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Preface

Music, dance, and politics are profoundly intertwined, each influencing and reflecting the others in significant ways. However, there are few comprehensive studies on music and dance as an enactment of politics, including power, activism, and elections in Africa. This book fills this gap by presenting various perspectives on music, dance, and politics from a wide range of African countries, particularly South Africa, Malawi, Nigeria, and Zimbabwe. The contributors are indigenous Africans and have collaborated for three years to bring this book to fruition from an insider’s perspective. The book considers several guiding questions: How do music, dance, and politics influence each other as causal forces? How can musicking and dancing facilitate political agency, and what are their capacities as a force for engagement? Are these conceptual tools still relevant, or do they limit our perspective and bind us to outdated political ideas? Is our continued use of these concepts driven by a longing for a time when change seemed achievable, and musicking and dancing appeared to have a significant role? To answer these questions, the contributions in this book focus on the intricate relationships between music, dance, and politics across the diverse cultural landscapes in selected African countries. It examines how various African music and dance forms serve as artistic expressions and powerful tools for political communication, engagement, resistance, celebration, activism, and the preservation of cultural identity.

In its innovative combination of approaches drawing from ethnomusicology, ethnochoreology, history, communication studies, heritage studies, and media studies, this book develops an interdisciplinary culture-oriented approach to politics. Based on shared research questions, an original theoretical framework, and a combination of innovative methodologies that take into account the specific political contexts, considering various music and dance cultures, the ten chapters in this book offer detailed analyses of the nexus between performative cultural expressions and politics in Africa. By engaging with a range of perspectives, the book provides a comprehensive understanding of how musicking and dancing serve as dynamic forms of political commentary and agency in Africa, resonating with issues of power, propaganda, violence, resistance, activism, and protest.

The role of musicking and dancing in shaping political movements and narratives is critically examined, revealing their significance in fostering solidarity and driving social change. Overall, this exploration sheds light on the dynamic interplay between culture and politics in Africa, emphasizing the enduring relevance of musicking and dancing as both expressions of artistic creativity and powerful tools for empowerment, activism, protest, and electoral communication in the face of emerging political challenges. Therefore, music and dance are a prism through which the many facets of politics can be explored.
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Introduction Musicking and Dancing Politics: An Interdisciplinary Perspective

Solomon Gwerevende, Wonder Maguraushe, and Trust Matsilele


This volume explores the intricate relationships between music, dance, and politics in Africa. It examines how musicking and dancing—the act of making music and dance—serve as a dynamic medium for cultural communication and political engagement (Gwerevende, 2022). Africa is a continent of fifty-five countries with a mosaic of unique cultures, each with its own language and political landscape. While not claiming to be a comprehensive representation of the whole continent, this volume offers insights and perspectives from selected African countries, particularly Malawi, Nigeria, South Africa, and Zimbabwe. Through a critical discourse and textual analysis of song lyrics, performance practices, and the sociopolitical contexts in which they emerge, the volume uncovers the myriad ways musicians and dancers engage with issues such as governance, elections, identity, social justice, propaganda, protest, and resistance. This resonates with the argument that music and dance performance for politics go beyond aesthetics and entertainment to fit squarely into contemporary political and cultural contexts (Gwerevende, 2022). The decisive role of music and dance as mediums for political commentary, mobilization, communication, engagement, and community cohesion shows how they resonate with the public and influence political discourse. By situating these cultural practices within broader historical and sociopolitical frameworks, ten chapters in this volume ultimately provide insights into the influential roles that musicking and dancing play in shaping political landscapes in Africa.

The volume draws on Christopher Small’s concept of “musicking” and “dancing” to explore the intersection of music and dance performance, resistance, propaganda, protest, memory, and activism in political contexts such as elections and party politics. According to Small, music is not an object or “thing” but rather an activity considering music as an activity in which people participate (Small, 1998). This unique perspective provides a fresh and intriguing angle on music’s impact, explored in various fields such as music therapy, religious practices, social movements, activism, and politics (de Bruin & Southcott, 2024). In a similar vein, dancing transcends mere classification as an object or material entity; it is fundamentally an expressive activity steeped in cultural, social, and political contexts (Kaeppler, 1991; Nzewi, 2007; Rutsate, 2010; Gwerevende, 2025). It involves a dynamic interplay of coordinated movements, rhythm, and emotion, wherein individuals or groups engage in a shared experience (Kaeppler, 1991; Gwerevende & Matiure, 2022). Therefore, the merging of music and dance as conceptual tools to explore politics enables an interdisciplinary analysis of their intersection and generates interest from diverse social science scholars. While Small addresses embodiment, he does not propose a method for empirically capturing its involvement and significance. Marcel Mauss’s “body techniques” concept can fill this gap (Mauss, 1973). Similarly, Small (1998) stresses the importance of “relations” within musicking. This concept could be expanded by examining social networks and applying social network analysis techniques. Chapters in this volume explore these networks, examining how musicking and dancing embody various forms of politics.

