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Abstract

African music has long played a pivotal role in advancing democratic ideals and shaping
political consciousness across the continent. Rooted in oral traditions and communal
practices, music has functioned as both a mirror of societal values and a catalyst for
political transformation. This paper examines the relationship between African music and
democracy, tracing its evolution from pre-colonial participatory governance systems to
post-independence resistance movements and contemporary youth-led protests. Through
case studies drawn from griot performance traditions, praise singing, highlife, Afrobeat
and hip-hop, the study highlights how music has been used to resist authoritarianism,
promote civic engagement, and amplifies marginalized voices. It further explores how
digital media has empowered artists to bypass censorship, and expand civic dialogue,
contributing to wider democratic dialogue participation. It also interrogates the
contradictions artists face, including government suppression, commercialization, and
ethical dilemmas surrounding political advocacy. Findings reveal, among other things,
that music continues to shape democratic discourse by fostering unity, accountability, and
collective political agency. Also, while some musicians retreat from activism due to
market pressures or political co-optation, others continue to use their art to challenge
injustice and inspire collective action. By situating music within the broader struggle for
democratic accountability in Africa therefore, the paper argues that African musicians are
not merely entertainers but also cultural activists who shape political discourse.
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Introduction

Music has historically occupied a central
position in the social and cultural life of
African societies. Far from existing solely as
an aesthetic practice, musical performance
has served as a vital medium for
communication, cultural transmission, and
social  organization.  Through  songs,
rhythms, and performative traditions,
communities articulate shared values,
narrate histories, and negotiate social
relationships. Scholars of African music
increasingly  emphasize that  musical
practices operate within complex cultural
systems in which sound, performance, and
social meaning are closely intertwined
(Agawu, 2016; Meintjes, 2017; Charry,
2018). Within these systems, music
functions not only as artistic expression but
also as a framework through which societies
interpret and respond to social realities.

African musical traditions are deeply rooted
in oral culture. Praise singing, storytelling,
and ritual performance serve as important
vehicles for preserving collective memory
and transmitting social knowledge across
generations. In many communities, these
forms of musical expression also provide
opportunities for public commentary and
social critique. Through metaphor, satire,
and narrative symbolism, musicians can
address community concerns and reflect on
social conduct. As a result, music often
becomes a space in which political ideas and
social tensions are negotiated.

Ethnomusicological research highlights the
participatory nature of many African
musical traditions. Performances frequently
involve collective engagement through call-
and-response patterns, communal dancing,
and shared rhythmic participation. Such
interactive structures encourage dialogue
between performers and audiences and
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reinforce communal identity (Turino, 2008).
Although Turino’s work predates 2010, it
remains foundational for understanding how
participatory music-making fosters social
cohesion and collective dialogue.

In contemporary Africa, the relationship
between music and public discourse
continues to evolve within rapidly changing
political and technological environments.
Popular genres such as Afrobeat, hip-hop,
highlife, and gospel increasingly serve as
platforms for addressing political and social
concerns. Musicians use lyrics, performance
styles, and digital media to engage with
issues including corruption, inequality,
governance, and social justice. Through
these practices, music contributes to the
formation of public opinion and encourages
civic engagement.Within this broader
context, the concept of cultural
soundscapes  provides an  important
framework for understanding how musical
expression interacts with social
environments..

Music as a Medium for Political Advocacy

and Resistance

Throughout African history, music has
consistently  functioned as a potent
instrument of political advocacy and
resistance. During the colonial era, songs
served as coded expressions of defiance,
enabling communities to resist foreign
domination while asserting indigenous
identity. In Kenya, the Mau Mau Uprising
(1952-1960) drew strength from traditional
chants and resistance songs that galvanized

fighters and condemned British colonial rule



(Kisilu, 2010). South Africa's long struggle
against apartheid likewise found expression
in the protest music of artists like Miriam
Makeba and Hugh Masekela, whose voices
carried messages of justice and liberation
beyond national borders (Allen, 2004).
These musical interventions were more than
mere artistic gestures—they became rallying
cries that sustained resistance movements

and shaped political consciousness.

The role of music in political engagement
did not fade with independence. In fact, as
post-colonial ~ states  struggled  with
dictatorship, corruption, and
disenfranchisement, music evolved into a
frontline tool for critique and reform. Fela
Kuti, the iconic pioneer of Afrobeat,
emerged as one of the continent’s most
formidable  musical  dissidents.  His
compositions laid bare the excesses of
Nigeria’s military regimes, using satire and
raw lyricism to challenge authoritarian rule
and demand accountability. Songs like
Zombie (1977) targeted the blind obedience
of soldiers, provoking fierce backlash from
the state but simultaneously inspiring a
generation to confront systemic injustice
(Veal, 2000). In Zimbabwe, Thomas
Mapfumo’s Chimurenga music played a
similar role, drawing from traditional

rhythms to criticize post-independence

Didee Publications

repression and call for genuine democratic

renewal (Pongweni, 1982).

