” in America. 

Africans especially, Olaniyan adds, try to avoid being cast as “invisible others” in the US racial 

formation, so their relationship with African Americans is diverse and contradictory, “as peers, 

rivals, committed but difficult friend, and, above all, humble but also irredeemably haughty” 

(56). Olaniyan identifies the tension between Africans and African Americans as manifesting in 

two ways: substantive and non-substantive.  

 The former, he says, has to do with the structural racial formation that preempts Black 

life before birth and defines it throughout life. With the long history of racism in the US, African 

Americans have embodied (and perform) a certain subjectivity that African immigrants in the US 

soil do not because they are largely unaware of the history that structures the rituals of these 

performances. The performance of race and racial relations are not only different for both, 

Olaniyan adds that while race, for Black people is ontological in the US, what passes for a 

similar experience for the African –differentiation and discrimination along “tribal” formations – 

is largely political and is not deeply ingrained psychological embodiment like it is for the 

American. An African is therefore largely oblivious of the subtle acts of racism that takes place 

in inter-racial transactions, or even the deeper implications of it, unlike an African American. 

Their levels of racial subjectivity are not only different, but they also cause tensions in 

interactions.  

The examples of non-substantive tensions, Olaniyan offers, are the ones in which African 

Americans try to put down the African by treating them with a certain pejoration or even by a 

subtle mockery of Africans’ persona through seemingly innocuous things like accent. Olaniyan 
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attributes this to nativism in the African American, precipitated by a certain anxiety about the 

“American” of his/her “African American” identity; the social identity of the African American 

has witnessed “genocidal legacies” which places a “perpetual question mark” over their 

Americanness. Olaniyan claims that “it is not an exaggeration at all to say that of all Americans, 

it is the Americanness of African Americans that is most denied, emptied of meaningful content, 

and gravely precarious and that for their Americanness to be purposeful at all, it needs to be 

constantly struggled for and reclaimed anew in each generation. Africans are not exempted from 

this precarious space the African American occupies because the racial codes that racialize them 

as “Blacks” are “negative and non-self-affirming” (61). However, in that space all Blacks are 

forced to occupy, Africans are still not Americans. They cannot lay claim to Americanness and 

the cultural capital that goes with it. Olaniyan describes the space all Black people occupy in the 

US as an interstice and both Africans and African Americans, differently marked by experiences, 

find tension and friction in this interstice. For the African, s/he is a minority of minorities and 

s/he, in turn, has a relationship with the US that is mostly practical and utilitarian. However, 

Olaniyan concludes that there is potential in this interstice if it is seen as transitionary and “a 

fertile space for cultivating critical self-consciousness, and therefore a space of a potentially 

more democratic and egalitarian politics.”  

While Olaniyan’s and Taiwo’s theorizing are borne out of their experiences, it looks 

outward, away from Africa (a factor probably due to their location) and focuses on the American 

experience of an African. An African American’s experience in Africa is no less troubling. It can 

be rife with disappointments at the way one is treated like a stranger and an outcast; Africans 

showing an appalling obliviousness to history and shared heritage, focusing instead on the 

“American” of the African American. This tends to erect a wall between Africans and African 
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American even when the latter desires a relationship. Cultural Studies Scholar, Saidiya 

Hartmann, in her book, Lose Your Mother, narrates her trip through the slave routes in Ghana, 

Africa. She analyzes her experiences on African soil and comes to the conclusion that redefines 

her African-American identity. Her trip, she says at the beginning of the book, was to trace the 

slave routes of Ghana. Her mission, she declares, was to engage the past, “find the remnants of 

those who vanished,” and “to bring the past closer” by telling the story of the people who were 

victims of slave trade. She arrives in Africa to find a totally different experience from what she 

expected; most Ghanaians didn’t share her sentiment of collective memorialization of slavery. 

She felt they acted rather flippant about the whole affair. The Ghana she met was a typical 

postcolonial society with precarious stability, plenty of poverty and, as her narrative shows, an 

undeniable moral depravity of a people. An African American did not fit into the many tribes of 

Africa, hers was “the tribe of the Middle Passage” as she puts it, and in Africa, she would soon 

find, every tribe is a faction.  

For someone who had come all the way from the US to make a reconnection with 

“motherland Africa,” she was surprised to find Ghanaians fawning over her American 

citizenship and could not understand her angst as an African-American who came to Africa to 

peep into a past they care nothing about. Ghanaians could not quite relate to the distant racial 

problem in the US when their conception of the US was totally different – more of a land of 

fantasized. The postcolonial African and the post-plantation African-American came into contact 

but the irony of shared skin color and ancestry was that while it creates a calculus with which 

Black life has been devalued in separate locations all over the world over the years. The fact of 

their Blackness did not necessarily facilitate a connection between the two parties; neither 

phenotype nor shared history was enough to dissolve differences and breed consanguinity. The 
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problem of this difference echoes as a subtext of Lose Your Mother. When eventually 

Hartmann’s one year Fulbright fellowship ended, she came to the conclusion that, “if an African 

identity was to be meaningful at all, at least to me, then what it meant or was to mean could be 

elaborated only in the fight against slavery…If after a year in Ghana I could still call myself an 

African American, it was because my Africa [emphasis mine] had its source in the commons 

created by fugitives and rebels, in the courage of suicidal girls aboard slave ships, and in the 

efforts, thwarted and realized, of revolutionaries intent upon stopping the clock and instituting a 

new order, even if it cost them their lives (234).” With this declaration, Hartmann redefines her 

identity through the Middle Passage tribe, one that leads out from Africa and onwards to 

America. The spatial Africa was no longer for her, and whatever African in her would mean 

differently from her positionality of the American nationality. Hartmann narrates her frustrating 

journey to motherland Africa that started with great expectations but ended in disappointment.  

The problem of collective memorialization of slavery in African communities is thorny 

and taints Ghanaians’ relationship and response to Hartmann. Philosopher Kwame Appiah, on 

the blurb of the book, says the book’s narrative shows the “many excellent misunderstandings” 

between African and African-Americans. It is indeed a book of mutual misunderstandings. 

Hartmann gazes intensely into Africa as a cultural outsider right from her arrival in Ghana and 

appears hurt Ghanaians do not display a psychic need to understand slave history. Even though 

as Africans, they are at the center of this history, they appear uninformed about the healing 

African Americans seek when they make a return to Africa. Anthropologist Bayo Holsey’s eight-

year research in Ghana, Routes of Remembrance, details the reasons behind Africans’ 

obliviousness. She studied how Ghanaians remember slavery and how it configures a 

transatlantic relationship with Africans in Diaspora. Holsey’s research demonstrates that 
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Africans have a relatively emotionless relationship to the memory of slavery because the legacy 

of colonialism and social stigmatization in African communities pitches one ethnic group against 

the other. It makes one ethnic group appear socially depraved enough to have sold fellow 

Africans to European traders. Holsey also shows how the desire for globalization, 

cosmopolitanism and modernity caused a sequestering of slavery from cultural memory such that 

successive generations believe it is something that merely happened in the past, they no longer 

see its relevance to their life, and have “moved on.”  

The politics of African Americans traveling to Africa and making a critique of the place 

is complicated and subject to multi-layered readings. Trips like Hartmann’s, on one level, can be 

interpreted as based on a certain romanticism of “Africa” as motherland: the place where all 

Black people originate from, can relate with, and express disappointment at when it does not 

welcome them with open arms. On the other hand, her outsider gaze and critique has another 

layer of meaning: it enables African Americans who have anxieties about their racial identity in 

the US to use Africa as a foil to erect a racial demarcation which differentiates them as 

“Americans” and who are unlike “Other” Blacks in Africa. While a shared skin color enables 

access without qualifying them as “racist”, and even largely validates the African American’s 

experience in Africa, it also helps the African American to build a picture of Afropessimism 

which s/he can easily walk away from when the relationship becomes too burdensome. 

In “Alice in Wonderland” Nigerian feminist scholar, Oyeronke Oyewumi, offers a critical 

analysis of Alice Walker’s book and documentary on female genital mutilation in Africa. It also 

provides an illustrative example of the complication of African Americans reaching out to 

Africa. Oyewumi charges that Europeans have always imagined Africans in terms of 

“Otherness” and “a vehicle for articulating what the West is not” (162). On that premise, 
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Oyewumi accuses Walker, a Black American activist and feminist, of exceptionalizing Africa 

and its social issues in her works when she gives a denigrating picture of Africa. She says that in 

Walker’s mind, the picture of an “Other” Africa was preconceived as a mold before she left the 

US and her observations in her work were merely emptied into the prefabricated casts. Oyewumi 

sees an exploitative relationship of Africans by a “Sista” from across the Atlantic; a woman who 

does not measure up in America as a result of racism and racialism and who needs an “Othered” 

image of a Black African woman to contrast against herself and her superior citizenship so as to 

attain a higher status. By putting down Africa, Oyewumi says, Walker projects her difference, 

one enabled by the privilege of nationality.  

Even in instances when the relationship of an African American to Africa is reverential, 

the feeling of a letdown caused by a walled relationship between Africans and African 

Americans is no less disappointing. In her reflections of her stay in Yorubaland, Nigeria, 

ethnographer and Performance Studies scholar Joni Jones shows how shared skin color and 

ancestry does not translate into either familiarity or acceptance for the African American. She 

observes that the identity “African American” did not communicate nationalism, resistance and 

Pan Africanism to the African. In fact, Africa, contrary to the mythology among African 

Americans, was not a welcoming mother but one who was decidedly disinterested in her 

dispersed children. Although it was the similar experience of dislocation as in North America, 

the experience of Africa was far from the romantic trip it is meant to be. Worse, the “America” 

construct looms large in the imagination of the African and it is near impossible to understand 

the African American who does show similar excitement at his/her citizenship. It could even 

make communication awkward. In the following dialogue for example, Michael, an African, and 
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Jones, an African American scholar, are having a conversation that leads up to nation, or, framed 

another way, a differential understanding of “America”:  

Micheal: Tell me about America, please. 

Joni: America? What do you want to know? 

Michael: Do you like America? 

Joni: It’s hard to like America sometimes. There’s a lot of poverty... 

Michael: Poverty? 

Joni: Yes, poor people, people without homes or food. 

Michael: In America? 

Joni: Oh, yes, lots. And there’s racism... 

Michael: Racism? What’s racism?’ 

 

From their interaction, we realize that they are worlds apart both in their experience of America 

and in their understanding of blackness. Olaniyan’s conclusion about the potential of the 

interstice both Africans and African Americans occupy seems inapplicable outside a US context 

if the experience of the African American in Africa is taken into account. The majority of 

Africans on the African continent exhibit nonchalance and obliviousness about the existence of 

the interstice and how race is an issue that affects them at all. Racism seems a distant 

phenomenon to the African and it results into a lack of empathy for the African American who, 

despite all the challenges, is still American. On the matter of the emotional displacement of the 

African American in Africa, Jones offers that the United States, not Africa, is home. Rather than 

try to self-engineer to fit into the space of an African identity, an African American is better off 

being an African American. From that positionality, both sides can foster a better understanding 

and build a more effective racial alliance 
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Hip Hop: Black Popular Culture in the US and Africa 

Hip Hop, a genre of music largely credited to African Americans, is one of U.S.’s biggest 

cultural exports to Africa. Journalist and Hip Hop historian, Davey D, says this is a carryover 

from their African roots. He makes this connection by comparing the similarity in African oral 

traditions with African American performances premised on “verbal acrobatics” ranging from 

games such as “Signifying” to “the Dozens” and more lately, to Hip Hop. He traces the roots of 

rap music – a subset of Hip Hop— to the early 70's in the Bronx when a Jamaican DJ, Kool 

Herc, fused reggae with improvised rhymes, evoking local art such as the Dozens and schoolyard 

rhymes. Rap caught on because of its accessibility to urban youths with limited resources and a 

desire to express themselves. While presently rap music has become a ticket to a better life for 

many Black young men, he contends that music originating from America's Black communities 

has always had an undertone reflective of the political, social and economic conditions of the 

time; and rap is no different. Davey D notes that Hip Hop is an art of resistance; a younger 

generation rejecting the defining values of an older generation and charting its path through a 

process facilitated by Black radio stations in New York. He also points out that Hip Hop was 

birthed at the time Disco music was experiencing its dying pangs; youths who found the 

mechanical, watered down versions of Disco that began hitting the airwaves revolting created 

Hip Hop as their response to what they deemed as “funkless” Disco.  