Considering the abundance of existing literature on the subject, exploring the nexus between music, dance, and politics may appear redundant. For example, Power (2014) and Steingo (2016) examine kwaito music as a form of resistance during the apartheid era in South Africa. Gonye (2013) analyses kongonya dance as an enactment of politics in Zimbabwe; Chirwa (2001) explores Malawian popular music as a performance of propaganda, and Ayobade and Olabanke (2024) take on Burna Boy’s music as a protest of police brutality in Nigeria. However, most research tends to focus on a limited sphere of music or dance, a certain aspect of politics. Some studies only inquire into one political aspect, such as power, protest, resistance, or identity, while others concentrate solely on a particular musical culture, genre, or repertoire (Chirwa, 2001; Power, 2014; Chikowero, 2015; Gwerevende, 2023). This is hardly surprising, given that some of the most influential theorists of the present (such as Jacques Rancière) define politics in willfully narrow terms and given the still dominant historicist, culturally bound model of knowledge animating music studies (Garratt, 2018). However, the potential impact of a macro-level exploration of this intersection and a reassessment considering current theory and practice could be profound, inspiring, and motivating further research and understanding in different fields.

This volume has three main objectives shared by all the chapters or contributors. First, it comprehends the mechanisms that dictate the interaction of musicking, dancing, and politics. How do these areas influence each other as causal forces? How can musicking or dancing carry out political agency, and what are its capabilities as a force for engagement? The second objective is to reassess the concepts commonly used to link musicking, dancing and politics: protest, activism, resistance, propaganda, subversion, power, and ideology. Are these conceptual tools still relevant, or do they limit our perspective and bind us to outdated political ideas? Is our continued use of these concepts driven by a longing for a time when change seemed achievable and musicking and dancing appeared to have a significant role? The third objective is to consider the interactions between musicking, dancing, and politics from a different perspective by integrating perspectives and approaches from a wide range of disciplines that examine the interconnection of these fields. At a time when relationships between the various disciplines within music and dance studies can be fractious, it is worth stressing that neither historical musicology, popular music studies, ethnochoreology, nor ethnomusicology have all the answers (or even pose all the questions). The chapters in this volume originate from various disciplines, such as ethnomusicology, ethnochoreology, media and communication studies, political science, history, and language studies. Consequently, this volume has greatly benefited from the perspectives offered by these disciplines, and we hope that it is valuable for researchers and students in these fields and contributes to an increasingly interdisciplinary dialogue on musicking, dancing, and politics.

If we assume that musicking and dancing communicate politics, questions on how to interpret and understand the meaning conveyed through these cultural practices arise. What approaches and theoretical frameworks can we use to comprehend these multifaceted interactions and their functions? Have these functions and interactions evolved over time and across cultures, and are the established conceptual and analytical frameworks adequate to analyze them? Furthermore, in an era where progress and the future are frequently questioned, how is the relationship between musicking, dancing, and politics being redefined and reimagined in the postcolonial era? It might seem superfluous to ask such questions, considering the vast literature on the relationship between music, dance, and politics. However, most of the existing research approaches the intersection of these fields quite narrowly, typically focusing on only one aspect of the political spectrum, such as communication, protest, activism, or resistance.

There is a genuine need to explore the relationship between music, dance, and politics from a macro level and to remap it by considering interdisciplinary methodological and theoretical frameworks. Therefore, methodologically, this volume offers an interdisciplinary approach that combines theoretical discussions, conceptual analysis, and empirical engagement with music and dance textual analyses that exemplify (or problematize) the broader issues of politics. This approach aligns with the argument that studying musicking and dancing as political phenomena requires a combination of disciplines, including political science, sociology, musicology, psychology, anthropology, history, philosophy, ethnochoreology, and semiotics (Massaka, 2013). This volume contains case studies from Zimbabwe, South Africa, Nigeria, and Malawi with varying methods and sources, including song analysis, dance analysis, discourse analysis, textual analysis, ethnographic, and netnographic methods.

In this introduction, we reflect on the relationship between musicking, dancing, and politics, and how it is addressed in the chapters in this volume. This introduction covers several critical trajectories essential to understanding this volume’s chapters. Firstly, we delineate musicking and dancing from an interdisciplinary perspective and their implications as the main conceptual frameworks for this volume. Secondly, we explore the political function of music and dance as artistic twins from a cross-cultural perspective. Thirdly, we explore the music, dance, and politics research landscape in Africa to identify theoretical gaps and point out how this volume contributes to the effort to examine these domains’ intersection. Finally, we introduce the ten chapters in this volume, which directly or indirectly reflect on musicking, dancing, and politics. The chapters cover various topics, from music and dance as an enactment of politics to their use as tools of political messaging and means of performing, visualizing, localizing, and Indigenizing activism, resistance, propaganda, and power in the context of politics. 


