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riots and
lgip—hop
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of oral
storytelling
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critique,

and

anthem.
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Form is never neutral. It is a]ways Charged with meaning.
Imagine a griot in Mali, seated with a kora, his voice
carrying genealogies of kings and the moral lessons of
centuries. Now imagine a rapper in Ajegunle, Lagos, or in
the Bronx, de]ivering verses that narrate survival, pride, and
defiance. Separated by centuries and continents, both are
united by purpose: to turn rhythm and language into living
memory. Both griot and rapper are more than entertainers.
They are custodians of identity, architects of memory, and
interpreters of truth.

In West Africa, griots — known as jeliw in Mali — have

10r1g held the responsibility of preserving history. They

are not historians in the written sense but living archives,
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Ajegunle stands as
proof that African
oral traditions

did not vanish
with colonization or
urbanization.

They adapted,
reinvented, and
reemerged in new
forms, echoing griot
legacies.

storing genealogies, royal lineages, and
Community events in their minds and
songs. Their medium is orature: spoken

word, chant, melody, and rhythm.

The griot is also mediator. In courts, he
g )
praises rulers but also critiques them,
reminding kings of their obligations
to justice. His words carry authority
because they are rooted in memory.
Yy Y
Every performanee 1S not entertainment
but renewal of continuity — linking
Yy 8
present generations to ancestors. The
griot embodies the principle that

memory itself is power.

Now shift to the Bronxin the 1970s. Amid
povertyand neglect, youngpeople carved
out new forms of expression: hip-hop.
At block parties, DJs looped breakbeats,
MCs rhymed over them, graffiti artists

painted walls, dancers spun on

cardboard.Hip-

hop was survival through creativity,

transforming oppression nto rhythm.

Its verses carried narrative. Rappers
became chroniclers of daily life, their
rhymes like griot chants for a new
age. Hip-hop was both resistance
and memory, recording realities that
mainstream society ignored. Where the
griot preserved royal genealogies, the

rapper preserved street genealogies —

who lived, who died, who thrived.

In Nigeria, hip-hop and Afrobeat found
fercile ground. Ajegunle, a district in
Lagos, became iconic for producing
voices that mixed global rhythms with
local realities. From Ajegunle’s screets
came artists who fused reggae, dancehall,

and rap, telling stories of hardship and
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aspiration. Like Malian griots, they

spoke for their people. Their words |

carried the energy of resistance,
the assertion that dignity s

endures even in difhiculey.

Ajegunle stands as proof that African

oral traditions did not vanish with (&

colonization  or  urbanization.
They adapted, reinvented, and $&

reemerged in new forms, echoing

griot legacies.

The parallels are clear:
- The griot’s kora becomes the
rapper’s beat machine.

- Praise songs for kings become
protest anthems for the
margina]ized.

- Oral genealogies become
oral innovations, threading

memory into rhyme.

Both

performzmce into preservation. Both

griots and  rappers  turn
understand that thythm is not neutral: it

carries weight, identity, and philosophy.

Hip-hop did not emerge in a vacuum.
Its sound drew from funk, soul, and jazz
— the voices of James Brown, whose

echoed

African performance traditions. James

call-and-response  rhythms
Brown’s ‘Say it loud — I'm Black and
I'm proud’ was as much proclamation as

griot praise.

Michael Jackson extended this legacy,

showing  how  African  diasporic

performance
could  electrify
the  world.  His

choreography,

stagecraft, and rhythms
were not mere entertainment;
they were assertions of identity,
African

continuities of

performance.

Muhammad Ali, though not a musician,
became griot-like in his rhymes: ‘Float
like a butterfly, sting like a bee” His
words were both boast and prophecy,
verse as power. Each of these figures
extended griot traditions into modern
forms, carrying Africa’s oral heritage

into the global spotlight.

Today, hip-hop is global. From Dakar

to Johannesburg, from Ajegunle to
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Atlanta, it serves as a platform for voices
otherwise unheard. Senegalese rapper

Didier Awadi
heroes in his lyrics. South Africa’s hip-

invokes Pan-African
hop scenes weave local languages with
global beats. Nigerian artists blend hip-

hop with Afrobeats, exporting rhythms
back to the world.

This global spread echoes the griot’s
adaprtability. Griots could sing in royal
courts or village gatherings, adjusting
stories to context. Hip—hop arcists
likewise adapt — from small clubs to
global stages, their verses remain acts of

storytelling and assertion.

What unites griots and hip-hop artists
is the understanding that memory
requires technology. For griots, the
technology was the kora, balafon, or
drum. For hip-hop, it is the turntable,
sampler, and microphone. Today, it is
also the smartphone, the internet, and

streaming platforms.

Yet the principle endures: technology
is never neutral. It amplifies voices but
also shapes meaning. Just as the griot’s
instrument framed the narrative, the
rapper’s beat frames the verse. Both

remind us that form carries philosophy.

In both rtraditions, memory resists

crasure. Griots preserved  lineages
against the forgetting of time. Hip-
hop artists preserve stories against the
crasure of poverty, racism, or neglect.

Both affirm that the act of speaking, of

rhyming, of chanting, is itself resistance.

This is why governments have often
feared griots and rappers alike. Both
speak truths that unsettle power.

Both remind rulers — whether kings
or presidents — cthat authority s
accountable. Memory, voiced with

rhythm, can shake thrones.

From griots in Mali to rappers in
Ajegunle and the Bronx, the unbroken
thread of oral storytelling endures.
Both traditions show that form is never
neutral. A griot’s chant and a rapper’s
rhyme are not entertainment alone.
They are philosophies of continuity,
archives of identity, and weapons of

resistance.

The unBROKEN thread runs from the
strings of the kora to the loops of the
sampler, from dynastic praise songs to
protest anthems, from Viﬂage gatherings
to global concerts. It reminds us that
history is not behind us but alive in
every beat, every verse, every chant. The
griot and the rapper, though centuries
apart, sing the same truth: memory
must be voiced, and when voiced, it

carries power.

The unBROKEN Thread