In contemporary Africa, the tradition of
politically engaged music endures, now
amplified by digital media and global
networks. Hip-hop and Afrobeat artists have
assumed the mantle of advocacy,
confronting issues such as police brutality,
economic inequality, and electoral fraud.
The #EndSARS protests in Nigeria vividly
illustrated this dynamic. Artists like Burna
Boy and Falz leveraged their platforms to
mobilize youth, spread information, and
demand institutional reform, turning viral
music into a political megaphone
(Olanrewaju, 2021). These moments
underscore the enduring capacity of music to
not only reflect democratic ideals but also

actively shape them in real time.

Seen through this continuum, it becomes
clear that African music is not a peripheral
cultural artifact but a central mechanism in
the struggle for democratic governance.
Whether channeling anger at colonial
oppression, calling out the failures of post-
colonial regimes, or galvanizing modern
protest movements, music remains deeply
embedded in the continent’s political life. As
both a mirror and a catalyst, it challenges

power, amplifies marginalized voices, and



reinforces the values of participation,
justice, and accountability that lie at the

heart of democracy.

Historical Context of African Music and

Democracy

The relationship between music and political
expression in Africa has deep historical
roots. In many pre-colonial societies,
governance structures were grounded in
principles of consultation, dialogue, and
communal participation. Within  these
systems, music played an important role in
facilitating communication between leaders
and community members. Songs performed
during public gatherings, ceremonies, and
communal labour provided opportunities for
citizens to express approval or criticism of
leadership.

In West Africa, for example, griots
functioned as oral historians and social
commentators. Through praise songs and
historical ~ narratives, they celebrated
virtuous leadership while also reminding
rulers of their responsibilities to the people
(Hale, 1998). Similar traditions existed
across the continent. In Yoruba society,
talking drums were wused to transmit
messages and summon public assemblies,
while songs performed during community
gatherings reinforced social values and
encouraged dialogue (Euba, 1990). In Igbo
communities, musical performances during
village meetings and festivals often carried
moral and political messages that
emphasized cooperation, justice, and
communal responsibility.

Colonial rule significantly disrupted these
indigenous governance systems. European
administrations imposed centralized
authority and restricted forms of political
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expression. Yet rather than diminishing the
political importance of music, colonial
repression often intensified its role as a
vehicle of resistance. Across the continent,
musicians used songs to encode anti-
colonial sentiments and mobilize
communities against foreign domination.

During the Mau Mau uprising in Kenya,
resistance fighters relied on songs and
chants to build solidarity and strengthen
morale (Kisilu, 2010). In Ghana, highlife
musicians celebrated nationalist aspirations
and supported the independence movement
led by Kwame Nkrumah (Collins, 1996). In
South Africa, protest songs became powerful
expressions of resistance against apartheid,
with artists such as Miriam Makeba and
Hugh Masekela using music to expose
injustice and inspire international solidarity
(Allen, 2004).

Following independence, many African
states struggled with political instability,
military rule, and authoritarian governance.
In this context, music once again became an
important platform for political critique.
Nigerian Afrobeat pioneer Fela Kuti
emerged as one of the most influential
musical critics of state power. Through
satirical lyrics and powerful rhythms, he
condemned corruption, police brutality, and
military repression, inspiring widespread
public debate (Veal, 2000). In Zimbabwe,
Thomas Mapfumo’s Chimurenga music
similarly used traditional rhythms and
politically charged lyrics to challenge
authoritarian governance and demand social
justice (Pongweni, 1982).

These historical developments demonstrate
that music has long functioned as a cultural
space in which political ideas are debated
and democratic values articulated.



Music, Political Advocacy, and Social
Mobilization

African music has consistently served as a
powerful instrument for political advocacy
and social mobilization. Through lyrical
narratives, symbolic imagery, and collective
performance, musicians have addressed
issues ranging from colonial domination to
contemporary governance challenges.

One of the most influential figures in this
tradition is Fela Kuti, whose Afrobeat
compositions openly criticized Nigeria’s
military regimes. Songs such as Zombie
ridiculed the blind obedience of soldiers and
exposed the authoritarian nature of the state.
Despite repeated harassment and
imprisonment, Fela continued to use music
as a tool for resistance and public education.

This legacy of musical activism continues in
contemporary African music. In Nigeria,
artists such as Burna Boy and Falz have
used their music to address issues including
police brutality, corruption, and economic
inequality. Falz’s This Is Nigeria, for
example, presents a stark portrayal of social
and political challenges within the country,
drawing widespread attention to systemic
problems.

Similarly, Ugandan artist Bobi Wine has
used music as a platform for political
mobilization. His songs, which call for
freedom, justice, and youth participation in
governance, helped transform him from a
popular musician into a prominent political
figure advocating democratic reform
(Branch & Mampilly, 2020).

Music also plays an important role in giving
voice to marginalized communities. Female
artists such as Miriam Makeba, Onyeka
Onwenu, and Tiwa Savage have addressed
issues of gender inequality and social
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injustice through their music. Their work
highlights how musical expression can
contribute to broader struggles for equality
and representation.

Beyond  individual  artists,  musical
movements have also influenced democratic
processes. The  Senegalese  hip-hop
collective Y’en a Marre, formed in 2011,
mobilized youth voters and played a key
role in opposing President Abdoulaye
Wade’s attempt to extend his tenure in office
(Fredericks, 2014). Through performances,
political education campaigns, and protest
songs, the movement demonstrated how
music can inspire civic participation and
democratic accountability.