Davey D’s historical narrative makes it seem as if the early days of Hip Hop were all 

about cultural and counter-cultural responses and the economic rewards of it only tangential. 

Scholar Tricia Rose, in Black Noise, shows that the beginnings and formation of Hip Hop had an 

economic aspect to it as well and which is integral. While it is largely a youth culture expressed 

with a form of rhymed storytelling accompanied by highly rhythmic, electronic-based music 
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contraptions, the nature and formation of the genre is an indication of the challenges of living in 

a postindustrial America. She describes this period in the US as one characterized by economic 

restructuring. This was a time when knowledge replaced capital as the organizing principle of the 

economy and which displaced many Black youths who were unprepared, educationally or 

socially, for this shift. Forged from the heat of this economic shakeup, Hip Hop articulates the 

problems and pleasures of contemporary life in America. But more than being an entertaining art 

form, she says Rap is resistant music with an innate capacity to inspire social change.  

Hip Hop was created as a result of desires generated in the context of social alienation 

and is a genre that attempts to negotiate marginalization, callously pruned opportunities and the 

acts of repression which define the experience of African-American and Afro-Caribbean 

community. Youths who were hemmed into urban ghettoes by urban renewal and on the vestiges 

of an industrial training that had been supplanted by modern technologies, became creative. Like 

all contemporary voices, she says, the voice of the rapper projects powerful and dominant 

technological, industrial, and ideological institutions when they creatively use art and electronics 

to tell stories. The creative use of their lack of space and its constraints compelled the genre to 

articulate “the shifting terms of Black marginality in contemporary culture.”  

Rose’s arguments about the sociological context in which Hip Hop emerged from— as a 

local art to a global artistic practice— unwittingly highlight the positive sides of the 

marginalization experience despite its debilitating effects. While great art has come out of similar 

social squeezes, the American experience is one that was founded on racism and its crippling 

effects. The African Americans might have made good use of it by creating Hip Hop. However, 

whatever optimism might have underlined Rose’s work is countered by historian Robin Kelley, 

who speaks about the nature of this postindustrial America that gave birth to urban ghettoes and 
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which in turn has served as the backdrop of most Hip Hop videos and Black culture. According 

to Kelly the image of a Black body in a ghetto, thanks to the mass media and various literatures, 

is consistently represented as a racial/cultural formation. When the Black Hip Hop performer is 

persistently captured in a ghetto, s/he begins to look like a natural fit in such environments. Such 

representation gives the impression that Black people in the US turn to Hip Hop because music is 

intrinsic to their nature and the socio-economic conditions of the ghetto is actually a delight. 

Those kinds of representations, showing Black people quite content in urban ghettoes obscures 

the deeper realities confronting Black people, who have to negotiate liminal spaces of access in 

spite of the overbearing effect of structural racism. Kelly argues that Blacks do not perform Hip 

Hop simply because it is a nature carried over from Africa through slave ships, and from the 

plantation and into their contemporary existence. To the contrary,  Kelly argues that Hip Hop is a 

form of creativity that was forged in the midst of hardship of social and racial constraints that 

Black youths face and within which they had to create a decent living; he notes that only a few 

manage to escape urban ghetto life due to Hip Hop. 

In a perspective different from Rose and Kelley, Todd Boyd, Professor of Cultural 

Studies, conceives of Hip Hop as an intersection between race, urbanity and entertainment. Boyd 

interweaves both Hip Hop and basketball to show the underlining issues of entertainment and 

race in the United States. He traces both as aspects of Black cultural expression that have similar 

origins in confining urban spaces; both forms of expressions have gone through similar 

trajectories of dismissal and even outright rejection; and are both interpreted and mediated 

through the same racial politics. He puts up Hip Hop as a sort of an essential Black culture, 

which are both a product of lived experience and a racialized form of self-expression. Boyd uses 
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Hip Hop as a metaphor to illustrate the politics and the resistance obtainable in Black experience 

in the US.  

Boyd also uses Philadelphia basketball player and controversial star, Allen Iverson, as an 

example of someone who straddles the world of Hip Hop imagery and basketball together. 

Iverson, though a good basketball player, is reputed as a Black thug. Boyd says Iverson typifies 

the stereotype of the Black male that mainstream society is usually uneasy with because he 

shows a refusal to be contained. Iverson represents the image of a menacing Black man, albeit a 

professionally successful one. Despite his successes on the court, critics closely link him with 

Hip Hop culture, a relation which, Boyd says, is an extension of the stereotype of a Black male 

unruly body that is the constant victim of a public jury which condemns (and is similarly 

condemned to view) a performing Black male within a kaleidoscope of criminality and violence 

even though, in the case of Iverson, as Boyd shows from the breakdown of accusations, are 

largely untrue. 

Boyd’s essentialist argument and analysis reveal the subjectivity of Iverson’s Hip Hop 

attitude: his success at basketball and his cultivated image of a thug represents a Black 

subjectivity that refuses to live up to the cultural standards of the American dream that were not 

meant for Black men in the first place. This “authentic” Blackness, Toyd says, endears men like 

Iverson to many others in the Hip Hop world. For Black men like Iverson, “Hip Hop is a 

soundtrack to a lifestyle; and Basketball tends to be the most visible stage where this lifestyle is 

played out.” Another aspect of Boyd’s analysis is the link between Hip Hop, basketball and the 

urban realities of Black young men in America. He shows that urban space is an aesthetic which 

bridges the similarities between Hip Hop and Basketball as areas in which Black young men 

reign because both required less space for practice and little start-up equipment (which poor 
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Black men could not afford anyway); both forms are responses to the constraints of urban spaces 

to which structural racism pushed many Black people; both are media of expression and 

individual creativity, and both are racially and culturally liberating for Black youths. Basketball 

and Hip Hop, he adds, are aspects of entertainment that represent the intersection of race and 

entertainment, and even though both forms are dominated by Blacks, they are mediated by the 

White media and White cultural critics. They both present unique opportunities of class 

transcendence and social mobility and are the vanguard of “all that is hip, cutting edge, and 

controversial in contemporary American society.” While Boyd’s analysis provides a useful 

picture of linking Black cultural expressions with urbanity and spaces, his work is limiting 

because it is too essentialized as a White/Black binary. For instance, space and race do not quite 

explain the success of Black people in a wide range of sporting activities. 

There is a lot of emphasis laid on Hip Hop as resistance art than as art in of itself. 

Journalist, activist and professor Bakari Kitwana describes the present generation of Black 

youths –post Civil Rights and post segregation United States - as the “Hip Hop generation” (and 

he uses the term interchangeably with Black youth culture). He says Hip Hop, as a genre and a 

movement, is arguably, “the single most significant achievement of our generation” and it forms 

a very visible discursive site where racial issues are elucidated and its popularity only hints at the 

people seek to the great racial questions of the times they live. Kitwana shows an enthusiasm 

about Hip Hop’s potentials to morph into a generational formation that could be more influential 

than even the Civil Rights movement of the ‘60s. His position sees Hip Hop as a cultural 

movement with a standing army of youths threatened by racial issues like their fathers, but 

luckier to have the economic force and infrastructure the older generation lacked. Hip Hop, he 
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says, is more than the performance of it, but a cultural movement that created a national 

infrastructural network that brings many black youths around the country together.  

Employing music as a weapon of social changes is a cultural practice that is not limited to 

any culture. Music, especially in colonial Africa, was an instrument of expression that helped to 

express politics and nativism; maintain ethnic identity, and even serve as a repository of 

historical information; created entertainment or, just a backdrop to the existence of Africans. 

Falola and Tyler argue that colonialism shaped the direction of music performances and its uses; 

colonialism came with religion and which further redefined the use of music within cultural 

spaces. Music in Africa has travelled a long road since the days of colonialism. The postcolonial 

experience of music in Africa is influenced by the legacy of colonialism as well as contemporary 

trends such as modernization and globalization. The foreign influences on African music are 

immense and Hip Hop is one example of this.   

Professor of Anthropology, Mwenda Ntarangwi, says Hip Hop in (East) Africa 

constitutes a new trend in music making and an unprecedented consumption of it. The Hip Hop 

culture was bolstered by a wave of multiple commercial radio and television stations that came 

in the wake of economic neoliberalism. Also, the easier access to recording instruments also 

boosted Hip Hop, a reason conterminous with ones Rose gave as responsible for the sharp rise of 

the same genre in the US. The interaction with the US that produced Hip Hop in Eastern Africa 

has to do with the very nature of popular culture; the process of making and circulating Hip Hop 

is mostly predicated upon a global consciousness that utilizes expressive culture not only as a 

politico-economic aperture for youth but one that is beyond the regulations of autocratic state 

institutions and other powers that structure social discourse.  
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On globalization and Hip Hop in Africa, Ntarangwi argues that contrary to what many 

people might think about loss of cultural identity due to Africans’ adoption of Hip Hop, it is far 

more complicated than it looks on the surface because Hip Hop has political uses which 

represent Africans and African identity in three ways, even though the genre borrows aesthetics 

from Western art forms. One, it shows an Africa that is still Africa and which is different from 

Europe culturally and politically. Two, it shows an Africa still in touch with its indigenous roots 

and “vernacular” and three, it also shows a cosmopolitan Africa which holds on to tradition 

despite transnationalism and transcultural realities. A broad contextual review of the history, 

context and practice of Hip Hop in East Africa can effectively illustrate why it has become such 

an important space for youth agency. Ntarangwi further argues that Hip Hop has opened up the 

cultural sphere, along with opportunities for East African Youths who collaborate with musicians 

from different countries and continents. It has had a great impact on African local music, so 

much that it even threatens other forms of local music. The influence, he adds, is not limited to 

the rhythmic and sonorial forms alone, but they come along with the same representation of 

poverty, urban ghettoes and violence. This similarity between American and African Hip Hop is 

both an effect of cosmopolitanism, appropriation and pure mimicry, he says. The cultural 

imagination of this influence, he adds, spreads to aspects of life and body adornment. The black 

body of the American became, for the Black African, a fascinating site of desire and imitation. 

He attributes other influencing factors to the economic climate that liberalized the market; the 

socio-cultural context in which Hip Hop thrived, he says, coincided with high levels of political 

insecurities and uncertainties that rocked Uganda and Kenya. Popular culture became a safe 

medium of political expression as older, more orthodox musicians were coopted as propaganda 

machinery for the repressive government of the day. 
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He also argues that Hip Hop attracts and fascinates Africans because it has African 

structures and patterns e.g., “call and repetition,” short repeated phrases, interlocking rhythmic 

patterns. He states that Hip Hop’s vital role in enabling youth agency in East Africa is 

“unprecedented” and East African Hip Hop has been vital in identity formation of local East 

African urban youths. To account for ways African identity manifests in these performances, he 

says we need to look at the many ways artists and their music interact with contemporary 

globalization and the effects it has on musicians’ sense of self, their lived experiences and their 

projected image of how life ought to be. 

Much of the West African Hip Hop experience mirrors Ntarangwi’s analysis of East 

Africans’ and other scholars’ analysis of the US. While Hip Hop in Nigeria started as early as the 

late ‘80s and its trajectory followed the US musical culture as it transitioned from Disco to Hip 

Hop, Nigerian music received a major boost in the ‘90s when it started going by a localizing 

slang “Gbedu”, which would evolve into a Nigerian brand of Hip Hop. Like Rose explains that 

Hip Hop in the US is a child of postindustrial realities, Nigerian Hip Hop was born in 

postindustrial circumstances as well. However, the postindustrial Nigeria I refer to here differs 

from that of the US because it was a post-military dictatorship period when crushing economic 

policies, coupled with Western financial institutions’ crippling loans, had sapped Nigeria. This 

atrophied economic and tensed political context that created Nigerian Hip Hop, Wilson Akpan 

classifies it as a political force; one which carries the potential of causing emancipatory change. 