Musicking and Dancing Defined: An Interdisciplinary Perspective

The concepts of musicking and dancing ought to facilitate greater and more revealing cross-cultural, interdisciplinary, and historical comparison, as well as comparative work across different cultures within the same society at the same time. “Musicking” encompasses the act of creating, performing, and engaging with music in any form, highlighting the process rather than merely the product of musical performance (Small, 1998). This term invites a deeper understanding of the social interactions and cultural contexts that shape political music discourses. Similarly, dancing can be viewed as a dynamic form of expression that transcends mere physical movement, embodying emotion, tradition, and community interaction (Gwerevende, 2025). By analyzing dancing within an interdisciplinary framework, we uncover its role in various political contexts, and as a means of communication that can convey complex narratives. Together, musicking and dancing form a multisensory way of human expression, where rhythm, movement, and sound combine to foster connection and shared experiences.

At least some of the inspiration and impetus behind Small’s formulation of the “musicking” concept derives from his familiarity with and admiration of several African music and dance practices. To date, however, there seems to be very little work applying the concept of musicking outside of the Western context where Small was working (Oehrle, 2016). This is perhaps because ethnomusicologists working in these contexts have their own ways of capturing what Small seeks to capture and, therefore, have less need for his concept. If so, however, Small’s work suggests that all music can and should be approached this way, laying a common ground on which comparative studies are based. According to Small (1998), “There is no such thing as music.” Small further argues that “music” is a verb, not a noun. He understands music as action, not as an object or a thing. In a similar vein, it is essential to recognize that dance, often intertwined with music, functions not merely as an object or a tangible entity. Rather, it embodies a dynamic social process or activity that flourishes within the context of various social events where music is performed. It serves as a vital means of connection, communication, and expression, reflecting the vibrancy and diversity of human experience. We only come to think of music and dance as objects or things because we are misled by Eurocentric abstractions and reifications.

This volume uses terms “musicking” and “dancing” to propose a paradigm of choreomusical meanings rooted in contextual elements of relationships and action. Music or dance is an activity, something we do, and the word “music” or “dance” is better considered a verb than a noun (“to music” or “to dance”), one that takes the present participle “performing.” Musicking encompasses a range of activities, as Small conceives of it, varying within and across different societies and typically involving interaction between multiple participants performing various roles. These roles include dancing, singing, drumming, acting, and ululating. According to Small (1998, p. 45), “To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether by performing, by listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing material for performance (what is called composing), or by dancing.” Singers, instrumentalists, dancers, actors, and the audience contribute to the nature of the choreomusical performance event. Musicking with dancing provides opportunities for creativity, communication, and community building that are relatively distinct from other human interactions.

Small’s conceptualization of musicking raises an obvious question: What distinguishes musicking, as a form of social activity, from other (non-musical) forms of social activity? Small does not directly address or answer this question, but at several points in his discussion, he refers to the organization of sound and the meaning attached to such organization. This resonates with a widely used definition of music as “humanly organized sound” (Blacking, 1973), albeit perhaps emphasizing organization as an ongoing activity more than sound as an outcome of this activity. Musicking as a political, social, and religious activity organizes sound and renders it meaningful to its participants. The body responds to this humanly organized sound through dancing, visualizing, or enacting music’s political, social, and religious meanings (Gwerevende, 2023). Any activity that involves music performance to engage people or participants meaningfully may be considered musicking. This is an analytic decision but also reflects Small’s inclusive normative orientation. This volume capitalizes on the diversity of musicking’s forms and is attentive to differences to design a conceptual framework for exploring music and dance performance as an enactment of politics from an African perspective.

The concepts of musicking and dancing align with ethnomusicologist Thomas Turino’s division of choreomusical activity into two forms of live music or dance, participatory and presentational (Turino, 2008). Turino defines participatory music as involving no distinction between the performer and the audience (e.g., collective singing and dancing in church, political events, or on a football terrace) (ibid.). Participatory dance refers to a form of dance that actively engages individuals in the process of creating and performing movement together, regardless of their skill level or prior experience (Bakka et al., 2024). Presentational music and dance are live performances in which a designated performer performs for an audience (Turino, 2008). Much of what Small says suggests that each of these forms, as well as the many that fall between the cracks of Turino’s typology, are captured by the concept of musicking. All these forms of musicking are common in political events for various purposes such as communication, resistance, activism, protest, and entertainment. Therefore, the notion of “musicking” affords new ways of conceptualizing and analyzing the political capital of music and related artistic expressions such as dance.