Examples of Artists and Musical
Movements Advocating for Democratic

Value

Across Africa, various artists and musical
movements have emerged as vital
champions of democratic values, using their
platforms to inspire political change and
civic engagement. One of the most
prominent examples is the Y'en a Marre
(“Fed Up”) movement in Senegal, which
arose in 2011 through the collaboration of
hip-hop artists and journalists. Responding
to President Abdoulaye Wade’s attempt to
seek a constitutionally prohibited third term,
the movement galvanized Senegalese youth
through rap music that spoke directly to
their frustrations and aspirations. Songs like
Faux! Pas Forcé! (“Don’t Force It”) became

rallying cries for a generation disillusioned



with political stagnation. The group’s
activism played a pivotal role in voter
mobilization and ultimately contributed to
Wade’s electoral defeat, marking a powerful
moment in  which music decisively
democratic outcomes

(Fredericks, 2014).

influenced

Similarly, South African reggae icon Lucky
Dube devoted his musical career to
promoting peace, racial unity, and
accountable governance. Through globally
resonant tracks such as Prisoner and
Different Colours, One People, Dube
confronted the enduring legacies of
apartheid and offered a vision of harmony
that transcended racial and class divisions.
His work was not only culturally influential
but also politically resonant, advocating for
reconciliation and justice during a critical
era of transformation in South Africa.
Though his life was tragically cut short by
assassination in 2007, Lucky Dube’s music
continues to serve as a powerful reminder of
the role that artistry can play in uniting
communities and sustaining democratic
ideals (Ballantine, 1993).

African Music as a Reflection of

Democratic Ideals

Music in Africa not only functions as a tool

for political activism but also embodies the
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foundational principles of democracy,
including inclusion, participation, equality,
and justice. Through communal musical
traditions, socially conscious lyrics, and
open-access performance spaces, African
music continuously reflects and reinforces
democratic ideals. It promotes collective
engagement, affirms social justice values,
and creates forums for dialogue and

expression.

At the heart of these traditions is a profound
emphasis on inclusivity—the idea that every
individual has the right to participate in
shaping communal life. African musical
practices have long encouraged interactivity
and shared responsibility, especially through
structures like call-and-response. Prominent
in genres such as highlife, Afrobeat, and
traditional drumming ensembles, this format
invites audience participation and blurs the
line between performer and listener. Rather
than passive consumption, music becomes a
shared experience in which dialogue,
consensus, and communal affirmation are
built in real time (Chernoff, 1979). For
instance, Ghanaian drumming ensembles
often rely on call-and-response exchanges
between instrumentalists and singers, while
South  Africa’s isicathamiya choirs—
popularized by groups like Ladysmith Black
Mambazo—feature lead vocalists guiding



harmonized group responses, symbolizing a
democratic model of leadership and

participation (Erlmann, 1996).

Beyond musical structure, African societies
have historically embraced open-access
musical gatherings as inclusive civic spaces.
These performances often invite
participation across class, age, and gender
lines. In Yoruba culture, bata and talking
drum events serve not only as entertainment
but also as forums for transmitting public
messages, sparking audience reactions, and
fostering dialogue (Omojola, 2012). In
Zimbabwe, the Shona tradition of spirit-
possession ceremonies involving the mbira
(thumb  piano) encourages communal
involvement through shared songs and
chants. These practices do more than
facilitate cultural continuity—they model a
form of direct democracy, where all voices
are welcomed into the rhythm of public life
(Berliner, 1993).

In this way, African musical traditions offer
more than artistic expression. They enact
democratic  values by  embedding
participation, mutual responsiveness, and
shared authority into cultural practice. As
such, they not only reflect Africa’s historical
commitment to communal governance but

also  continue to inform modern
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understandings of civic life and political

engagement.

Lyrical Content Promoting Unity,

Equality, and Justice

Lyrics in African music often carry powerful
political and social messages that uphold
democratic values such as justice, equality,
and national unity. Artists across the
continent have consistently used their
platforms to challenge injustice, advocate
for inclusion, and promote cohesive,
democratic societies. Their music has helped
unify diverse populations, amplify demands
for economic fairness, and promote the

rights of marginalized groups.

Following independence, many African
states faced the urgent task of forging
national unity in societies marked by ethnic
and linguistic diversity. Music quickly
became an important tool for this mission. In
Nigeria, Onyeka Onwenu’s One Love
promoted  interethnic  harmony  and
underscored the significance of solidarity in
building a cohesive nation. Likewise, South
African reggae legend Lucky Dube's We Are
One urged racial and social integration,
appealing to audiences across the divides
imposed by apartheid (Ballantine, 1993).

Senegalese musician Youssou N’Dour added



his voice to this chorus of unity with New
Africa, a song envisioning a continent free
from conflict and oppression, where leaders
embrace inclusive governance and pan-
African ideals (Shain, 2002).