Music, he says, mostly has been used to challenge state repression. Akpan qualifies Hip Hop as 

lyrical tradition, not as a type of music; this way, we recognize the “moments” and “counter-

moments” within an artist’s career. Similar to what occurs in Black popular culture in the US, 

commercialization has caused Nigerian Hip Hop to subvert and suppress the emancipatory 
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aspect; globalization and the desire for a broader market causes the market to dictate trends 

which further make artists play down on protest themes. What has emerged from this is a 

situation where the Hip Hop with resistance elements remains on the margin while the 

mainstream Hip Hop fashions itself after the US Hip Hop trends. 

Nigerian Hip Hop, as I see it, evolved as an art form through the problem of mass 

unemployment in urban spaces, a factor worsened by during rural to urban migration. The genre 

transitioned along with the US’s, just as Disco fizzled out in Nigeria about the same time it did in 

the US. That of Nigeria was further affected by brain drain that saw many artists fleeing the 

country following economic downturn. The younger generation that came after began to create 

art forms resistive of conventional music and which borrowed their foundational imaginations 

from fellow Black youths of the US.  

This transatlantic cultural interaction was enabled by, in the case of East Africa, a 

neoliberalism that increased the number of radio stations; the increased democratization of 

technological resources which made access to recording studios easier and relatively affordable; 

the growth of the music video culture; cultural exposure that gave rise to the number of 

producers who, without any training or institutional help, managed to breed a number of local 

talents and build a Nigerian Hip Hop industry. This appropriation was enabled by catering to a 

local taste that had already been saturated with Western forms of music. The combination of 

local flavor –language, urban spaces, socio-political issues and similar recognizable aesthetic- 

with a Western form of music created a combination that inflamed and revolutionized Nigerian 

cultural industry, making it arguably the biggest on the continent.  
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Performing Hip Hop: Identity, Transnationalism, Aesthetics and 
Critiques 

Hip Hop can be broken in various ways: according to its components- Rapping, DJ-ing, 

MC-ing, Breakdancing, Graffiti-ing; according to its politics- confrontational politics vs. Black 

marginalization, identity and Black nationalism; temporality of its existence- post Civil Rights 

and post racist US; according to functionality of representation: commercial worth and cultural 

nationalism. These various categories, in between them, contain the aesthetics of US Hip Hop 

performance which include resistance, activism, nihilism, street code/gangsterism, materialism, 

misogyny, commodified blackness, “ghetto fabulous”, Black masculinity, color coding, 

homophobia and homoeroticism etc. Hip Hop outside the US, even while displaying similar 

features as US Hip Hop, however, takes on the character of the society in which it is domiciled. 

These very aesthetics have constituted the various points of criticism of Hip Hop.  As it evolves 

and grows into mainstream art, it takes on various attributes its ever-growing audience demand. 

Rose blames this capitalist bent for squeezing the art life of out of Hip Hop, making it more 

mercantilist than the flavorful, exuberant, energizing art with the potential of Black 

rehabilitation.  She laments that the Hip Hop that dominates mainstream America is different 

from the genre she knew in her growing up years in the Bronx and which though exhibited 

certain internal contradictions of violence, misogyny, anger and social neglect, still had a certain 

love for community, a drive towards respect and mutuality and inspirational energies which kept 

it alive as a symbol of creativity, affirmation and resistance. Hip Hop, she says, has increasingly 

become a playground of images and caricatures of the trialectic of gangsters, pimps and ho’s. 

Contemporary Hip Hop plays up various anti-social behaviors as if it is the defining nature of 

Black life. Black masculinity, she says, is distorted through the dominant images created by Hip 
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Hop and which feeds into the racist and sexist notions of American consumerism. The problems 

with her critique and that of critics she took on in her book appear to be a resistance to change, or 

at least, evolution. There seems this underlying unspoken expectation that changes to the Hip 

Hop genre should be unidirectional; that Hip Hop should remain on the margins and be an 

activist project. Her arguments do not take into account that part of the strength and visibility of 

Hip Hop is its commercial potentials. Without a capitalist enterprise driving it, it would probably 

not be thriving, socially and economically, as well as it is doing presently.  

Of all the criticisms of Hip Hop, one that persistently features is that of its disposition to 

violence. Legal Studies scholar, Ronald Brown, says the Hip Hop’s disposition to violence and 

the materialism it loudly portrays is situated within the politics of “Mo, Mo Money”. Hip Hop 

arose in the post-Civil Rights era when a younger generation of Black youths found themselves 

growing up and experiencing the harsh reality of racism. The effects were stifling, and stories of 

Black activists like Martin Luther King and Rosa Parks were a distant legend, and did not match 

the effects of race and racialization in their lives. Yet, he argues, the culture of materialism was 

spawned among these urban youths who believe they were entitled to wealth acquisition as much 

as their White counterparts and when they got it, displayed it with gusto to drive home this point.  

He also discusses about how these politics played out for Black men in Hip Hop. Brown 

analyzes Marion “Suge” Knight and his Death Row record label that, by the early ‘90s, had 

earned $325m, the highest a Black label ever made. He traces this upsurge and its financial 

rewards to a deliberate shaping of Hip Hop as a genre of violence. The Black Hip Hop moguls 

who developed gangsta rap simply feed the public is most financially rewarding. He traces Dr. 

Dre’s and Tupac’s career trajectories to show there is a correlation between violence portrayed in 

Hip Hop and financial success. Brown says violence is cultivated as part of the aesthetic that 
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drives the market, especially to a White middle class audience which is fascinated by Black 

violence, a contrast against their own predictable existence. In return, Blacks of the Hip Hop 

generation are generously patronized for what they sell and it helps them fulfill their materialistic 

desires, one thing that explains their postmodern fetish of cash. 

Also related to violence and materialism is the “ghetto fabulous” elements. Roopali 

Mukherjee explores this aesthetic, the “bling-bling” culture and other flashy displays of wealth in 

Hip Hop. He locates such politics within neo-liberal individualism of the US and its inherent 

promises of class transcendence. The way Black celebrities announce stylized proclamations of 

Blackness through elaborate performance of bling in music videos, he says, is a politics which 

helps them compete with White icons like Madonna, Paris Hilton, and David Beckham, but with 

an appeal that elevates the Black urban experience as “the ultimate crucible of cool.” Like 

Brown, Mukherjee also argues that Hip Hop commercialism and its cooptation by corporate 

America and music networks has led the “ghetto fabulous” to its becoming a spectacle within 

Hip Hop. Since its emergence, the ghetto fabulous has evolved from being a “raucous wild child 

of the streets to coopted product tagline”; a commodity that has been successfully marketed, not 

as absolute Black experience -and definitely not even considering the underlying causes of this- 

but as a youth rebellion culture which is endemic to all races.  

The gaudy show of bling, he indicates, reveals an underlying anxiety to belong to a 

middle/elite class. Mukherjee points to Black Youths’ desires to be included as beneficiaries of 

the American Dream and wangle their way into the promises it holds. Through their materialism, 

they make racial claims on “commodity markers of White cultural capital” like Cadillac, Louis 

Vuitton, Harry Winston and disrupt “racial exclusivity to White access to luxury, wealth and 

consumerist excess.” Like other Hip Hop scholars, Mukherjee argues that mercantilism changed 
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the face of Hip Hop such that it lost the initial bite with which it countered racial inequality. 

What it has evolved into now is a resistant genre that could range from extreme anti-Whiteness 

to extreme capitalism in the same breath, pander to the same Whiteness even as it complains of 

its repressiveness without being bothered about these ideological contradictions. The reality of 

the debilitating effect of structural and system racism is therefore subdued and merely 

spectacularized; its mutedness becomes an amusement. 

Film and African American Studies Professor, Jonathan Mumby, also looks at violence, 

nihilism and the “bad boy” image in African American culture and brings up the root cause of 

the representation: the mythological Black man who is immune to the white man’s oppression 

must first of all be ruthless to the Black people of his own community; a self-stereotyping of 

violence which he traces to some old forms of African American blues, e.g. Stack O’ Lee, a 

popular folk song in the rural South; early literature and other cultural expressions in which, in 

popular culture, is enabled by spectacular ghetto living as backdrop. This representation is most 

manifested in the area of mass culture, where African Americans have impacted the US culture 

intensely. Through the construct of this Bad Black man in gangsta rap, Black people 

(un)wittingly collaborate with their own oppressors to gain material success, he says. He argues 

that the fear of the Black man that was instilled in the society during slavery to highlight the 

consequences of Black freedom corresponded with Black people’s self-imagining as “bad”, their 

mental resistance to racial oppression. Black people see this representation as race-rebellion, and 

which would become a trope in Black literature. It is a response to othering that makes Blacks 

don a kind of minstrelsy mask to match the construct of Blackness for a White gaze so as to not 

only wrest the power of this representation from mainstream society but to also create a character 
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through whom they speak truth to power. This sort of back and forth politics eventually becomes 

problematic for both sides. 

Professor of Law and Criminology and Society Charis Kubrin also examines gangsta rap 

because, she says, that is the most controversial aspect of Hip Hop. She argues that the content of 

a genre produced in a society cannot be divorced from the context of time and space in which 

they are produced. The portrayal of Gangstas, Thugs and Hustlas, is a lived experience for many 

Black young men in Hip Hop and is therefore reflected in their music. She says the violent 

behavior of urban youth, carried into the music, is a reflection of their adaptation to the street 

culture. Violence, however, helps in constructing a self-image and in building a reputation 

needful for survival on the streets. The street code is one that requires violence to be continually 

performed as an identity; that reinforces a spatial, racial belonging in the urban space where 

these acts of violence occur. The Hip Hop culture and the music video, she argues, only reflect 

what is already in existence. Apart from self-imaging and self-positioning, violence breeds 

respect in these spaces. Materialism, like violence, is simply another way the notion of “respect” 

is achieved. People have made a showy display of wealth in such neighborhoods to show they 

have a life worth a certain amount of capital; and it would be worth laying down their lives to 

defend such capital through the various instruments of viciousness; violence thus establishes 

social boundaries and constructs an identity. 

Nihilism is necessary in ghetto-centric gangsta rap because it sustains the street code and 

which in turn governs interpersonal public behavior among Black youths who live in the inner 

city. Hip Hop itself, Kubrin says, cannot be divorced from the socio-political context of the US 

society that disadvantages many Black youths. These conditions which drove them to the streets 

also fostered a street code along with certain “rituals of authenticity” by which they self-govern. 
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These codes of behavior are not essential nature of Black Youths but a response to socio-

economic inequality. Nihilism, therefore, becomes inescapable since the notion of “respect” is 

based on it. She says Black males that have been deprived of all social means to personal 

achievement that generate respect in the first place resort to violence as a means of self-retrieval. 

And the more intense one’s death and destruction drive, the more “respect” one generates. She 

argues that while rap music in itself does not cause violence, people who take elements of 

musical expressions and appropriate it to their lives do. Misogyny also, she argues, is fallout of 

hypermasculinity that drives violence. A Black male is expected to cultivate this “respect” 

among his peers and his society. If, in the process, women become sexually objectified, so be it.  

On misogyny and women in Hip Hop, the image below is instructive. It shows rapper, 

Snoop Dogg Dog, with and two unnamed scantily-clad women arriving at a red-carpet event. 

There are dog leashes around the necks of the women and Snoop Dogg holds the end of it. That 

particular act was parodied in a MTV cartoon, Where my Dogs at? and which caused a lot of 

outrage among Black activists and scholar on derogation of Black women by MTV. The 

Network responded that it was critiquing Snoop Dogg since even a dog in that cartoon series 

remarked that he found Snoop Dogg’s act demeaning.  
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Another instance of misogynistic attitude towards women is Kanye West’s referring to bi-racial 

women as “mutts” and saying that without them, music videos would not even exist. There are 

various instances of objectification and hypersexualization of Black women in Hip Hop videos 

such as P.I.M.P. and TipDrill. 



