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islamic pop

LEFT: Modou at his stall in Sandaga market
ABOVE: the Mouride bus company: faith is big business

 singer) of old. Just as griots would spread news and information using

the kora and song, popular music is now the way of discussing taboo
subjects, spreading a message and influencing a generation.
Hip-hop is the latest craze: on the streets of Dakar, thousands of
groups are making socially, politically and spiritually conscious music.
According to Faada Freddy, singer with the hip-hop group Daara J,
“the religious brotherhood has had a very important impact on society,
politically and economically. More and more rappers are claiming
themselves Mourides or Tijans (the other brotherhood that’s big in
Senegal). It’s like the whole hip-hop movement suddenly became
spiritually conscious and music became a tool for spiritual aims.
I even hear rappers claiming themselves to be missionaries.”

“the difference between
you and us is that you
don’t believe in God
like we do”
This penchant for using popular music as a way of promoting the
singer’s own religious group is seen frequently. Ayouba, from Dakar
rap group Terminus, sees hip-hop as the music of education. “Many
children are lost spiritually so through hip-hop music we try to get
them onto the bon chemin (the right path). I tell people who my
marabout is; I sing the refrain from the Koran: ‘la ilaha ilaa Allah’ and
often young people approach me and ask if they can come and see
him”. Ayouba, despite being dressed in the pale blue, oversized
tracksuit and ‘nickel’ (bling) jewellery of his American counterparts,
also wears a photograph of his marabout around his neck.
And it’s not just hip-hop. One Sunday night, in a dark smoky club
where couples in fine boubous are gliding elegantly about as if in
some lost Cuban corner of Africa, I talk to one of the singers with
salsa-mbalax group Super Cayor. Moustique breaks down in tears as
he tells me why he sings about Bamba. “He was God’s messenger;
his life was full of hardship; he was honest and pure. When I sing of
Bamba I cry in my heart. You don’t see the tears but I cry. That’s what
I try to express in my music.”
This all sounds like saintly stuff. A visit to Dakar’s Sandaga market,
where recorded music is sold, brings things into a new light. The
Mourides are the dominant economic force in the country, running the
peanut industry and Dakar’s public transport system, and the same
goes for the music industry. At the market, instead of the usual
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adverts of pretty things rubbing on face cream, are hand-painted
images of the cloaked Bamba and the sacred towers of Touba. Shop
signs carry names such as Mouride Sadekh Production, KSF (Keur
Serigne Fallou) and Waker Serigne Fallou Mbacké, all record
companies run by talibé (religious students) of one or other of the
marabout. As journalist and ethnologist Jay Rutledge explains, a close
relationship to the highest spiritual leaders of the Mourides is more
important in Dakar than a Western education. A production company
boss will often turn to his marabout for business advice, in return for
large sums of cash.
The pavement at Sandaga market is scattered with stools on which
customers are listening to their prospective music purchases. At
afternoon prayer time, the bustle barely stops for those who
ceremoniously wash their feet and lay down strips of cardboard on
which to pray. In a stall scarcely wide enough for a table sits young
Modou selling cassettes and CDs of anything from recordings of the
latest religious addresses to pirate copies of Celine Dion’s greatest
hits. “All Senegalese musicians sing about their marabout,” he
laughs. “They do it so that people buy the album – it’s just business.”
What about N’dongo Lô? “Well, he’d definitely given his heart to
Serigne Fallou – you can hear it in his voice. But of course he was
looking for money too. He wanted to please everyone.”
Winding through the tape stalls of the market, there’s more of the
same opinion. I ask one of the leading distributors, Oumar Gadiaga, if
it’s possible to get ahead in a Mouride-dominated music industry with
an album that has no devotional songs on it.
“If it’s a well-made album it will sell even without religious songs on
it,” he says, somewhat hesitantly, “but the marabout will give money
to the musician if he makes a song about him. All the musicians sing
religious songs. It’s just a part of business.”
Freddy, who with Daara J was singing about religion back in 1995
on the track ‘Borombi’ (The Lord), is diplomatic. “Some musicians use
spirituality for business and others use it because they live it every day.
Religion is their everyday lifestyle; they are deeply, spiritually involved
and they choose music as a way of sharing it with other people.”
Everybody has their own opinion. Either the Mouride-owned
production companies are pressuring musicians to create music that
brings publicity to their brotherhood, the musicians themselves are
taking rewards from the marabout, or it’s all done simply for the love
of God. There is no single answer that explains why spiritually
influenced pop music has grown so powerful in Senegal. “You know
what?” says Modou at his tape stall. “When someone writes a song –
in America or anywhere – they just take a subject that means
something to them and put it to music.” He pauses and adjusts his
cap. “The difference between you and us is that you don’t believe in
God like we do.” 
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