The concept of musicking and dancing also points to certain African choreomusical practices in which everybody plays a productive role (singing, clapping, playing an instrument, or directing players through dance), even if some are evidently more able than others. As the African musicologist Kofi Agawu puts it, “‘Musicking’ in Africa is indexed by a variety of terms: we beat, shake, touch, and play; we say, recite, recollect, and sign; and we move, stir the body, look our way, and dance. In speaking of “African music,” then, we do well to keep this expanded semantic horizon in mind” (Agawu, 2016, p. 3). Agawu’s assertion shows that musicking from an African perspective involves different cultural, artistic, and bodily expressions. This volume is about various types of musicking and dancing and how they enhance political engagement in selected African countries. While it can be useful to distinguish between participatory and presentational modes of musicking or dancing, it is important to stress that any form of participation is essential because it organizes and renders sound or movement meaningful. In addition, listeners bring background expectations and knowledge to bear upon what they hear, thereby lending it further layers of meaning. This volume adopts musicking and dancing as holistic conceptual frameworks to build a theoretical foundation for exploring how different artistic and cultural expressions enact politics in different African countries.



Political Functions of Music and Dance: A Cross-Cultural Perspective

Music and dance are diverse and multifaceted and are understood disparately across different cultures. English speakers’ concepts of music and dance are not universally shared. French anthropologist of dance Georgiana Gore reminds us that many West African languages do not have a specific word for “dance” (Gore, 2001). In Spencer’s (1985) work on the Samburu of Kenya, music and dance events are spoken of as “play,” while in Brazil, Lowell Lewis found that trying to understand capoeira, usually described by practitioners as danca-luta (dance-fight), led him to explore the categories of “game,” “sport,” “play,” “martial art,” and “music” (Lewis, 1992). The local terms used, such as mutambo in Shona (Zimbabwe) and mitshino in Tshivenḓa (South Africa), refer to the broader view of dance and music that incorporates the context, singing, invocative drumming, bodily movements, ritual cues, ululations, handclapping, and handheld objects that enhance the cultural performance (Rutsate, 2011; Gwerevende, 2020). In Zimbabwe, Zimdancehall refers to sounds or instrumental music known as “riddims” accompanied by chanting and dance movements known as clarks in the dancehall fraternity (Gwerevende, 2023). In South Africa, “amapiano” refers to a sub-genre of house music originating in the mid-2010s. Like Zimdancehall culture, amapiano is youth music accompanied by dance movements whose origins relate to the Johannesburg and Pretoria townships or ghetto communities. This way of contextualizing music and dance gives them a broader scope than the English terms music and dance.

The relationship between music, dance, and politics is prevalent in various cultures. Throughout history, musicians, dancers, politicians, and socially engaged listeners have asserted that music and dance can serve as a platform for expressing political ideas and ideologies (Chirwa, 2001; Power, 2014; Chikowero, 2015; Ayobade & Olabanke, 2024). This can include rejecting the establishment, propagating propaganda, protesting government or private actions such as war through anti-war songs, and the ability to ignite national sentiments and nationalist ideologies through national anthems and patriotic songs. Gwerevende and Matiure (2022) argue that given the attributed meanings and effects, music and dance play a significant role in political campaigns, protest marches, and particularly in the grandeur and significance of state ceremonies. While not all music and dance practices are considered political, a substantial portion, mainly songs, is imbued with topical lyrics designed for specific times and situations.

African urban and rural communities have music and dance performed for various political purposes. Ghetto youths in Zimbabwe are proficient in multiple musical traditions borrowed from other cultures, such as Jamaican dancehall, which is “a communication centre, a relay station, a site where ghetto youth lower-class culture attains its deepest expression” (Stolzoff, 2000). Tafari-Ama Imani, a Jamaican social scientist, believes that dancehall provides the youth with a legal outlet to show their creativity and achieve upward social mobility (Tafari-Ama, 2002). Zimdancehall borrows characteristics from Jamaican dancehall culture Maguraushe et al. (2022), as it has spread to other countries and expresses the struggles and everyday challenges of ghetto youth through its music, lyrics, and choreographic movements (Gwerevende, 2023). The African ghetto youths perform genres such as urban grooves, Afrobeat, hip-hop, rap, amapiano, and reggae, among other popular music genres as resistance and activism. Ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl refers to this as “multi-musicality” (Nettl, 2000). Ghetto youth music cultures are often associated with specific dance styles. Most musicians who belong to these genres do not see themselves and are not regarded by the public as mere artists or entertainers but also as activists (Ayobade & Goriola, 2024). It is interesting how different generations in the same social group often have different tastes in music and dance. While older people prefer traditional genres like sungura and jazz, considered respectable, younger people generally prefer contemporary styles like Zimdancehall, amapiano, hip-hop, and Afrobeat. Interestingly, politicians often capitalize on various styles to appeal to specific groups of people, indicating that any genre of music and dance can be politicized.