Beyond unity, African musicians have also
used their lyrics to spotlight economic
disparities and call for justice. Tanzanian
artist Diamond Platnumz, in tracks such as
AchaNikae Kimya, critiques corruption and
economic mismanagement, echoing the
daily struggles of the working class. In
Ghana, M.anifest’sNowhere Cool paints a
vivid picture of unemployment and political
neglect, highlighting the disconnect between
governance and the realities of ordinary
citizens. In South Africa, Brenda Fassie’s
Black President (1989) not only celebrated
Nelson Mandela but also called for justice
for the oppressed, becoming a powerful
anthem of democratic aspiration during the

waning years of apartheid (Gilbert, 2007).

In recent years, Nigerian artists have
continued the legacy of musical activism by
producing songs that voice popular
frustrations, resist state oppression, and call
for equity and justice. Two notable examples
are "Emilokan" by Eedris Abdulkareem and
"Lead Us Well" by African China.

Eedris  Abdulkareem’s "Emilokan"—a

politically charged song released during
Nigeria’s 2023 general elections—revives
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and subverts the campaign slogan
“EmiL’6kan” (a word in Yoruba which
means “It’s my turn”) famously used by
then-presidential candidate Bola Ahmed
Tinubu. In Abdulkareem’s version, the
phrase becomes a biting critique of political
entitlement and recycled leadership. With
direct references to corruption, economic
hardship, and elite arrogance, the song
channels the anger of everyday Nigerians
who feel excluded from governance.
Abdulkareem uses rap as a vehicle for civic
commentary, demanding leaders who serve
rather than exploit. His confrontational
lyrics reflect the democratic desire for
accountability, transparency, and genuine
representation.

Similarly, African China’s "Lead Us Well"
speaks to a broader historical and moral
frustration. Released in the mid-2000s, the
song laments the failures of Nigeria’s
political class and urges leaders to govern
with conscience and care. Lyrics like “If you
be governor, lead us well / If you be senator,
lead us well” resonate with millions of
Nigerians disillusioned by decades of poor
leadership. The song draws on traditional
Afro-reggae influences to amplify themes of
equity, justice, and fairness, portraying
leadership as a moral obligation to the
governed. Its accessible language and
heartfelt tone turn it into a kind of national
prayer  for  responsible  governance.

Both songs echo the democratic ideals of
inclusion and social justice. They function
as sonic petitions—giving voice to public
discontent ~ while  fostering  political
awareness. Like Fela Kuti’s Afrobeat in



previous generations, Abdulkareem and
African China continue the tradition of using
music not just to entertain, but to challenge
power and inspire civic action.

This commitment to justice also extends to
the struggle for gender equality—a core
tenet of democratic governance. Female
artists across Africa have increasingly used
their platforms to challenge gender norms
and advocate for women’s rights. Beninese
singer Angélique Kidjo’s Wombolombo
affirms the importance of women's voices
and their role in shaping society’s future.
Ugandan musician Joanita Kawalya of
Afrigo Band has used her songs to confront
gender stereotypes and push for equal
leadership opportunities. Nigerian artist
Tiwa Savage, through her track Koroba,
critiques societal double standards imposed
on women, using sharp social commentary
to demand gender inclusion and political

equity.

The ability to speak freely and publicly
challenge authority is a cornerstone of
democratic society, and music has long
provided a space for such expression in both
traditional and contemporary contexts. In
many West African cultures, griots have
functioned as oral historians and social
critics, using their performances to praise or

chastise leaders. In Mali and Senegal, their
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songs blend commendation with subtle
critique, offering a form of accountability
rooted in communal expectation (Hale,
1998). Similarly, the Udje songs of the
Urhobo people in Nigeria employ satire and
storytelling to reflect on political and moral
issues, reinforcing community values while

advocating for justice (Ojaide, 2003).

Contemporary music genres such as hip-hop
and Afrobeats have taken this tradition into
the digital age, providing platforms for
young Africans to engage in political
discourse. Artists like Sarkodie in Ghana,
Falz in Nigeria, and Nasty C in South Africa
routinely use their music to address
corruption, misgovernance, and youth
disenfranchisement. Burna Boy’s African
Giant (2019) album explicitly explores
themes of  African identity, self-
determination, and civic responsibility. In
Monsters You Made, he criticizes both
internal misrule and lingering neocolonial
structures, calling for a more just and

accountable political order.

Few artists embody the fusion of music and
political activism as vividly as Uganda’s
Bobi Wine. Once a popular musician, he
transformed his lyrical advocacy into direct
political resistance. His song Freedom
(2017) became a rallying cry for youth-led



democratic movements, challenging the

entrenched power of President Yoweri
Museveni and exemplifying how music can
mobilize public sentiment and demand
systemic

2020).

change (Branch &Mampilly,

Across these diverse examples, African
music continues to reflect and reinforce the
values of democratic life. From participatory
traditions that embody communal decision-
making to contemporary lyrics that
champion justice, equality, and freedom,
music offers both a platform and a process
As African

nations confront the ongoing challenges of

for democratic expression.

governance, inclusion, and development,
music remains not only a cultural resource
but also a political force—one that shapes,
critiques, and energizes the democratic

journey.