42	  
	  

Popular culture scholar Katina Stapleton’s analysis concludes that Hip Hop remains a 

vehicle of political confrontation and its protest theme is one of its greatest contributions, never 

mind that such themes are not always explicitly stated. Since its creators were marginalized and 

excluded from social benefits that should have accrued to them, Hip Hop becomes their hidden 

and resistant transcript and, so far, has been a viable means of this expression. However, the 

proponents of this resistance are Black youths and not even the older generation, a subtle hint at 

perceived class-consciousness. She analyzes the political subjectivity embedded in the music of 

rap artists like Public Enemy, Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five to buttress this. In the case 

of artists like Queen Latifah and the Fugees, their politics is extended to Afrocentricity. The 

female artists in Hip Hop play their politics not only to challenge the gendering of the genre as 

male but who use their racialized sexuality as a cultural resource. Her argument about nihilism is 

that artists are not solely to blame but promoters and record companies should share the 

indictment too, since they insist on promoting themes of violence. She alludes to media 

sensationalism as part of the problem of making Hip Hop seem like it is all about violence, 

whereas it is far much more. Like other scholars, she blames mercantilism on the turn of Hip 

Hop and wonders whether, if Hip Hop is used to drive consumerism, it still has any integrity to 

speak for marginalized groups. She ends on an optimistic note that Hip Hop, with its potentials, 

will drive the political changes needed in the 21st century. 

  Stapleton, like Kitwana, arrive at the same conclusion about Hip Hop and its potential as 

a political movement that can drive social change. But another Popular Culture scholar, 

Lawrence Grossberg, counters the optimism that music can live up to such high expectations. 

Grossberg says the “Rock formation” has shown the patterning of this. He uses Rock music as a 

motif – from which the term “Rock Formation” is derived- to frame how people use music for 
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certain political, social and emotional demands. He says while these demands tend to succeed, 

they sometimes become overbearing on the genre and then the formation fails. Unlike Kitwana, 

he is cautious about proposing that a musical formation can actually change the world because 

such positivism is based on the notion that the world is “binary, hierarchical and cyclical.” 

Besides, he says, a song’s popularity does not account for its social change impact in isolation of 

other factors such as other marginal forms of music. Those forms of music might not have been 

subsumed by the mainstream (and may never be) but have a strong cultural impact on their local 

audience all the same.  

American Studies Scholar, George Lipsitz, counters the criticism against rap/youth music 

and argues on behalf of their commercialism saying despite their often missing embedded 

political subjectivity, they still manage to play a role in social change because they form a part of 

a culture which people draw upon as a cultural resource in times of social revolution. Whether or 

not such songs actually set out to be political or not, they end up achieving this purpose through 

their popularity. Youth culture generally, he argues, is subversive and diverts power from 

mainstream culture towards itself. While Lipsitz expresses enthusiasm about popular culture 

charting a different future, he is uncertain exactly what kind of political change can or cannot 

emerge from today’s youth culture. Even with his stance, Lipsitz still wonders whether youths 

who take slices from adverse circumstances that challenge their lives, put them into Hip Hop and 

make commercial music out of them, are actually critics or collaborators of the mercantilism that 

tries to sell back to Blacks the prospect of a better life stolen from them. Lipsitz says it is hard to 

imagine how all the vibrancy flowing through the veins of youth culture can become a part of 

social change rather than a mere commoditized substitution for it.  
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Susan McClary, a music historian, also weighs in on how critics of commercial music 

like Hip Hop miss the point of political subjectivity embedded in these songs. She says, and 

illustrates with a couple of examples from the past, how critics perceived new and evolving 

musical genres that diverged from normativity as a violation of the set order. Such new 

disruptive songs have the potential to cause an emasculation of the authority of the state, church 

and patriarchy. She adds that those who critique music by focusing on the lyrics, looking for 

explicit political concerns, end up overlooking the music itself and the imagery it conjures. They 

do not look further enough to see the rhetorical devices with which music creates intersubjective 

effects. McClary further argues that the politics of music reside in its intersectionality of the 

physical body with the social body; music has the potential to destabilize accepted norms of 

subjectivity, gender and sexuality. She adds that commercialism does not disturb or diminish the 

impact of musical technologies on the body; rather, to borrow the wisdom of Plato in The 

Republic, when people transgress from the norms of music, the movement of the physical body 

also causes a disturbance of the most fundamental and social conventions. When people rupture 

the set order, they free their minds along political lines as well, which enables them to resist 

repressive state policies. 

This sentiment of political resistance influence rings through the works of writers on 

global Hip Hop. Cultural Studies scholar, Halifu Osumare, reflecting on global Hip Hop and the 

African Diaspora, described the global Hip Hop youth culture as the most recent manifestation of 

Black American cultural export which started from 19th century minstrelsy, thrived during the 

1950s crossover rock-and-roll era and continues today. However, what has changed, he claims, is 

the scope of global reach and the speed with which the culture is marketed globally. Black 

popular culture, formed in the context of social marginality in the US, travels to other countries 
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and comingles with its local social marginalization issues; it takes on the character of the place 

that adapts it. What makes this happen is the connective marginalities potential of Hip Hop; the 

ability to appeal and connect people from other parts of the world who are on the margins of 

social identity.   

Hip Hop, because of this connective marginalities attributes, attracts marginalized people 

in other countries, and Osumare breaks down the factors that enables this into four: culture, as in 

the case of Jamaica and Cuba; class, as in the case of North Africans Arabs living in France; 

historical oppression, as in Native Hawaii; or simply the discursive construction of “youth” as a 

peripheral social status, as in the case of Japan. Osumare’s examples hardly consider Black 

Africa, where Hip Hop is a thriving culture. The four features he lists, however, conflate in Black 

Africa region where the Hip Hop culture is further enhanced by the desire to connect to a global 

culture and the trappings of modernity it signifies. Osumare’s analysis of Hip Hop in Africa 

shows a cultural appropriation for indigenous purposes. He counters the assertion that Hip Hop 

culture’s relationship with African diaspora practices is merely based on the oral nature of rap 

and its trajectory as a West African griot tradition or the “toasting and boasting” traditions of 

Jamaica. Rather what manifests here is the deeply affecting rhythm through which oral text is 

transmitted. What excites Osumare most about the Africanist aesthetic is the PanAfricanist 

promises of Hip Hop, not only across the Atlantic and in the diaspora but among Africans 

themselves. The legacy of colonialism has created a situation where individual African countries 

have their umbilical cord tied to the West but are virtually strangers among themselves, a 

situation enabled by the effect of the Western media. But with Hip Hop, he says, African youths 

are reaching out across to each other , enabled by the various tools of New Media. The result is a 

Hip Hop movement among marginal groups in Africa and in the African diaspora. Osumare’s 
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conclusion is that the overbearing moral stance imposed on American Hip Hop and which 

relentlessly criticizes it for becoming a commercial sellout and reduced to “booty call” and 

“bling bling” fails to consider its global effects as a positive aspect of it. Through its connective 

marginalities potentials, he says, it has promoted activism along the social margins and identifies 

with poverty and inequality in countries outside the US. While Osumare’s conclusion is right to a 

great extent, it misses the point about Hip Hop itself being a big tent that accommodates both the 

“good” and the “bad” in each place it is domiciled. Global Hip Hop cannot be pitched as 

opposite of US Hip Hop for the simple reason that either side is not a monolithic entity but 

internally diverse. For instance, American Hip Hop is not all about mercantilism while global 

Hip Hop’s effects in Nigeria have not altogether been a campaign against poverty and social 

inequality.  

While the aesthetics of American Hip Hop are similar to ones performed in Nigeria, the 

reasons for their existence are dissimilar. For one, violence in Nigerian Hip Hop is moderate, 

largely probably because of fear of cultural backlash. However, there are other aspects like 

materialism and hypersexuality which some local critics complain are foreign to African values 

and imported into the system from the US. While this is analytically false, the criticisms are 

actually directed at Hip Hop itself by a conservative class that sees it as cultural infiltration and 

which disrupts “African culture”, as if culture is a static body and absolute in itself. Materialism 

in Nigerian Hip Hop music can be linked both to imitating the US Hip Hop culture and at the 

same time, attempting class transcendence and creating a niche with pecuniary rewards. Nigerian 

Hip Hop artists who use the ghetto –often as a result of limited economic means- as backdrop 

create a different kind of class for themselves, which ultimately affects how they are priced in 

the market. The same argument of niche marketing can be made for male-female relations in Hip 
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Hop. While Nigerian Hip Hop is not overtly misogynistic to the point of describing women as 

“bitches” and “hoes” (something which could also have a cultural repercussions), it certainly 

makes use of a lot of benevolent masculinity: one which does the woman a favor by marrying 

her; giving her all the material goods she desires and on occasions, criticizes women who are 

ready to sleep with them in exchange for money.  

However, one of the greatest achievements of Hip Hop in Nigeria is a linguistic 

refashioning. From the earliest times when performers attempted to imitate American accents 

and sing in only the English language, Nigerian Hip Hop has successfully branded itself by 

making local languages the medium of expression. There are artists who make rap music in Igbo, 

Yoruba, Hausa, minority languages and pidgin – a lingua franca made up of English language 

and local dialects and spoken largely as a second language among majority Nigerians. It is 

popular and fast becoming a practical means of communication across diverse ethnic 

nationalities and social classes (Ihemere, 2006). Many times, the singers transit between English 

and a local language in the same track. Agbo (2009) states that this code switching is done for 

several purposes: to emphasize the feelings being expressed, to exclude or include certain ethnic 

groups, for its aesthetic effects, or to even contrast an expression when spoken in at least two 

languages. This language syncretism is reflective of contemporary Nigerian society; we have 

adapted local languages into English, the lingua franca, to create a brand of Nigerian English that 

might be incomprehensible to the original speakers of the language.  

Writer and social commentator Lola Adesioye (2009) claims that Nigerian music has 

been so hybridized with the cosmopolitanism that reflects the Nigerian musicians themselves. 

Some of them grew up in the US, studied in the US or are fed on a US culture and definitely this 

cultural syncretism reflects in their art forms: “Switching between English, pidgin English, 
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Yoruba and Nigerian slang as they rhyme and sing, they have realized that success depends on 

ensuring that their music reflects its place of origin and that it resonates, in as authentic a way as 

possible, with their audience.” She further adds, Nigerian musicians are no longer trying to ape 

the lifestyle, culture and language of American urban artists. But this last assertion is largely 

debatable as it undermines and tries to downplay the power of the continual influence of global 

culture on local cultural imaginations, especially in a genre like the Hip Hop that is a child of the 

impact of US culture on Nigeria. The subaltern Nigerian/African Hip Hop artist cannot wholly 

disentangle him/herself from looking towards the US for inspiration.     
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Chapter Two: 

Coming to America 

 

In 2012, Hip Hop in Africa took a new turn when collaborations occurred between 

Nigerians and African American Hip Hop artists. The videos –two of them so far- by D’Banj and 

P Square were filmed in the US and they reflected similar spectacles as US Hip Hop, a pointer to 

the cultural proximity of Africa to the US. The works received popular acclaim in Nigeria, in 

parts of Africa where they were marketed, and also on YouTube. The “use” of African Americans 

(with emphasis on the second half of the nationality), though a marketing gimmick by these 

artists designed to broaden their audience base, cannot be qualified on those grounds alone. It 

extends the frontiers of the Nigerian/African popular culture and sets a standard for other Hip 

Hop artists in subsequent productions that connect both Nigeria and the US. Moreover, the 

stylistic and aesthetic choices D’Banj and P Square employed in the videos inevitably preempt 

the audience’s perception of their work. The deployment of various US and Nigerian cultural 

artifacts make an argument for how they (as persons), their performance as artists and their 

thematic focus in the work are both to be read and enjoyed. It also provides critics the means of 

mapping the social, historical and ideological grounds on which these works are shaped. 

The videos of D’Banj and P Square also advance the debate about postcolonial 

performance and the conceptual registers used to characterize it. The various analysis of African 

Hip Hop1 implies that the end process of mimicry, appropriation, re-appropriation, and 

hybridization is to arrive at the stage where Hip Hop becomes “Africanized” (Saucier, 2011; 

Charry, 2012; Alim et al, 2009). These theoretical constructs presume there is a distinction and 

distance between what is “African2” and what is “American” and when both are crossed, give 
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birth to a mulatto child that occupies a “third space” called “African Hip Hop.” The label of 

“African Hip Hop” (used by the artists themselves as perhaps another marketing gimmick to 

erect a boundary around their work, one wide enough to create an identity tied to a spatial and 

metaphorical locale) gives the impression of a variation, a hybrid, or maybe, another creation 

entirely that occupies an interstitial space. The reality, however, is more evolving. The 

postcolonial African youth is simultaneously situated in a temporality that is both indigenous and 

global, and both spaces provide the resources that constitute his identity formation. The 

postcolonial youth is neither helpless nor lacking agency in this process but the material culture 

in which s/he exists is permeated with a more dominant culture from elsewhere so that s/he 

simply cannot live out any other kind of reality. This phenomenon, for instance, reflects the 

underlying reason most of the discourses around “African Hip Hop” is conceived in relation to 

the US. True, Hip Hop came to Africa from the US, but the continued positing of the 

performances of Hip Hop in Africa against how it is done in the US is a pointer to an umbilical 

cord relationship that exists between both places and which will be discussed further in this 

essay. 