Music and dance have always been closely intertwined with artistic expressions performed in numerous political settings. Moloney (2019) examines the relationship between politics, music, and dance as collectivist experimentation and subversion. Gwerevende (2022) claims that dancing to Chimurenga music as a political performance unites people aesthetically and socially during the political and economic collapse. He further argues that the relationship between music and dance in Chimurenga performances made them powerful tools in addressing social, economic, and political instability, furthering social justice. Music plays a crucial role in political dance choreography as it is the most essential component among the various related arts (Gonye, 2013; Makwambeni et al., 2024). Similarly, dance plays a critical role in political music performance as it enacts and embodies the sound, visualizing the music’s meaning. Combining music and dance in political settings provides a powerful and direct way of expressing our deepest thoughts and emotions. The dominant belief in Western culture is that music can communicate nonverbal ideas and emotions. This view, known as “expressionism,” is still the foundation of many cross-cultural music studies and influences how music is perceived as language (Lewis, 2013). According to this theory, music and dance encode emotions while language encodes thoughts.

Music sound can travel great distances, while dance movements as a response to music can convey and visualize political messages. Musical behavior can be expressed through singing, dancing, or playing instruments (Gonye, 2013; Gwerevende, 2023). Political performances and communication often involve a combination of both. As the saying goes, “If one cannot express himself in words, he can sigh with emotion; if signing fails to express his feeling, he can sing; if singing still fails to express his feeling sufficiently, he can dance” (Yang, 1996, p. 36). Music organizes melody, rhythm, musical form, mode, and contextual elements through the flow of notes on a timeline, making it an art of time. In contrast, dance utilizes the principles of spatial movement, using the human body and expression as vehicles. It combines various elements such as music, painting, costumes, poems, chants, gestures, and more to create a comprehensive, multidisciplinary, and extensive range of artistic expression. However, when we observe and appreciate a dance performance, music tends to be the most noticeable non-dance element. During political gatherings, music beat, speed, style, and other rhythm elements can be conveyed to the audience, and the audience can respond by dancing, thereby visualizing and deepening their understanding of the message. Pedelty and Keefe (2010) investigate whether political music can initiate a meaningful conversation among fans. They found that political pop music fans engage in political dialogue through dance compared to fans of less politically charged music. Political music can inspire the audience to respond choreographically, and it is irresistible to dancers. Like written text or photography, music and dance can communicate various political messages that may be open to interpretation based on the context.



Music, Dance, and Politics Research Landscape in Africa

Africa has a long-standing tradition of research on the relationship between politics and the musical performing arts by insider and outsider researchers from different academic disciplines (Chirwa, 2001; Power, 2014; Onyebadi, 2019; Matsilele & Msimanga, 2022). Allen (2004) identifies specific points of intersection between music and politics in Africa; Nyamnjoh and Fokwang (2005) examine the relationship between musicians and power in Cameroon to make a case for understanding the dynamics of agency and identity politics among musicians. Gwerevende and Matiure (2022) explore how kongonya and toyi-toyi, through dance and music, express complex notions of identity that contribute to political and socioeconomic empowerment and the valuation of liberation heritage. However, these studies are very limited and highly fragmented, scattered across various disciplines such as media and communication, ethnomusicology, dance, history, and political science. Furthermore, although several studies have attempted to bring together the dispersed knowledge, the vastness of the relationship and interdisciplinary nature make it difficult to understand the breadth of knowledge existing in political performance studies.

As Waterman (1990) pointed out, even with the changes occurring on the continent, “music remains a vital tool for symbolic exchange and a means of creating and defending communities and defining them.” Cultural practices that have united people for thousands of years are evolving, gaining new meanings and renewed prominence. In Africa, music and dance are often employed to address political issues and the repercussions of poor governance (Onyebadi, 2019). Eyre (2001) argues that in most African countries, music and dance create a space for dialogue where the merging of political and cultural expressions has thrived despite high levels of control, censorship, and suppression of dissenting voices. Media and journalism scholar Winston Mano theorizes music as a journalism variant as it can be used to echo social phenomena, hold power to account, name and shame, and inform and educate—all these have historically been understood as normative duties of journalism (Mano, 2010). Onyebadi and Mbunyuza-Memani (2017) have documented the significant contributions made by the late African songstress Miriam Makeba toward the end of apartheid through her protest songs and activism concerts. Other celebrated South African musicians, such as Hugh Masekela and Brenda Fassie, also deserve a mention for their contributions to the anti-apartheid struggle through music of resistance (Power, 2014; Steingo, 2016). These musicians composed and performed nationalist songs that inspired their compatriots to fight for their freedom and protest colonialism, even though singing those songs resulted in the South African apartheid regime’s security forces harassing and threatening them.