Contemporary  African Music and

Democratic Struggles

In contemporary Africa, music continues to
serve as a formidable force in political
activism and democratic struggles. The
evolution of genres such as hip-hop and
Afrobeat—alongside the rise of digital
media—nhas given artists powerful platforms

to confront oppression, mobilize youth, and
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shape public discourse. These musical
movements, often born in urban centers and
nurtured by disaffected youth, have
expanded into transnational networks of
resistance. From the streets of Lagos to the
protests in Khartoum, music has proven its
ability to inspire resistance and demand
accountability. Yet this growing influence
has not come without risk. Politically
conscious  musicians  frequently  face
censorship, harassment, and persecution by

authoritarian regimes.

Hip-hop, in particular, has become the genre
of choice for young Africans expressing
political consciousness. Drawing inspiration
from global hip-hop while remaining rooted
in local struggles, artists across the continent
address issues such as corruption, poverty,
police violence, and governance failures. In
the KeurGui

prominence as leading voices of the Y’en a

Senegal, duo rose to

Marre  movement, which  mobilized
widespread youth opposition to President
Abdoulaye Wade’s attempts to extend his
rule in 2011. Their politically charged lyrics
resonated with disillusioned citizens and
contributed meaningfully to a democratic
transition (Gueye, 2013). In Ghana, rapper
Sarkodie has used his platform to spotlight
self-

economic inequality and national

reliance, most notably in his song Black



Excellence, which condemns systemic
corruption and calls for  African
empowerment.

Perhaps most emblematic of this fusion of
music and activism is Uganda’s Bobi Wine.
A former dancehall artist turned political
leader, Wine has transformed his musical
career into a sustained campaign for
democratic reform. Tracks like Freedom and
TuliyambalaEngule became anthems of
defiance, rallying youth against the long-
standing rule of President Yoweri Museveni.
His music not only galvanized opposition
but helped reframe Uganda’s political future
around youth participation and civic courage

(Branch &Mampilly, 2020).

Afrobeat, too, has continued its legacy of
protest and resistance. Originating with
Nigerian icon Fela Kuti—who relentlessly
criticized military dictatorship and social
injustice—Afrobeat remains a genre rooted
in political consciousness. Fela’s sons, Seun
and Femi Kuti, have carried on his tradition,
blending powerful rhythms with pointed
critiques of inequality and neocolonial
exploitation. Seun Kuti’s African Dreams
and Rise echo his father’s revolutionary
ethos, calling for renewed resistance against
and domination.

oppression foreign

Contemporary superstar Burna Boy builds
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on this legacy with tracks like Monsters You
Made,

exploitation and local governance failures,

a searing indictment of global
which urges Africans to reclaim agency in
their political destinies. Similarly, Falz’s
viral track This Is Nigeria offers an
unflinching look at corruption, social decay,
and police brutality, sparking national

conversation and controversy.

The advent of digital media has significantly
amplified the political impact of these

musical movements. In an era where
traditional media is often state-controlled or
censored, artists

platforms like Twitter, YouTube, and TikTok

increasingly rely on
to bypass gatekeepers and speak directly to
the public. During Nigeria’s #EndSARS
protests, musicians such as Runtown and
Davido not only released protest songs but

also mobilized their followers via Instagram

and  Twitter, leading marches and
confronting police officials. In Sudan,
protestors  leveraged WhatsApp and

YouTube to circulate revolutionary songs
that sustained public morale and exposed
the 2019
controlled

government abuses during

uprising. Even in tightly
environments, artists find ways to resist. In
Zimbabwe, rapper Winky D’s track Ibotso
gained viral traction online despite attempts

by the state to suppress it. The song laid bare



economic  hardships  and  systemic

repression, giving voice to widespread
discontent in ways that resonated across

generational and social divides.

This intersection of modern music, youth

activism, and digital technology has
redefined the political landscape in many
African societies. Artists are no longer
confined to the role of entertainers—they are
cultural activists, citizen journalists, and
movement leaders. Their work challenges
the status quo, emboldens  civic
participation, and articulates the democratic
aspirations of millions. Despite growing
repression, the rhythms of resistance
continue to echo across the continent,
testifying to music’s enduring power in

shaping Africa’s democratic journey.

Role of

Movements

Music in Recent Social

Music has consistently played a central role

in galvanizing mass movements and

challenging autocratic regimes across
Africa. It provides the anthems of resistance,
cultivates solidarity among activists, and
channels the aspirations of marginalized
communities. Nowhere has this been more
evident than in the resurgence of politically

conscious music during movements such as
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Nigeria’s #EndSARS protests and the wider
uprisings of the Arab Spring. In these
contexts, music became more than cultural
expression—it was a strategic instrument of

political mobilization.

The #EndSARS protests of 2020 in Nigeria
marked a pivotal moment in youth-led
political activism, and music was central to
its success. Reviving the revolutionary spirit
of Fela Kuti, protesters chanted his lyrics in
the streets as a form of both remembrance
and resistance. Contemporary  artists
including Burna Boy, Wizkid, and Davido
used their massive online platforms not only
to raise awareness but also to support the
cause materially—funding legal aid for
arrested protesters and amplifying calls for

police reform. Falz’s Johnny, a haunting

depiction of  police violence and
governmental neglect, emerged as an
unofficial anthem of the movement,

resonating with a generation demanding

accountability.