These performances by D’Banj and P Square, in a sense, also reflect the politics of 

location, and the (re)location of politics. If the Self/Other dialectic is one that usually envisages a 

distancing –social, spatial and conceptual- the instance of D’Banj and P Square trouble this; 

specifically, as regards spatiality and how it factors into the construction of the “Other.” Territory 

is a key factor in forming identities and belonging. It situates us to a space, creating a mode of 

external differentiation and internal cohesion (Guntram & Herb, 2, 17). The de-territorialization 

of African Hip Hop and subsequent re-territorialization in the US therefore dissolves the old 

static boundaries and creates new fluid ones. Taking the art out of Africa troubles the process 
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through which the context creates a naming. The change of context/locale definitely features in 

the re-construction of the “Other,” either to dilute the “Otherness” or at least, recontextualize it. 

Either way, it is not a simple procedural change but a complex one whose ends endorse the 

theorizations of the fluidity of identity. It is also illuminative of how identity (re)negotiation 

occurs in postcolonial performances like Hip Hop. African Hip Hop borrows the spectacles of 

US Hip Hop to express itself; but while on the soil of Africa, it does not have to deal with the 

sociological issues -such as the conflation of race, class, gender- that surround US Hip Hop, at 

least not in the same way. When, however, African Hip Hop is staged in the US, and with African 

Americans as collaborators, those sociological issues inevitably arise. It is therefore imperative 

to ask how race and racial identity feature for African Hip Hop artists who come into contact 

with US Hip Hop through African Americans. Also, how do the similarity and differences of US 

and African Hip Hop suggest desire, subjectivity, and agency in racial identity?  
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Transatlantic Hip Hop Performance 

The videos, Mr. Endowed Remix and Chop My Money, were popular for many reasons, 

one of which is because they attained authenticity by featuring some of the top ranking African 

American Hip Hop performers, Akon and Snoop Dogg. The notion of “authenticity” has multiple 

implications and in this context, can be read in a roundabout way. For one, Afro-romanticists 

believe Hip Hop is originally an African art; part of the oral traditions of Africa transported to the 

Americas by enslaved people (Tang, 79), and have evolved through various black arts traditions. 

Hip Hop found resonance in Africa as a result of this cultural connection. This cultural 

retentionist argument assumes Africa is “the well spring of an innate black cultural diaspora, 

producing a single essentialist cultural continuum that is unproblematically traced through the 

creative arts” (Forman, xi). Therefore, this view concludes that featuring African Americans in 

African Hip Hop video is endowing them with the “real” thing. Another way to read 

“authenticity”-and the one this essay aligns with- is to see African Americans as conferring 

legitimacy on African Hip Hop, not the other way round. To begin with, the post-independence 

children of Africa did not have a strong relationship to traditional forms of performance in their 

own local communities enough to claim roots as a factor in creating Hip Hop; African Hip Hop 

is as a result of their cultural alliance to the United States (Charry, 4). Youths in the US who 

invented the genre did not do so because of their historical links to Africa; Hip Hop was born 

largely out of a social and economic squeeze in postindustrial United States. That Hip Hop took 

off from those modest beginnings and is today a multi-billion dollar industry is simply because it 

took on a life of its own (Kelley, 1997) (Rose, 1994). Global Hip Hop scholar, Halifu Osumare, 

however, provides a middle ground argument to both sides when she describes the presence of 
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Hip Hop in Africa as a process of “mutual arc of inspiration” whereby cultural influences stretch 

from Africa to the diaspora, and back again to Africa (2012: 3). The conception describes the 

cultural transfer enabled between Africa and the US by “globalization, localization and 

glocalization attributes of a rapidly shrinking world (3).”  

Hip Hop as a cultural product derives a lot of capital from its being a constituent of a 

world power like the US, and this has been influential in its exportation to other places of the 

world such as Europe, Asia, Africa and even the Middle East, through imitation, appropriation 

and metissage. The flow of Hip Hop culture from the US is not exactly a one-way flow, yet, the 

rate at which it gushes hegemonically out of the US to the rest of the world does not correspond 

to the rate of return (Mitchell, 2). Despite the assymetricity of this cultural exchange, D’Banj and 

P Square tried to place a bridge in this gap by taking Hip Hop back to –or more specifically, 

through-the US when they featured African American Hip Hop stars. Both D’Banj and P Square 

are highly popular and arguably the most visible and sought after Hip Hop artists in Africa. Their 

videos and performances regularly emulate those of US artists and the pre-US collaboration of 

D’Banj’s Mr. Endowed is an example of this.   

Mr. Endowed, made by Nigerians who live in Nigeria, was not filmed in Nigeria, a fact 

immediately evident from the flora of the outdoor scenery. The video starts with two women in 

nurses’ costumes. Their white uniforms carry the cross sign of the Red Cross but we know the 

women are role playing because when they bend down to look into a cot from where a baby’s 

cries are emanating, the camera takes time to focus on their cleavages; this conjures 

pornography. The plot narrative has a Super Hero character (played by D’Banj) that dresses in a 

form-fitting costume like that of Super Man, complete with briefs. The color of his costume, 

however, is a reddish pink and has a letter “E” written on his chest. He stands on a tall building, 
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against a Computer Generated Image of the New York cityscape at night. He has his back to the 

viewer and at that point, he enters an invisible force field. He comes out again in another scene 

into a bathroom where a light-skinned woman is staring at her reflection. She has her back turned 

to the camera and we see her from the mirror reflection. The camera focuses on her ample bosom 

as she bends over the sink. This makes us unwitting co-voyeurs. She looks worried about her 

teeth – the canines jut out. D’Banj appears, sprays her with a bottle of perfume, and for some 

reason, also sprinkles her overhanging breasts and buttocks.  

The videos have a few dances that imitate strip performances; there are dance scenes by 

the costumed women, a few other dances by a lady in a red cat-suit, another by a woman in a 

short black gown that reveals her breasts. There is another dancer who imitates a strip 

performance but dances in a narrow corridor between two walls. The scene is darkened, giving a 

shadowy effect. She is at the far end of the corridor in the scene and we see only her dancing 

silhouette. It is evocative of strip shows and how they render the female as an erotic subject, yet 

an invisible one. D’Banj also performs some of his dances in this corridor space but is visible 

because he stands at the end of the corridor nearer to the camera. The space he occupies is lit, his 

well-toned body evident as against that of the silhouetted female dancer. There are several cars 

featured in this video – two Lamborghinis, a Vintage Rolls Royce, a Sports car and a power bike. 

The last three were never used, merely displayed. The video lavishly borrows from US popular 

culture and society: D’Banj’s standing at a CGI of a skyscraper in a Super Hero costume reminds 

us of Superman jumping off tall buildings; the force field imitates Sci-fi films like Star Trek and 

The Cabin in the Woods; the locale where D’Banj drives his Lamborghini and the aerial shots of 

seaside vacation spots; the images of women both as porn materials and also as appendages of 

the men who perform in Hip Hop, are all aspects of US popular culture.  
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The spectacles of the video, however, are not unfamiliar to a Nigerian audience that has, 

over the years, been culturally aligned with the US. The Mr. Endowed video typifies the process 

by which a culture broadens itself through borrowings and appropriations. Dance Scholar and 

historian, Brenda Dixon-Gottschild describes a non-linear process the manners, behaviors, styles, 

trends, phrases, motifs, tropes from one cultural realm are appropriated because of certain 

desirable qualities; from appropriation they are approximated and then they end up assimilated 

(2005: 21). This way, a culture borrows from the “Other,” and its tropes becomes the lifeblood 

with which it injects itself. Dixon-Gottschild’s examples are taken from US culture, and are 

illustrative of how the US has enriched itself with Africanist aesthetics. However, if the process 

is the other way round,- that is, Africa borrowing from US cultures-, how much of the latter can 

it absorb before the US becomes its asymptote?  

The remix of Mr. Endowed opens with the image of “spirit of ecstasy,” the hood 

ornament on Rolls Royce cars. Gradually, the rest of the car's body slides into view. It turns out 

to be a Phantom model, colored in Nigerian national symbols of green and white. This is very 

significant: D Banj is both projecting national pride and making an effort to be visible in a 

culturally overwhelming space like the US. An outrider precedes the Rolls Royce and there is the 

sound of a blaring siren. In Nigeria, the use of sirens is, most times, a sonic alert to road users 

that a VIP is passing and also, s/he is in a haste to get somewhere, so other motorists should 

move off the road. Although this practice is illegal in some states, many VIPs still get away with 

it. It is unthinkable that the US law enforcement agencies would have allowed D’Banj enact this 

performance of self-importance in their country. It had to have been laced on the video. A female 

voice comes on radio, greets the folks of Los Angeles in a contrived US accent and announces 

the arrival of “Africa’s number one artist” in LA. At this point, the video cuts to D’ Banj and Don 
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Jazzy in the car, nodding with pleasure. In a later interview, D’Banj spoke about the making of 

the video saying, “We made the video in LA, Beverly Hills. I was in a Green-White-Green 

Phantom (and here D’Banj gesticulates as if he is stylishly riding a vehicle with the left hand) to 

let them know that Naija (a slang for Nigeria) boy is rolling in your town” (Onyeakd, 2011 

Emphasis mine). In this interview, D’banj puts on an accent different from the Nigerian one he is 

known for. Interestingly, when he talks about the Phantom, he sounds excitable and slips back 

into a Nigerian accent. This switch between what is generally perceived as “American accent” 

and Nigerian accent signifies a cultural attitude that conflates the US with upward mobility. To 

speak with an “American accent” in Nigeria is to announce a status elevation bordering on class 

and/or spatial mobility. In the latter instance, it means one has left the shores of Nigeria for the 

US. This interview is not the only instance D’Banj switches accents as a deliberate act of 

showing off how far he has moved beyond the level his audiences know him for. In another 

interview after a performance at a Jewelry exhibition in Beverly Hills organized by Nigerian 

born Hollywood Jeweler, Chris Aire, D’Banj, in the same elevated accent, spoke about how he 

told “Big Brother” Aire he had to be at the show. While he is speaking, in another excitable 

moment, he reverts to Nigerian accent and says to the camera, as if talking to an audience at 

home “This is Beverly Hills o. The same Beverly Hills in 90210 I used to watch Eddie Murphy 

in those days. I am just so proud…and happy to be here….” (FTV, 2010. Emphasis mine)  

The Rolls Royce Phantom arrives at a house, a huge mansion painted white. The camera 

focuses briefly on the various sculptures adorning the house from various angles. D’Banj steps 

out of the car, calls a number on his cell phone and the camera focuses on the phone screen 

enough for us to see the listed name as “Uncle Snoop.” In the house, Snoop takes the call on a 

Koko Mobile phone, a brand D’Banj tried unsuccessfully to launch some years ago. D’Banj’s 
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number on Snoop’s phone is listed as “Nephew D’Banj.” In the making of the video, Snoop, 

facing a camera, describes D’Banj as “my nephew from Africa,” and for which D’Banj bows to 

him in obvious appreciation. His attitude around Snoop is rather obsequious and this extension of 

consanguinity to him is definitely an elevation of his professional and social status. He is twice 

validated by Snoop- as an artist and as a family member- and he is not treating either as a mean 

achievement.  