Thomas Mapfumo, a renowned Chimurenga (revolutionary) musician from Zimbabwe, used his music to challenge political leaders during the white colonial government and the Black postindependence government (Gwerevende, 2022). He criticized the brutality and leadership conduct, including that of the Zimbabwe African National Union—Patriotic Front (ZANU-PF) administration. ZANU-PF is a political organization that has been the ruling party of Zimbabwe since independence in 1980. However, Mapfumo’s voice of revolution through music was not well-received by the colonial authorities or the ZANU-PF-led government (Muranda et al., 2022). Matsilele and Msimanga (2022) argue that colonial and postcolonial governments considered Mapfumo’s music a threat to the status quo and censored it from state-controlled radio stations. He is not alone; other musicians such as Lovemore “Majaivana” Tshuma and Hosiah Chipanga have also come into the social and political scene, challenging power. Unfortunately, these musicians were arrested and harassed by the government for their protest and activism music performances.

The relationship between music, dance, and politics is most evident in the modern era, where the performing arts are central to political parties’ attempts to “brand themselves and to forge constituencies of support” (Behr, 2022, p. 32). The National Rainbow Coalition (NARC), a coalition of opposition parties in Kenya, used “Unbwogable,” a hip-hop song during the 2002 Kenyan presidential election, to mobilize voters and gain support for their party. “Unbwogable,” a blend of English and Dholuo languages, means “unbeatable” (Njogu & Maupeu, 2007). This song was initially composed and released by two Kenyan musicians, Gidi Gidi (real name Joseph Ogidi) and Maji Maji (real name Julius Owino). NARC won the election, defeating the Kenya African National Union (KANU) party, which had ruled the country since its independence in 1963. Similarly, in Nigeria’s 2015 presidential election, the two major political parties, the People’s Democratic Party (PDP) and the All Progressives Congress (APC), used several songs and contemporary dance styles to promote their campaigns. The song lyrics explicitly urged voters to choose either PDP or APC and their respective candidates: the incumbent president Goodluck Ebele Jonathan (PDP) or retired Army General Muhammadu Buhari (APC). Each party used the songs to highlight their presidential candidate’s positive qualities and to criticize the opponent as unsuitable for public office.

Several notable books explore music in Africa as a political communication, targeting specific groups or cultures. In his book African Music, Power and Being in Colonial Zimbabwe (2015), Chikowero demonstrates how Africans utilized their music, dance, and traditional knowledge systems to resist British colonial domination and assert their cultural sovereignty. Another book, Songs and Politics in Eastern Africa (2007), edited by Njogu and Maupeu, brings together essential essays on songs and politics in the region and beyond that analyze music as an enactment of voices from the margins and cultural productions and political change. A recent volume edited by Onyebadi Uche, titled Music and Messaging in the African Political Arena (2019), brings together scholars from diverse backgrounds, such as media and communication, political science, and popular music, to examine how music and songs convey political messages to a broader audience, especially during political campaigns. In his introduction to the volume, Onyebadi argues that music has been integral to African people’s political life since the pre-colonial era. He stated:


No one area of human interaction and activity in Africa has music become so pervasive, even intrusive, and vibrant than the political arena. From the pre-colonial and traditional societies in the continent through the postcolonial and independence years to the contemporary era, music and songs have been inseparable from African affairs, especially in politics and governance. (Onyebadi, 2019 p. 45)



Onyebadi’s observation strikes a chord with Nesbitt (2001), who contends that the history of African nationalism and independence from colonialism is closely linked to the continent’s rich musical tradition and literature from various nationalities and linguistic groups. Nesbitt cites Guinea, particularly under its first president, Sékou Touré, as an example of music’s influential role in Africa’s political affairs.

Although extensive research has been conducted on the intersection of music and politics, most studies focus on popular music, particularly genres such as hip-hop, Chimurenga, and Afrobeat. In addition, when analyzing music in the context of African politics, the focus is often limited to the lyrics, as most studies are conducted in media and communication studies. This is also the case in two volumes edited by Abiodun Salawu and Israel Fadipe, In Indigenous African Popular Music (Volumes 1 and 2). These two volumes look at Indigenous African popular music with an interest in identity formation, articulation of Africans’ experiences, and how music intersects with politics (Salawu & Fadipe, 2022). In his volume, we argue that other artistic elements accompanying political music, such as dance, chants, ululation, and instrumentation, are rarely explored as integral parts of the African political music ecosystem.

This volume adopts an interdisciplinary approach that draws on existing studies in communication and media, popular culture, ethnomusicology, ethnochoreology, anthropology, history, language studies, and political science to present a unique, comprehensive perspective on the interaction of music, dance, and politics from an African perspective. Not all chapters integrate music and dance as conceptual tools for exploring politics as a cultural phenomenon; some focus solely on music, particularly the song lyrics, while others combine elements of both music and dance in their exploration of politics. It is important to note that the volume does not solely focus on the so-called “African music” and “African dance” as if they are stylistically homogeneous across cultures but instead examines any type of musicking or dancing, including traditional, contemporary, sacred, and secular, and how they are utilized for political engagement.