Similar patterns were visible across North
Africa during the Arab Spring, where music
became a powerful conduit for popular
dissent. Tunisian rapper El Général’sRais
Lebled (“Mr. President”), which denounced
corruption and economic injustice, rapidly

became a rallying cry for revolution. Despite



being banned and resulting in El Général’s
arrest, the song continued to inspire mass
mobilizations. In Egypt, Ramy Essam’s
Irhal

Square, directly calling for the resignation of

(“Leave”) echoed through Tahrir

President Hosni Mubarak and becoming one
of the most iconic sounds of the uprising. In
Libya, protest music—circulating rapidly
through digital platforms—helped unify
voices against Gaddafi’s regime, reinforcing

collective resolve.

Elsewhere on the continent, youth-led
movements have similarly drawn energy
from music. In Uganda, Bobi Wine’s People
Power campaign has transformed musical
dissent into sustained political resistance,
challenging the entrenched rule of President
Yoweri Museveni. South African hip-hop
artists like Emtee and Nasty C have
confronted economic inequality and youth
disenfranchisement, contributing to
movements such as #FeesMustFall. In
Zimbabwe, Thomas Mapfumo’s
Chimurenga music continues to serve as a
symbol of defiance against authoritarianism,
underscoring music’s enduring relevance to

the country’s democratic journey.

Yet, the increasing power of music to shape

political ~ discourse has not  gone

unchallenged. Across Africa, governments
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have responded to politically conscious
music with censorship, intimidation, and co-
optation. In many countries, songs critical of
the regime are banned from radio and
television. Tanzania’s Nay WaMitego faced
censorship when his track Wapo, a critique
of government inefficiency, was pulled from
airplay. Ethiopia’s Teddy Afro, known for
his democracy-themed lyrics, has been
banned and arrested on multiple occasions.

In Nigeria, Falz’s This Is Nigeria was

banned by the National Broadcasting
Commission  for what it called
“inappropriate  content,”  despite its

widespread public appeal.

Beyond censorship, artists often face direct
repression. Bobi Wine’s repeated arrests in
Uganda, El Général’s detention in Tunisia,
and the imprisonment of South African
musician Mzwakhe Mbuli during apartheid
are clear reminders of the personal risks that
come with musical activism. State security
forces and ruling elites have not hesitated to
target musicians who threaten the status quo

with their words.

In some cases, governments employ softer
strategies—co-opting musicians to
neutralize dissent. Artists may be offered
financial

incentives, performance

opportunities, or political appointments in



exchange for shifting their messages. In
Angola, state-sponsored musicians have
been enlisted to promote pro-government
narratives, while in Zimbabwe, some artists

once known for their critical voices have

begun praising ruling elites, trading
resistance for patronage.
Despite these challenges, contemporary

African music continues to serve as a critical
tool in democratic struggles. Hip-hop and
by the

revolution—have reshaped the landscape of

Afrobeat—amplified digital

political activism, especially among youth.

Musicians  today are not  merely

commentators; they are leaders, educators,

and mobilizers. Even in the face of

crackdowns, politically conscious music

endures as a resilient force for change. It

articulates shared grievances, energizes

collective action, and keeps alive the hope of
more just and democratic futures across

African societies.

Challenges and Contradictions

Despite its powerful role in promoting
democratic values, African musical activism
faces significant challenges. Governments
across the continent frequently respond to
politically critical music with censorship,
intimidation, or repression. Songs that
criticize leadership or expose corruption are
sometimes banned from radio and television
broadcasts.
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Politically engaged musicians also face
personal risks. Bobi Wine’s repeated arrests
in Uganda and the historical persecution of
South African protest musicians demonstrate
the dangers associated with challenging

entrenched power structures.

Another challenge arises from the
commercialization of the music industry. As
African music gains international popularity,
commercial pressures sometimes discourage
artists  from  addressing  controversial
political issues. Record labels and corporate
sponsors  often

prioritize  commercially

appealing content, which may lead
musicians to avoid politically sensitive

topics.

Nevertheless, many artists continue to
balance commercial success with political
engagement. Figures such as Burna Boy and
Falz have demonstrated that it is possible to
achieve global recognition while still
addressing social and political concerns

through music

Commercialization and Its Impact on

Political Engagement

As African music gains global recognition,
the forces of commercialization have
introduced new challenges to political

engagement. The pursuit of financial success



often conflicts with the risks associated with
political advocacy, pushing many musicians
to retreat from activism or shift their focus
toward entertainment. While the tradition of
socially conscious music remains vibrant,
the modern music industry’s profit-driven
logic increasingly shapes the kinds of
messages artists are willing—or able—to

convey.

In today’s music landscape, record labels,
streaming platforms, and corporate sponsors
tend to prioritize content that is widely
marketable, steering artists away from
politically charged material. Many record
executives discourage overtly political
themes for fear of government backlash or
commercial fallout, especially in markets
where regimes are intolerant of dissent. As a
result, musicians seeking international
appeal sometimes avoid controversial topics,
instead adopting more neutral or
commercially palatable themes. Streaming
algorithms further reinforce this dynamic by
privileging content that appeals to mass
audiences—often party-centric or romantic
tracks—while politically conscious songs

receive limited exposure.