Both D’Banj and Don Jazzy enter the house, heralded by two pairs of women’s feet. We 

see their light-skinned feet, a visible contrast to their black stilettos. The women drop red flower 

petals ahead of the men; an act reminiscent of the 1988 movie, Coming to America, where the 

African royals are preceded with elaborate ceremony even when they arrive in the US. The 

evocation of Coming to America is significant; the film was deemed “progressive” by the 

standards of its time (Olaniyan, 1996). It did not portray Africans and their continent as a place 

of sick warlords but this time, with opulent royals who luxuriate in aristocratic splendor. D’Banj 

and Don Jazzy manage to conjure as much grandeur as the royals of Coming to America but this 

time, they do this as Africans representing Africa, not African Americans role-playing Africans. 

This is an advancement for them; the politics and pleasure of representational practices is a 

response to a world that is saturated with multiple forms of communication media; to choose 

one’s representation through cultural practices, styles and innovations is directly correlated to 

empowerment and in some cases, an avenue for upward mobility (Watkins, 6). The imagery of 

Coming to America also tallies with the sublime politics of the location of their performances in 

the US. Postcolonial Studies scholar, Tejumola Olaniyan, argues that since Coming to America 

was from Prince Akeem’s standpoint, it should have been titled “Going to America.” The move 

from Africa to the US, and seen as a “coming to America” makes America an invisible 



58	  
	  

transcendental space where, as Olaniyan references from the Christian religion, is believed God 

occupies. The move from Africa to God’s own country is therefore a transcendental one (104).   

 The three men are soon dancing in Snoop’s house, standing in-between two pillars and 

two flights of marble steps. Above their heads are the draped flags of Nigeria and the US, side by 

side. On both flights of steps are women in only black underwear. In another scene, a light-

skinned woman in black and white striped form-fitting dress serves champagne to Snoop, her 

waist bent in a sexually suggestive pose. In another of the scenes, the girls in underwear lie on 

their backs and run their hands over their bodies. Throughout the video, the women do not dance, 

either alone or with the men, but are used as props. In the lyrics, Snoop sings a verse, 

Break the bank 
Take the girls 
Travel all 
Around the world 
This is life…. 

 

He mentions “take the women” in the same breath as “break the bank” as if they rank the same 

on his to-do list. His attitude reduces women to mere property he reaches for when he needs to 

be amused. The women in the video are sexualized and objectified, even when they are not 

performing overtly sexual acts. One of the women is shown in a dry bathtub, with her nakedness 

covered with dollar notes. Another woman sits on the toilet with her pink underwear rolled down 

her legs. She expresses some shock and surprise when D’Banj opens the toilet door but even this 

reaction quickly gives way to a seductive smile.  

The subject of sexual objectification of women in US Hip Hop videos is a very well 

researched and critiqued area. By referring to women as “bitches” and “hos” who need to be 
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tamed, usually with some sort of violence by the hyper-male to whose side the preponderance of 

power in Hip Hop tilts (Gaunt, 114), women are demeaned and even made vulnerable to forms of 

violence. Several female Hip Hop groups and feministic projects have challenged the sexism in 

Hip Hop and made attempts to retrieve feminine dignity from its suffocating clutches (Rose, 

128). The discourse on the sexual objectification of women, and even name calling, forms one 

end of the continuum of the culture wars within the Nigeria society3. The sexual exhibitionism in 

Nigerian Hip Hop, to some, is a direct imitation of US culture, a situation they find alarming 

since it clearly threatens the country’s moral fabric. This perception of a social threat has 

degenerated into moral panic especially on the part of the older generation who fear that US 

liberalism will have a corrosive effect on the cultural integrity of Nigerian societies. Whereas the 

issues of sexism as it relates to sex are subjects of criticism and counter-criticism that creep up in 

cultural discourses within the society, other forms in which sexism appears usually pass under 

the radar because they are consistent with the cultural conventions.  

In Mr. Endowed Remix, masculinity is reified not only through sexual objectification of 

women, but also through narcissism. Masculinity calls attention to itself through class and 

economic power. It pushes itself in the face of the female by self-advertising as the ultimate 

product she had better purchase. Some of the lyrics are pretty suggestive of this, 

I’m the kind of brother that your boyfriends wanna be 
Cos I am so endowed , I am so endowed 
See the ladies looking at me, na me they want to see (I am the one they want to 
see) 
Cos I am so endowed , I am so endowed… 

I am fully endowed… 
My upper body… 
My lower body… 
And my face… 
See my house endowed… 
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And my car endowed… 
See my pocket endowed… 
Absolutely endowed… 
I am so endowed….oh 
Mr endowed …. 
I am so endowed…. 

 

 

This self-aggrandizement effectively silences the woman such that throughout the video, the 

women do not display any kind of agency other than boost the men’s masculine image. 

Masculinity and class markers are equally reflected in Mr. Endowed Remix by featuring 

many items of ostentation: a plush house, sparkling jewels, deluxe furniture, large sculptures, 

glittering chandeliers, the Rolls Royce, and the heavy-handed display of dollar notes, all confirm 

the upward mobility of these young men who have “come to America.” Also present as part of 

the materialism of the video, is Chris Aire, who facilitated the link between D’Banj and Snoop 

(Vanguard, 2013). Nigerian Hip Hop, similar to the US’ Hip Hop, is heavily dependent on 

materialism for self-expression. This exhibition of material goods is neither new nor exclusive to 

D’Banj and P Square. However, the videos that featured the African American artists have a 

significantly stronger emphasis on money and wealth than usual. In Mr. Endowed Remix, the eye 

of the camera deliberately focuses on these props so intensely they could not blend naturally into 

the environment in which these performances take place. The viewer “sees” them as the eye of 

the camera wants them seen.  

D’ Banj himself is heavily accessorized; the bling bling aesthetic is a critical part of the 

Hip Hop fashion that places emphasis on a “clean” appearance to resist the image of the “dirty 

nigger” (Romero, 10). Accessorizing suggests social elevation even if the person who dons the 
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bling items lives in a ghetto. Hip Hop is a male-dominated genre, the fashion industry that feeds 

the culture focuses largely on the black male body and its output is designed for this fetishized 

“he.” The codes of Hip Hop lifestyle are reflected in both the music and the fashion. The two 

have a symbiotic relationship because the clothes act as the visual signifiers of the sound 

(Fleetwood, 329). The performers’ outfits characteristically link masculinity and urbanity with 

economic prosperity. The last point is usually emphatically communicated with the gaudy and 

glittering jewels. D’Banj’s large jewelry not only meets the unwritten sartorial rules of bling 

bling –the bigger the better (Hauser & Lownes, 2005) - he also lavishly displays other trophy 

jewelry pieces like an open box that contains glittering wrist watches to make a more emphatic 

statement about his class status.  

Soon, Snoop gives the key to his house to D’Banj who accepts it with a slight bow. In turn, 

D’Banj hands out a Nigerian passport to Snoop. The biometric page shows a picture of Snoop 

with his name written as “OLUWASNOOP BABA AJA.” The first name merely attaches a 

common prefix in Yoruba names, “Oluwa” (meaning Lord) to Snoop while the surname, Baba 

Aja, means “Father of the Dog.” Snoop takes the passport, obviously unaware it lacks 

documentary integrity and leaves the house for D’ Banj and Don Jazzy while they quickly close 

the ornamented doors behind him. This suggests that Nigerians, who have acquired a reputation 

in the West for 419/scams (Glickman, 2005) have swindled Snoop, who apparently assumes that 

the “Uncle-Nephew” relationship between them should breed some familial consideration. This 

prank is an interesting addition that serves as a sort of in-group joke among Nigerian audiences, 

it also suggests desire: the African wants what the African American has. Both D’Banj and Don 

Jazzy, so far, have invested in showing the viewer how much they possess. D’Banj sings, 

effortlessly switching Yoruba, English and Pidgin English,  
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When you say ‘endowed,’ girl, I am the epitome.  

Count your blessings 

You don’t have as much as I do, do you hear? 

The one on horse back cannot catch up with me 

It’s not possible for them to catch up. 

It’s a while I freed myself of their clutches 

They are unhappy I have surpassed them… 

 

Even with all he claims to possess, he still covets the place of the African American. After he 

takes over Snoop’s house, he begins to wander around. He goes to the bathroom where he finds a 

woman in the tub covered with dollar notes. There is a look of excitement over his face –both at 

the money and the woman whose pose in the tub is erotically suggestive. This scene is D’Banj’s 

way of illustrating why the world of the African American is desirable: it is filled with the 

various articles a man needs: unceasing flow of money; economic domination; endless supply of 

sex; women as sex toys, whose nude bodies fuel libido.    

In the final scene, the camera zooms out to show Snoop, flanked by D’Banj and Don 

Jazzy standing. Both D Banj and Don Jazzy have their arms folded across their chests, their 

bodies tilted towards the right while Snoop stands straight, his arms resting on the shoulders of 

the two men. He acts as a bridge between the men. He is the one who faces us fully while both D 

Banj and Don Jazzy act as supporting cast. In this case, he is the star around whom they devolve 

so he stays in the middle. As the camera zooms out, we see the flags of both Nigeria and the US 

fully. We also see the women in lingerie who are sprawled on the marble steps. The entire scene 

places Snoop right in the middle of the activities. D’Banj, Don Jazzy, the women, the house, and 

the flags, are all reflective of gender, class and nationality. By placing Snoop in the middle of 
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everything, we see how he –at that moment- symbolizes the US; and how all the cultural 

activities revolve around him (the US). It is a political statement that anchors the performance 

around the centrality of the US, and the US, in an avuncular manner, places its hand on D’Banj 

and Don Jazzy. The gesture is both magnanimous and domineering, typifying the relationship of 

the US to Nigeria. 

The video by P Square, Chop my Money, was shot in a nightclub in Atlanta, Georgia, and 

several outdoor locations. The plot is the story of four young men –P Square twins, Peter and 

Paul; Akon; and May D- who profess their love for the same woman; a formulaic narrative of a 

female beauty meets benevolent masculinity. The woman in this video is light-skinned and wears 

blond hair. She accepts, or pretends to accept, the advances of the four men as long she gets 

material gains from the relationship with them, individually. The scenes show her taking Akon’s 

credit card from his pocket while pretending to kiss him and his only reaction is to be amused by 

her antics; she takes a Porsche gift from Paul and he, expecting some gratitude, is surprised when 

she leaves him on the road and drives away. She goes on a shopping trip with May D who 

struggles with her many bags while she speaks on the phone; she also gets a necklace from Peter. 

In the jewelry store, while he is paying for the necklace in two large bales of dollars, she slips 

away and sends him a text message stating she would see him later. In the final scene, the four 

men are sitting in a club, waiting for her, each one unaware of her relationship with the other. 

She surfaces and the four men rise separately to meet her but instead, she makes a detour and 

goes to meet a light-skinned man –a bodily contrast to the four men soliciting her attention who 

are quite dark-skinned- whom she pulls out of the club with her. The four men are surprised and 

stare at her receding back, open-mouthed.  
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Compared to the Mr. Endowed Remix, and the broader argument of sexual objectification 

of women in Hip Hop both in the US and Nigeria, the sexism in Chop my Money is not 

immediately obvious. Here, manhood is reified through excessive generosity to a woman for no 

other defined reason than her physical beauty. If sexual objectification forms one end of the 

extremes of Hip Hop, the benevolent masculinity of Chop My Money constitutes the other end. It 

is, however, far less critiqued than sexual objectification of women because, like male 

narcissism, benevolent masculinity fits snugly into the patriarchal conventions of the society: 

man is woman’s benefactor. When the man offers the woman excessive material gifts and even 

tops it with the promise of marriage, he is doing her a favor because, to him and everyone who 

reasons like him, those offers are the ultimate a woman can hope to get. The woman in Chop My 

Money is not depicted as having any talent, neither does she display any kind of intelligence 

other than the skills deployed in depriving men of their money. The man indulges her even when 

she pilfers because, he sings, 

Even though I make real dough,  

You are the reason there’ll be more… 

Even though I got much more, 

I don’t mind if you chop my money… 

 

He encourages her to “chop” (a slang for eat or consume) his money because he does not care 

nor fear he would be bankrupt. The woman in question, it should be noted, is not encouraged to 

make her own money (and it is doubtful if he wants her to be financially independent) but to 

continue to milk him of his money, because his source is unending. A similar attitude is reflected 

in Mr. Endowed too when D Banj promises to improve the lady’s life. He sings, 



65	  
	  

Let me upgrade you girl come roll with me 
I’ll make your life brand new 
Imma show you a world that you never knew 
Make you marvel at everything that I do 
If you fumble na your loss be that (If you mess things up, it is your loss)  
 
 

The Hip Hop male in Nigerian Hip Hop constructs masculinity with affects similar to ones 

deployed by the US counterpart – sexual objectification, materialism, name calling – but also 

adds another panel as a result of the prevailing patriarchalism embedded in the culture –

benevolence.  In the long run, however, it comes to the same end as the sexism that labels 

women “bitches” and “hos.” Benevolent masculinity is no more progressive than the sexual 

objectification. Both treat women as prostitutes who hang around men merely for money.  