Structure of the Volume

This volume is structured into four main parts. Part I, “From the Past to the Present: Music, Dance, Power, Memory and Heritage,” examines how music and dance serve as vital vessels for communal memory, history, heritage, and identity, reflecting the sociopolitical landscapes from which they emerge. By analyzing various music genres and dance forms, this section highlights how these artistic expressions preserve liberation heritage, express hate speech, enact national history and critique, and respond to political currents.

In Chapter 1, “Memory in Song: Whose Memory and to What End?,” Jacob Mapara analyzes the songs performed by the Zimbabwe Republic Police Band and their role in shaping national memory. Drawing on critical discourse analysis, this chapter underscores that the country’s cultural heritage, both tangible and intangible, including songs, serves as a repository of national memories and histories. The chapter notes that many of these songs glorify those in power, particularly the ruling ZANU-PF party, and their narratives are often biased. Mapara argues that these songs, as tools of memory manipulation, are used for memory erasure and, to some extent, re-creation, thereby demonizing and erasing certain individuals and events from national memory. The chapter concludes that cultural heritage such as songs, is used to guide people’s recollections toward what those in power desire, thereby constructing a distorted version of history and memory.

Chapter 2, “The Politics of Liberation Heritage: Commemorative Practices and Remembering Revolutionary Musicians in Two Southern African Countries” by Alfred Ndlovu and Solomon Gwerevende, examines the role of music and dance as liberation heritage in the process of making and commemorating history in Zimbabwe and South Africa. By analyzing specific commemorative events, monuments, and cultural programs, the chapter highlights the ways in which music and dance served as a powerful tool for political activism and social change. Furthermore, the chapter considers how these commemorative practices reflect national identities and engage with ongoing dialogues about memory, power, and cultural preservation in postcolonial contexts. Through case studies of prominent revolutionary figures in the music scene, the chapter illustrates the enduring impact of their artistic legacies on contemporary society, revealing the complex interplay between memory, heritage, and national consciousness in postapartheid South Africa and postcolonial Zimbabwe.

Chapter 3, “Singing and Dancing Dubula Ibhunu: Maintaining Liberation Heritage Versus Challenging Hate Speech in South Africa” by Josephat Mutangadura, Khatija Bibi Khan, and Solomon Gwerevende, critically analyzes the dual nature of the song dubula ibhunu (kill the Boer or the farmer) and the associated dance movements as an expression of liberation heritage and hate speech. Drawing on critical discourse analysis and dance analysis, Mutangadura et al. argue that the song “dubula ibhunu” and the related dance movements serve as powerful tools for commemorating South Africa’s liberation struggle while simultaneously raising critical awareness about the resurgence of hate speech in contemporary society. Through a detailed analysis of various performances and court documents, the chapter highlights the ways in which these cultural practices not only preserve the legacy of resistance against oppression but also challenge the narratives of division and animosity that can arise in postapartheid South Africa. By engaging with both historical and modern contexts, the study underscores the dual responsibility of celebrating heritage while actively resisting hate-fueled rhetoric, ultimately advocating for a more inclusive and harmonious national identity.

Part II, “Performing Political Discourse, Democracy, and Activism for Justice,” explores the role of music and dance as an enactment of political discourse, resistance, and activism and as a tool to fight for democracy and justice in oppressive authoritarian states. It examines how these art forms serve as vibrant cultural manifestations and vital tools for mobilizing communities and advocating for democratic ideals and social justice in oppressive authoritarian regimes.

In Chapter 4, “The Apolitical Musician? Oliver Mtukudzi’s Contribution to Zimbabwe’s Political Discourse Through Music (1970s–2019),” James Hlongwana and Liketso Dube provide a nuanced textual analysis of Mtukudzi’s songs and their contribution to Zimbabwe’s political discourse. Hlongwana and Dube posit that Mtukudzi situated his songs in a universal context and successfully condemned political vices without attracting retribution. Further, the chapter argues that Mtukudzi’s shrewd decision to take a middle-of-the-road position in Zimbabwe’s political landscape by entertaining both major political parties created an enabling environment for his political songs to survive. The chapter underscores that while some of his contemporaries in the music industry were blunt and drew the ire of the guardians of political power, Mtukudzi climbed a ladder of abstraction and consequently was never a fly in the political ointment.