This tension is compounded by the influence
of corporate sponsorships. Musicians who

rely on endorsements and brand deals may

Didee Publications

15

practice self-censorship to protect their
partnerships. Artists who initially built
reputations through activism may soften
their messages once they attain financial
success. In Nigeria, for instance, some
Afrobeats artists who publicly supported the
#ENdSARS

themselves from activism

protests  later  distanced
to preserve
commercial ties. Governments, too, exploit
these vulnerabilities by offering incentives
to co-opt popular artists, encouraging the
production of pro-government music that

dilutes or counters oppositional voices.

The shift

entertainment-driven content has further

from protest music to
altered the political role of African music.
While early Afrobeat was inseparable from
political commentary—epitomized by Fela
Kuti’s fearless critiques of Nigerian
leadership—many contemporary Afrobeat
artists focus more on themes of love, luxury,
and lifestyle. The dominance of upbeat,
dance-oriented tracks in the mainstream has
reduced the visibility of protest songs within
popular culture. Still, a few prominent artists
continue to defy this trend. Figures like
Burna Boy and Falz have managed to
balance commercial success with social
critique, crafting music that resonates with
both  global

audiences and politically

engaged fans.



For those who persist in musical activism,
the terrain is ethically complex. Artists must
constantly navigate the tension between
entertainment and advocacy, weighing the
risks of political engagement against the
desire for creative freedom and economic
sustainability. Some musicians feel a moral
obligation to speak out, yet struggle with the
burden of being seen as political leaders.
Bobi Wine’s evolution from musician to
opposition politician in Uganda illustrates
this dilemma. While his transition amplified
his impact, it also blurred the lines between
artistic ~ independence  and  political
partisanship. In contrast, Fela Kuti retained
his identity as an artist-activist, using his
music as a vehicle for resistance while
refusing formal political office—though he
paid a heavy price

through repeated

harassment and imprisonment.

Governments, recognizing the influence of
musicians, often attempt to neutralize their
power through co-optation. This can take the
form of financial incentives, honorary
appointments, or symbolic endorsements,
tempting artists to align themselves with

political elites. In Zimbabwe, several

musicians who had once criticized the
Mugabe regime were later seen performing
at state events in support of the government.

In Angola, artists have been recruited to

Didee Publications

16

compose  pro-state  anthems,  raising
questions about the authenticity of their
advocacy and the pressures that shape
artistic  choices in politically charged

environments.

Furthermore, musicians must consider the
ethical implications of their rhetoric. While
protest songs can galvanize movements,
they also risk inciting division or being co-
opted for unintended agendas. In ethnically
diverse societies, artists must tread carefully
to avoid deepening sectarian tensions.
Aggressive or ambiguous lyrics may be
misinterpreted as calls for violence, giving
governments an excuse to portray artists as
threats to national security. These risks
highlight the delicate balance that politically
engaged musicians must maintain—one that
demands not only courage, but a deep

awareness of context and responsibility.

Despite these contradictions, African music
remains a dynamic force in the struggle for
democracy. Even under pressure from
censorship, commercialization, and ethical
complexity, artists continue to find creative
ways to voice dissent, mobilize youth, and
challenge power. Their work evolves in step
with political and social realities, offering
both resistance and reflection. In doing so,

African musicians reaffirm music’s enduring



role not only as a mirror of democratic
aspirations, but as a living instrument of

democratic change.
Findings

The study finds that African music has
consistently served as both a reflection of
and a contributor to democratic practice
across diverse historical and political
contexts. From its roots in pre-colonial
participatory governance systems to its
function in contemporary protest
movements, music has provided a cultural
foundation for dialogue, resistance, and
civic mobilization. In societies where formal
democratic institutions were absent or
constrained, music emerged as a parallel
arena for political expression and collective
decision-making. As genres like Afrobeat
and hip-hop evolved, they adapted
traditional musical principles to critique
state violence, economic inequality, and
social exclusion, particularly among youth
The digital

further enhanced the reach and impact of

populations. revolution has
politically conscious music, enabling artists
to bypass state-controlled media and connect
directly with global and local audiences. At
the same time, the findings reveal growing
tensions between musical advocacy and

commercialization, as artists navigate the
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competing demands of political engagement

and market viability. Censorship, co-
optation, and repression remain significant
threats, yet many musicians continue to
challenge authoritarianism and give voice to
marginalized communities. Despite these
contradictions, African music remains a
uniquely resilient force—one that informs,
inspires, and actively shapes democratic

discourse on the continent.
Conclusion

African music has proven to be far more

than a cultural artifact; it is a living,
evolving medium of political expression and
democratic engagement. Across centuries
and regions, music has served as a voice for
the voiceless, a tool of resistance against
oppressive regimes, and a platform for

imagining and articulating more just and

inclusive  societies.  Whether  through
traditional praise singing, protest songs
during anti-colonial struggles, or

contemporary hip-hop and Afrobeat anthems
amplified by digital technology, African
musicians have persistently shaped and
continent’s  democratic

reflected  the

aspirations.