 The scenes that illustrate the narrative are alternated with choreographed dances in the 

club, the four singers surrounded by male and female dancers. The dances' gestures imitate how 

a younger generation of Nigerians “spray” cash at party scenes, different from older generations 

who place it on peoples’ forehead while dancing. These dancers place the crisp notes on their left 

palm and use their right hand to flip it into the air. The culture of spraying money at parties is 

one that began among the Yorubas of Nigeria but has actively spread to other parts of Nigeria, 

Africa and among African immigrants in the US. This gesture as displayed by P Square suggests 

an excess, both of material possession and the display of it. The consumerist excess that 

symbolizes the US is what is at play here. While the men indicate their desire to be a part of the 

US through an emphasis of financial prosperity, they do not completely submit their agency to 

the US. They communicate it by employing Nigerian cultural tropes.  

There is also nonchalance about their attitude to money. The ease with which they flip 

imagined money into the air suggests irreverence. By throwing money in the air, they play down 
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the cultural mores around money as the ends of a process that begins with labor. Rather, they 

show it is the means by which they make more money. And as Nigerians, it is important to 

flaunt, and show American citizens that they can exist with them on the same level. The 

materialism of US Hip Hop is a way through which black celebrities, historically disenfranchised 

in the commonwealth of the US, “announce stylized proclamations of Blackness.” The elaborate 

performance of bling in music videos is a political act through which they compete with White 

icons like Madonna, Paris Hilton, and David Beckham, but with an appeal that elevates the Black 

urban experience as “the ultimate crucible of cool” (Mukherjee). On the part of Nigerians, the 

gaudy show of material wealth adds an extra layer: it helps them stand out beside the African 

Americans with whom they perform. It is not for nothing that, in Chop My Money, the Nigerians 

are the ones who go for the vulgar display of material items while the American appears more 

subdued. In the instance of Akon, the lady takes only a credit card from him; a mere plastic card 

but a minimalized symbol of financial possession. The Nigerians, on the other hand, are the ones 

whose displays are raw; they show off a Porsche, multiple shopping bags and dollar notes. They 

wear dark sunshades throughout the video to give an impression of “coolness” whereas, Akon’s 

“cool” is embodied. He exudes it. This is reflected in the final scene where his reaction is the 

least dramatic when the lady walks off with another man.  

 The two videos, cumulatively, have similar spectacles of Americanism even though they 

perform their desires and agencies differently. Americanism, as used in these videos, produces 

various effects: one, the Nigerian performers carve a niche for themselves among other 

Nigerian/African artists and even their audiences. The co-mingling with African Americans and 

the “out of Africa” video shoot is also a scheme of class mobility expressed elaborately through 

items such as Rolls Royce (serving as a vehicle of social and spatial mobility) and the persistent 
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display of material items. Across Africa where people look at the US as a symbol of capitalist 

utopia, Nigerian artists create a sense of belonging to this higher plane of prosperity through 

class status signifiers. This choice is also about representation and the power it confers when one 

is responsible for projecting one’s appearance through the media. Nigerian Hip Hop artists’ 

choice as the “epitome” of wealth pushes against the stereotype of Africans as poor people who 

are bogged down by diseases, and are a perennial White man’s burden4. They choose instead to 

establish a higher status using the Americanism as a marker of class and cosmopolitanism. As 

they move out of Africa and transit to a global city5 (Engin & Wood, 99) that converges on the 

US, they have to look the part so they can fit. The shots from Mr. Endowed Remix video that 

focused on the glitter of their bling aesthetic and Chop My Money’s suggestive display of dollars 

emphasize this politics of appearance loudly enough. It is not only a visual illustration of the 

lyrics, it is also a short cut to announcing their class distinction to audiences who, for one reason 

or the other, do not speak any of the three languages used in the video.  

The materialism they employ is a consequence of the conflation of US citizenship with 

higher class status, which is not always the reality but an impression nevertheless. In many 

postcolonial societies, to be American is to live a life as glamorous as it appears in Hollywood 

movies.6 A disenfranchised minority in the US cannot easily debunk the postcolonial impression 

that being American is not a utopian they imagine it to be; that the US has its own internal 

challenges like other nations. In a performance piece created by ethnographer, Joni L. Jones  –

and staged from her real life experiences in Nigeria-, she gives an instance of how impossible 

conversations can be between, for instance, a Nigerian and an African American especially when 

the former has an ideal perception of the US. In this performance, the character of Michael, a 

Nigerian, interrogates her: 
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Micheal: Tell me about America, please. 

Joni: America? What do you want to know? 

Michael: Do you like America? 

Joni: It’s hard to like America sometimes. There’s a lot of poverty- 

Michael: Poverty? 

Joni: Yes, poor people, people without homes or food. 

Michael: In America? 

Joni: Oh, yes, lots. And there’s racism- 

Michael: Racism? What’s racism? (1996:140) 

 

The illusionary perception of the US in Africa therefore makes the collaboration with African 

Americans a social and professional authentication. The latter is especially important since it 

implies their art is as good as the one that originated in the US. This impression enhances the 

value of their product before the eyes of the home audience who also desires a piece of the US. 

The Americanism of the video can also appeal to US audiences; a viable strategy with the 

potential to open up new markets in the US and “make” the career of an African artist7. 

The videos altogether compel a postmodern reading of the relationship of identity. The 

phenotypic and gender likeness between the parties allows the African Hip Hop performer who 

craves the utopia the US symbolizes to become momentarily absorbed by the capaciousness of 

US culture. Their aesthetic choices are an appeal to the expansive hegemony of the US to extend 

the accumulated social and political capital of its citizenship to them. The “difference of the 

“Other” against whose resistance the integrity of an identity is to be established,” (Gilroy, 109) 

momentarily dilutes itself by their role-play as Americans. The Other sees himself mutated and 
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transcending into the Self while performing with Americans. Unlike sociologist T.H Marshall 

(1950)’s conception of class and citizenship as sometimes antithetical (Engin and Woods, 28), in 

this case, the Nigerian Hip Hop artists’ desires for the US citizenship is realized through class 

symbols.  

Just what makes echoing the performances of African Americans Hip Hop artists, along 

with the materialism and sexism they are often criticized for, appealing to Africans? There is an 

answer to be derived in Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory of the “mirror stage.” He says as 

infants, we pass through “The Imaginary Order” stage in which an external image of us is 

reflected to us in the mirror. It happens while we are going through a complex process of trying 

to make sense of the world and this reflection marks a primal recognition of the Self as an “I.” 

This “Ideal-I” represents a defined Self that does not match the confusion of our growing body. 

This “primordial discord” between the body and the Mirror ideal induces a mixed feeling of 

desire and/or hatred for the Ideal. We either want to be like the Ideal or we reject it because its 

boundedness undermines our chaotic identity at this period. This stage precedes the Symbolic 

Order- the realm of language where we acquire the socio-linguistic resources to understand 

ourselves, and our desires, in relation to the world. This tension between the Ideal and the 

childhood body results in an ego and gives a pre-language impulse to the formation of 

narcissistic tendencies. This narcissism engenders a sense of lack; lack preempts fantasy and 

insatiable desires in us. Lacan asserts that even when we enter the Symbolic Order, our desires 

are not real but intertwined with how language preemptively characterizes them. This Ideal 

mirror image is a fantasy but we do not let reality impede its continued existence because it 

appeared real to us (Lacan, 2001; Gamel; Felluga, 2011). 
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 To understand how the “mirror stage” theory works in the case of the postcolonial 

African, I want to look at the broad spectrum of activities that range from the early days of Hip 

Hop in Africa where youths imitated North American Hip Hop artists (Saucier, xix) to ones that 

generated questions of whether African Hip Hop is an appropriation of US culture by Africans, 

or, does it indicate the localization of US culture in Africa? (Mitchell & Pennycook, 30.)  

The difference between answers, either localization or appropriation, would measure how much 

distance –social, economic and conceptual- exists between the US and Africa; the degree of 

agency exhibited by, as relevant in this case, Africans themselves; how local artists and their fans 

drive the culture industry feeding demands fueled by global capitalism and US cultural 

domination (Mitchell, 2). Either way the question is considered, the response will not be 

divorceable from the cultural experiences and social desires of the African youths living in 

postcolonial societies. These youths are the ones who embraced and popularized the Hip Hop art 

such that it is characterized (and even sometimes dismissed) as “youth culture.” Music scholar, 

Eric Charry observes that African Hip Hop culture was initially embraced by elite westernized 

youths (2012: 3). This is relative. In the case of Nigeria, the reception of Hip Hop had less to do 

with elitism but more of youth expression and it ran across classes. Osumare links the popularity 

of Hip Hop by African youths to what she describes as connective marginalities: youths who are 

at the margins in different countries found Hip Hop a compelling and viable tool of self-

expression (2005:267). While marginality might have fostered the receptivity of Hip Hop in 

Africa, and turned it into an “indigenized” or “localized” art, this persistent exteriorization elides 

the intrinsic factors that make indigenization or localization a possibility in postcolonial African 

societies and which is manifest in the works of D Banj and P Square. African Hip Hop is not just 

a case of the “US speaks, Africa echoes” but is tied to the history of relations between both the 
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US and Africa. This is well-illustrated in the vivid description Africana Studies Scholar, Manthia 

Diawara (2005), gave of his growing up years in Bamako during the 1960s in an essay titled, The 

1960s in Bamako. The essay is illustrative of the Lacanian conception of how the “mirror stage” 

imaging works.  

Diawara’s description of people’s experiences, especially the youths, who were caught at 

the vestiges of the end of colonial rule, an experience that changed the nature of power relations 

in Mali. The Independence was a vulnerable period for the youths; one that can be characterized 

as the “infant stage” and during which socialization into foreign/white cultures would become 

for them, the mirror Ideal reflection. For the youths caught between the riotous experiences of 

colonization and Independence, whiteness became the phantasm and Ideal. Diawara narrates that 

the reception of diaspora aesthetics into Africa through popular culture opened a floodgate of 

energy and creativity for Malian youths. At the center of this cultural outburst in Bamako was the 

US artist, James Brown, who combined “the ethos of black pride with the energy of rock and 

roll.” Diawara’s analysis shows a cultural transmutation that saw male youths dressed like James 

Brown to parties in Bamako, and female youths who struck the pose like the one on the album 

cover of The Supremes to take a photograph. He uses these examples to illustrate how the habitus 

of the African was radically changed at this impressionable stage of the early postcolonial period, 

saying it drained people of any spiritual connection to the earth of Africa in the same way their 

ancestors were connected. He extends his essentialist argument to show that the music of African 

American, James Brown, was what “reconnected Bamako youth to a pre-Atlantic-slavery 

energy” (255). This enabled them to master the language of independence and modernity and to 

express the return of Africanism to Africa through Black aesthetics.” Diawara paints a broad 

picture of a world modified through colonial contact, and the agency the Independence 
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Movement (and even the Black Power Movement) fostered in African youths. His allusion to a 

pre-colonial Africa through reference to “pre-Atlantic-slavery energy,” plays up the diasporic 

influences on black African youths. It, however, leaves out how the white culture of the US also 

featured at this critical moment. The youths, as much as they connected to the performances of 

James Brown, were also simply allured by the sheer seductive power of the US culture. The US 

culture was the Ideal- it offered glamor, power, money, control, status and these youths found 

their intimate desires of self-expression realized through the fantasy it held. Diawara attributes 

the reception of “diaspora aesthetics” to racial solidarity of youths united through “black pride, 

civil rights and self-determination” but does not critique a critical part of the image of the period 

he paints: The same youths whose expression he describes, also eagerly consumed white rock 

stars, gave their opinion of the Vietnam war, spoke about the racial discrimination in the US, 

talked about John F. Kennedy, Marilyn Monroe, Malcolm X, Angela Davis, Fidel Castro and 

similar ongoing political issues in the US (251). Not only those, the youths had a group who 

nicknamed themselves “The Beatles of Medina-Coura”, (Medina Coura being one of the “hip 

neighborhoods” in Bamako at the time) and they even gave themselves names like John Lennon, 

Ringo Starr and so on; an indication that the cultural transfers to Africa were not necessarily 

racially determined but a desire for white culture. It was a part of the overall craving for 

ontological whiteness as the Ideal. It was also taking place at a stage at which like Lacan says, 

we are either desirous of the Ideal or we hate it. The African youths here, obviously, desired it.  