Chapter 5, “Zimdancehall as Youth Voices: Winky D’s Recruitment of Young Musicians in the Chimurenga Against Economic and Political Challenges in Zimbabwe” by Solomon Gwerevende, Alois Maluleke, and Shadreck Dzingayi, critically analyzes Winky D’s Zimdancehall music album, Eureka-Eureka, released on New Year’s Eve in 2023. Through critical discourse analysis and netnography of social media reactions to Winky D’s music, this chapter investigates the extent to which Eureka-Eureka represents a form of co-optation of young musicians into a protest music project against an unsustainable political and economic landscape in Zimbabwe. Gwerevende et al. argue that Winky D’s songs, which often address social injustice and corruption within a repressive regime, have been at the center of a heated debate about freedom of speech, with some advocating for their ban and expressing concerns for his safety. The chapter underscores the role of Winky D’s musicking as a tool for political resistance and activism, particularly in the urgent and ongoing freedom of speech debate.

Chapter 6, “Singing for Democracy: The Politics of Music in Zimbabwe’s Securocratic State” by Pedzisai Ruhanya, Bekezela Gumbo, and Linda Mujuru, explores the role of music as a powerful cultural and political tool that has been used to mobilize opposition against authoritarian regimes in Zimbabwe. This chapter, which includes qualitative content analysis of selected songs by prominent musicians like Paul Madzore, Thomas Mapfumo, Winky D, and Cucsman, as well as interviews with the musicians and their fans, demonstrates how music not only contributes to democratic political contestation and resistance, but also serves as a beacon of hope. The chapter shows how music, using satire, humor, and metaphors, inspires optimism amid repression, censorship, and media blockages by securocratic regimes.

Chapter 7, “Breaking the Loud Silence of Oppression through Theatrical Dance and Music Activism in Nigeria” by Oluwatoyin Olokodana-James and Florence Ewomazino Nweke, explores the intersection of artistic expression and social justice, highlighting how dance and music serve as forms of activism. It examines the role of these art forms in amplifying the voices of the marginalized and oppressed, particularly in the context of the #EndSARS movement, which emerged as a response to police brutality and government oppression in Nigeria. The chapter adopts a methodology that combines performance analysis, participant observations, interviews, and archival materials to investigate the transformative role of protest music and dance in fighting for justice. By showcasing specific instances of artistic activism, the chapter underscores how these theatrical music and dance challenge societal norms, provoke critical discourse, and ultimately contribute to the broader struggle for human rights and systemic change.

Part III, “Performing Political Transition and Electoral Politics,” delves into the significant role music and dance play in shaping the dynamics of political change and national elections. It examines how these artistic expressions serve as tools for political campaigning and as means of mobilizing public sentiment, fostering community engagement, and articulating collective identities.

In Chapter 8, “The Sounds of Politics: Popular Music in Malawi’s Political Transitions Since 1964,” Richard Gracious Gadama conducts a critical discourse and textual analysis to examine the role of music on political trajectory in Malawi since 1964. Gadama argues that music has played a critical role in the nation’s politics and democratic processes rather than being just a form of entertainment. He further contends that from Malawi’s independence in 1964 to the present democratic state, political leaders and citizens have used music to express their ideas and beliefs. However, most songs and their messages have been attributed to individual musicians or political figures who have yet to represent the public’s views or experiences.

In Chapter 9, “Music and Dance as Campaign Strategies in Nigerian Elections,” Florence Ewomazino Nweke and Oluwatoyin Olokodana-James delve into the multifaceted ways in which music and dance serve as potent instruments within the political landscape of Nigeria’s election campaigns. Drawing on a mixed research methodology that combines quantitative and qualitative methods, the chapter examines specific instances where political parties and candidates have effectively utilized music and dance to amplify their outreach efforts, energize their supporters, and create a memorable presence during campaigns. The study analyzes the strategic selection of popular songs, dance styles, and performances that resonate with the electorate, transforming traditional rallies into lively festivals that attract diverse audiences. By weaving quantitative and qualitative data, Nweke and Olokodana-James highlight how music and dance not only entertain but also serve as vehicles for political expression, critique, and mobilization. Overall, this chapter highlights the intersection between culture and politics in Nigeria, offering valuable insights into the ways that creative arts can influence electoral dynamics and shape public discourse.

Chapter 10, “The Politics of Spectacle: Music and Dance as Election Campaign Strategies in Nigeria” by Toyin Segun Onayinka, Omolola Oluwasola, Mustapha Olalekan Rufai, and Chinyere Mercy Ignatius, examines music and dance as tools of political spectacle within Nigerian political communications. The chapter draws on netnography, discography, dance analysis, and discourse analysis to specifically examine how these cultural practices engage and mobilize the electorate, creating a vibrant atmosphere that can influence voter perceptions and behaviors. Furthermore, through a detailed analysis of the 2022 “All Progressives Congress Presidential (APC) Mega Rally in Lagos State” campaign YouTube video, the chapter highlights the strategic incorporation of traditional and contemporary music and dance in campaign rallies, illustrating their role in shaping political narratives and fostering a sense of communal identity. The study highlights the role of music and dance in democratic participation and the overall political landscape in Nigeria.
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