This paper has shown that music not only
documents historical and political shifts but

actively participates in them. Artists have



challenged authoritarianism, galvanized

youth participation, and raised critical

awareness of issues such as gender
inequality, economic injustice, and state
violence. In doing so, they have expanded
the space for civic discourse in contexts
where other forms of expression are often

curtailed.

Yet, the political role of music is not without

complexity. Musicians face mounting
pressures from state censorship, commercial
imperatives, and  ethical  dilemmas
surrounding their visibility and influence.

Some have been silenced, others co-opted,

References

Agawu, K. (2016). The African imagination

in music. Oxford University Press.

Allen, L. (2004). Music and Politics in
South Africa: Protest and Resistance in the
Apartheid.  Indiana

Struggle  Against

University Press.

Ballantine, C. (1993). Marabi Nights: Early
South African Jazz and Vaudeville. Ravan

Press.

Berliner, P. (1993). The Soul of Mbira:
Music and Traditions of the Shona People of

Zimbabwe. University of Chicago Press.

Didee Publications

18

and many walk a precarious line between
artistic integrity and survival. Despite these
challenges, the enduring power of music as a
democratic culture remains

force for

evident.

As Africa continues to grapple with evolving

models of governance and citizen
participation, music stands as both witness
and catalyst. It demands to be taken
seriously—not merely as entertainment, but
as a profound form of political engagement
and a vital contributor to the continent’s

democratic future.

Branch, A., &Mampilly, Z. C. (2020). Africa
Uprising: Popular Protest and Political
Change. Zed Books.

Charry, E. (2018). Music and postcolonial
Africa. In T. Falola & M. Jean-Jacques
(Eds.), The Palgrave handbook of African
colonial and postcolonial history (pp. 1231-
1261). Palgrave Macmillan.

Chernoff, J. M. (1979). African Rhythm and
African Sensibility. University of Chicago

Press.

Collins, J. (1996). Highlife Time: The Story
of the Ghanaian Popular Music. Anansesem

Publications.



Erlmann, V. (1996).

Performance, Power, and Practice in South

Nightsong:

Africa. University of Chicago Press.

Euba, A. (1990). Yoruba Drumming: The

Dundun  Tradition. African

Studies.

Bayreuth

Fredericks, R. (2014). The Politics of Y’en a
Marre: Senegalese Hip-Hop and the Making
of a Democratic Movement. African Affairs,
113(453), 605-622.

Gilbert, S. (2007).
Apartheid: ANC Cultural Groups and the
International ~ Anti-Apartheid
Journal of Southern African Studies, 33(2),
263-283.

Singing  Against

Struggle.

Gueye, M. (2013). Urban Guerrilla Poetry:
The Movement Y’en a Marre and the Socio-
Political Influences of Hip-Hop in Senegal.
The Journal of Pan African Studies, 6(3),
22-42.

Hale, T. (1998). Griots and Griottes:

Masters of Words and Music. Indiana

University Press.

Kisilu, J. (2010). Songs of Protest: Music
and Resistance in Kenya’s Mau Mau War.
Journal of African Cultural Studies, 22(3),
215-230.

Didee Publications

19

(2010).

Competing Nationalisms

Lecocq, B. Disputed Desert:
Decolonisation,
and Tuareg Rebellions in Northern Mali.

Brill.

Martin, D. C. (2013). Sounding the Cape:
Music, identity and politics in South Africa.
African Minds.

Mbiti, J. (1969). African Religions and

Philosophy. Heinemann.

McNeill, F. G. (2011). AIDS, politics, and
music in  South  Africa. Cambridge
University Press.

Meintjes, L. (2017). Dust of the Zulu:
Ngoma aesthetics after apartheid. Duke
University Press.

Munro, B. (2018). Queer Sounds in Africa:
The Politics of Audibility. South African

Music Studies, 38(1), 58-77.

Nketia, J. H. K. (1974). The Music of Africa.
W. W. Norton.

Ojaide, T. (2003). Poetic Imagination in
Black Africa: Essays on African Poetry.

Carolina Academic Press.

Olanrewaju, D. (2021). #EndSARS and the
Role of Nigerian Musicians in Democratic
Advocacy. African Studies Review, 64(2),
45-63.



Pongweni, A. (1982). Songs That Won the
Liberation War: Chimurenga Music in

Zimbabwe. College Press.

Shain, R. (2002). The Paradox of State
Power and Popular Resistance in Senegal.
Africa Today, 49(2), 97-116.

Sklar, R. L. (1983). Democracy in Africa.
African Studies Review, 26(3/4), 11-24.

Turino, T. (2008). Music as social life: The
politics of participation. University of
Chicago Press.

Veal, M. (2000). Fela: The Life and Times of
an African Musical Icon. Temple University

Press.

Wiredu, K. (1997). Democracy and
Consensus in African Traditional Politics: A
Plea for a Non-Party Polity. The Centennial
Review, 41(1), 25-64.

Didee Publications

20