There is a snag, however. The African cannot realize this Ideal image of whiteness as a 

result of, among other things, the constraints of skin color so s/he projects the African American 

onto the mirror image of this phantasm. This becomes the new Ideal and the African finds 

him/herself approximating the African American body as the closest s/he gets to whiteness. This 
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explains why “the youth could see themselves more easily in James Brown or in a glossy 

photograph of a defiant Muhammed Ali than in any other motif of independence at that time” 

(252). Both men, Brown and Ali, were African American performers whose works held a lot of 

visceral appeal to Bamako youths who project their African American bodies onto the Ideal 

mirror-image and then, in turn, approximate them. It is similar to the iconic one described in 

George Orwell’s Animal Farm -at the moment when the other creatures outside the farmhouse 

looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again, and found it was 

impossible to differentiate one from the other- the African Hip Hop performer, like the 

chameleon, takes on the coloration of the African American identity. The African becomes 

African American; the African American remains African American. 

What Diawara describes of Bamako, Mali, is largely true of Nigeria. Nigeria became an 

independent nation in 1960, the same year as Mali. When the colonialists moved out, the 

elites/middle class took their places physically and socially. Chinua Achebe’s The Man of The 

People illustrates how appropriating whiteness became a mode of defining modernity, elitism 

and class in Nigeria. The US culture’s increasing pervasiveness arrived in time to provide the 

necessary aesthetics to construct the new type of African. This African, after spending practically 

all his/her years where Frantz Fanon describes as “the native town” – a subjugated space where 

the colonized live, separately from the colonizer- from where he espies the other side of the 

social divide (1965:39), finally has a chance to occupy this much better place. To do that, s/he 

believes his/her present cultural constitution is not enough and needs to embody the Ideal to fit 

into this space.  The self-reconfiguration that occurred when people embodied the foreign 

aesthetics in the 60s constituted the modernism of the postcolonial youths. Therefore, contrary to 

the way the discourse of “African Hip Hop” pegs its beginnings to the late 80s and early 90s 
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when Hip Hop began to manifest in African countries, virtually every aspect of US popular 

culture (especially music and movies) has been a part of the lived experience of Africans. They 

have consumed and eventually embodied performances of US artists and at some point, Nigerian 

artists, have used their international visibility to amplify themselves. It was not uncommon to 

find artists, at the start of their career, tagging themselves as “African Fuji Michael Jackson” or 

“African Puff Daddy.” Their performances, perhaps inevitably, borrowed concepts from these US 

artists and which it could not quite divorce itself from even after they had become established 

years after.  

The point therefore, is, the habitus of the African was reconfigured, at the nation’s infant 

stage with pervasive Americanisms so much that the “Midnight’s Children8” –those caught at the 

edges of colonial rule and Independence- who straddle the two worlds of Africa and America 

were jointly socialized into both cultures. The mutually constituting factors of language and 

culture –a framework through which we understand ourselves (Poole, 271) - played a key role at 

this critical juncture postcolonial societies were reconfigured. The reconditioning process 

resulted in a “cultural annexation” (Frecerro, 68) that adjusted their world to accommodate so 

many Americanisms. The consequence is, Nigerians can relate to the US and its culture without 

having ever visited the country. While they bodily lived in and experienced the world of the 

African, the seductive world of the US was ever present in their imagination and manifested in 

various cultural expressions. I describe this process of mentally belonging to another country, a 

“psychological citizenship;” the Nigerian is a Nigerian but vicariously shares a materialistic 

value system that confers on them a psychological US citizenship. This is a form of “new 

citizenship” enabled by globalization, technological advancements, migratory practices, cultural 

interaction and social recovery processes” (Tonon, 14) but precludes right and responsibilities 
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because it is not real; it is vicarious9. Psychological citizenship is an Ideal that started in the 

mirror and cannot be standardized with the actual form of citizenship. It is important to note, 

however, that psychological citizenship is also not a singular identity such as is reflected in 

interstitial terms such as creolization, hybridity etc. Stephanie Shonekan reflects this when she 

uses the Du Boisnian concept of “double consciousness” to describe the phenomenon of 

psychological citizenship in Nigerian youths who are into Hip Hop. She says through the power 

of the various forms of media,  

Nigerian youths are able to reinterpret and appropriate African American style 
and music so they form a legitimate arm of black music…Nigerian youth create a 
fantasy-driven culture for themselves derived from African American culture that 
has been presented to them through the usual pop culture media outlets. This may 
be their way of escaping the realistic hardships of a life that shows no signs of 
reversal.” (2012:150, 152) 

 

However, her application of the term “hybridity” to the phenomenon of Hip Hop in 

Nigeria is to “deconstruct binary frames and propose a third route out of the hermetic closures 

they endorse while missing the texture of daily life and the socio-cultural imagination which 

anchors them” (Garba, 2013). For instance, “hybridity, used to describe material culture, does not 

precisely account for examples that integrate and transform foreign elements. Integrations do not 

manifest only in form, but in intent and use as well (Causey, 428, 429) as we see in the case of 

Chop My Money where the P Square uses the Nigerian “spraying” gesture to express US 

materialist culture. Rather than construing the Nigerian Hip Hop phenomenon as a hybrid form, 

therefore, it is helpful to see it as a joint embodiment of two socializations, two cultures, two 

processes by the same body but constructed with intrinsic exit and entrances to facilitate ease of 

movement between both consciousness (Garba, 2013). The desires for the Ideal are normalized 
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into the cultural trajectory of the African such that it co-exists in the same subject such that what 

is “American” and what is “African” is jointly embodied for the Hip Hop artists and coexists 

without rubbing against each other. The Hip Hop artists’ performers can go to the US, project 

their nationality, while slipping in and out of Americanness.  

Then comes the important question: Why, of all countries, is the US implicated in the 

mirror-image Ideal that created African subjects and subjectivities? The answer can be drawn 

from tracing the trajectory of Africa and the US’s interaction. In Mass Communications and 

American Empire, Herbert Schiller analyzes the strategic approach through which the US media 

wormed its way into other societies, from Africa to Asia, in the 60s. US culture was exported 

through TV programming and virtually imposed on vulnerable postcolonial cultures. At a point, 

the TV content beamed to third world countries was packaged by the US's cultural agencies and 

all of this was to a capitalist end: to create a market for US products and establish its dominance 

as world power. It was an unreciprocated exchange; the uni-directional nature of this interaction 

eroded the integrity of the vulnerable cultures as they absorbed and opened up more rooms to 

accommodate the US. Technological evolution enabled the creation of a “world audience” that 

could be reached through the power and pervasiveness of these media, both directly and 

indirectly. The repeated exposure to US culture created and crystallized an imagery of the US as 

a symbolic whiteness that should be desired. It was a process of cultural colonization that 

coincided with the desire for Ideal whiteness. In his critique of postcolonial theorists like Kwame 

Appiah, Wole Soyinka and Aijaz Ahmad, who contend that colonialism didn’t last up to a 

century and its legacies and consequences in Africa are often exaggerated, Biodun Jeyifo 

counters that what is most often overlooked in these theorizations is the colonization of the body, 

physical energies and capacities, and lately, colonization of the psyche such that what appears to 
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be our deepest needs, our deepest desires are no longer ours but have been conditioned to yield to 

the penetration of market forces (2007:613).  

The reconditioning of the African has created a subjectivity that not only yields to market 

forces with the US written all over them, but also cannot express any other reality other than the 

one that defers to the US. It exercises agency within this framework, but even that is self-

subjectifying as we see from the performances of D’Banj and P Square. A former US State 

Department official, Charles Franke classifies stages of cultural exchange into three: One, 

cultures contact by accident; two, the stronger culture’s deliberate promotion and triumph over 

the other and three, institutional structures are to establish this domination over the cultures 

(Lent, 167). In the case of the US and its cultural colonization of Nigeria, even though the 

exposure to the US culture is not as unmediated as the 1960s –and Nigerians are actively creating 

their own cultural expressions, they continually fashion themselves largely out of the materials 

the US popular culture bequeathed them. Their subsequent self-expression keeps mirroring the 

US because its umbilical cord is tied to it in many ways. 
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Notes on Chapter One: 

1. While I acknowledge the politics and mediating factors embedded in the term “African American” for 
Black people in the US, I have insisted on using the term throughout this study to make a point of shared 
ancestry among Blacks in the United States and Africans.  
 

2. An international organization established in 1963 to promote solidarity and empowerment among African 
countries. It was disbanded in 2002 and replaced with African Unity. 

 
 

3. African American Scholars such as Saidiya Hartmann and Frank Wilderson propound a definition of 
Afropessimism as one which recognizes Blackness as a condition of ontological death; the relation between 
Blackness and humanity is an irreconcilable encounter and what has changed in the long run is the 
symptoms of Black oppression and the structure of racial oppression itself still stands.  
In this work, I use the term Afropessimism rather differently; as do Glenn and Evans instead in their essay, 
This is Africa. They describe Afropessimism as a consistently negative view of Africa; one which depicts 
postcolonial Africa as a place that is incapable of progressing politically, socially or economically with 
various accompanying images of resource curse, the child soldier phenomenon, genocide, repressive 
leadership and a psychic longing for the return of the colonial masters. 

 

 

Notes on Chapter Two: 

1.  In this essay, I use “African Hip Hop” interchangeably with “Nigerian Hip Hop.” 

2 I am not unaware of the essentializing attributes of the expression “African.” In this instance, I use an “African” 
label guardedly; both to locate it within a space and to serve as a tracking device that elaborates the make up of 
“African Hip Hop.”  

3 In 2009, a major debate over the issue was sparked in Nigeria when a foremost columnist, Reuben Abati, wrote a 
blanket criticism of Nigerian Hip Hop music arguing that the Nigerian youth was suffering from identity crisis. It 
sparked a load of volatile responses from youths in the music world, artists and altogether, a younger generation 
who argue that Hip Hop has given Nigerian a new face in the marketplace of culture. 

4 This is an allusion to William Easterly’s book, ‘The White Man’s Burden.”  

5 The term “global cities,” as used in Engin and Wood’s theorization of cosmopolitan citizenship is defined by five 
criteria: it is an organizing node of global economic system; “global” does not mean it encompasses the world; an 
urbanized space of intense economic and social interaction; they are arranged hierarchically; it is controlled by a 
transnational class.   

6 Manthia Diawara, in In Search of Africa, talks about the impact the Blaxploitation films had on him as a child and 
fueled the desire to go to the US. He has two photographs of his friend, Yassoun Camara, in the books. CAmara is 
dressed in Superfly (one of the Blaxploitation films) outfits. 
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7 There are many examples of artists who have been made in America. There are, for instance, Miriam Makeba, fela 
Kuti, Habib Koite. 

8 I use this term the say way as Salman Rushdie did in the book of same title 

9The experience of subject-making of Nigerians was furthered by the over all social and political upheavals the 
country went through over a period of time. The tension of the years of military rule, the economic deprivation that 
occurred, the psychological repression and the social dissatisfaction all resulted in an angst that amplified the US as 
a space of transcendence. In those years, some successfully migrated to the US to pursue those dreams while those 
who could not lived the migration vicariously. The exposure to the US culture and this psychological experiencing 
of Americanism has greyed the Black Atlantic such that the US exists in the universe of Nigerians, diffused into the 
society and experienced with varying subjectivity.  
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