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...from Guinea Bissau

Bissau Guinean hip-hop stars are singing out about the recent political assassinations
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SHIVANI AHLOWALIA

t’s a baking 40 degrees, but to get more
electric light on the rappers traipsing in
and out of the second-floor studio, the
producers of Big Up GB turn off the
air-conditioning unit, which is sapping
electricity from the petrol generator. The
lights, in response, glow to illuminate
rappers perched on sofas, in the stairwells
and in the hallway, creating raw and
emotional lyrics in response to the political
turmoil. The day before, two presidential
candidates had been assassinated, one
in his bed, just three months after the
president and the army chief of staff were
also shot dead. The streets outside are
deathly silent; Bissau Guineans aren’t sure
how the country is going to react.
But inside Guinea Bissau’s only
functioning recording studio, some of the
country’s most popular rappers are laying
down their musical reaction to events. ‘For
as long as there’s been a Guinea, people have
died,’ rap Aswan and Emcee Igreija in
Creole, a mixture of Portuguese and local
African languages. ‘It started with Cabral
[the revolutionary leader who was
assassinated in 1973] and has come up to
these last ones, like Helder and Baciro,’ they
fire at the microphone, referring to the latest
victims in Guinea’s political turmoil.
Just 35 years ago, Guinea Bissau, bordered
by Senegal to the north and Guinea to the
south, claimed its independence after a
bloody war that had lasted nearly 20 years.
Since then the country has experienced coup
and counter-coup, civil war and most
recently, an influx of South American
cocaine dealers, who use the country’s
porous borders and lack of adequate policing
to smuggle drugs into Europe.
The latest event to befall the country is the
assassination of key political figures,
including the president, João Bernardo
Vieira, known as ‘Nino’. Guinea Bissau is,
according to the UN, one of the world’s
poorest countries, and even in the capital city
– surviving without running water or grid
electricity – many Bissau Guineans feel there
is nothing much to sing about.

Rappers AS-1 (left) and MC ‘H’
(below), from Baloberos, who
recorded ‘Nunde Ka Nno Na
Bai’ after the political
assassinations

But after successfully staging the country’s
first live hip-hop festival in May, US-based
Cobiana Records – co-founded by
revolutionary Guinean singer Zé Manel –
joined forces with New York’s Nomadic Wax,
the production company behind the
Democracy in Dakar documentary which
charts the role of hip-hop in neighbouring
Senegal’s democratic history. On the night of
the second round of political murders in June,
Brian King and Shivani Ahlowalia from
Cobiana called up the most prominent
rappers from the festival and asked them to

“It’s important to show
that Guinea Bissau isn’t just
drugs and assassinations”
head down to the studio.
Over the course of a day, what emerged
was a 12-minute ‘mixtape’ entitled ‘Nunde Ka
No Na Bai’, (Where Are We Going?), a piece
of music comprising heavy beats, rocking
rhythms and emotional lyrics. It’s rap in its
rawest form – spontaneous, honest and
without heavy production, created from the
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honest reactions of a few individuals, who
felt deeply affected by the spiral of turmoil
facing their country. “This is a raw reaction
to the tragedy and frustration of their
everyday lives,” says Ahlowalia. “It’s a relief
for an individual living in these
circumstances. It saved us on that day. We
were so depressed and this was so positive.”
Guinea Bissau, like much of Africa, has a
history of revolutionary – or politicallymotivated music – that goes back to the
Mandinka griot singers who documented
important political and social events in their
music. More recently, Guinean musicians
like Zé Manel sang their way through
independence from Portugal and helped
form a sense of national identity through
their Creole music. There was a massmedia ban on this music during the colonial
occupation because of its powerful
revolutionary messages.
But outspoken musicians have often been
attacked for their music, whose critical
messages spread like wildfire from home to
home. While the rappers on ‘Nunde Ka No
Na Bai’ make their point clear, they are fearful
of naming specific individuals. ‘Whoever I
may hurt by saying this, forgive me,’ goes one
line. ‘It’s my way, the things that I see.’
“They have good reason to be nervous,”
says Ahlowalia. “Being a rapper and being
outspoken puts you in a vulnerable position;
you have to protect yourself.”
The mixtape is making its way, via the
internet, to every corner of the world. But
whether this musical movement has the
power to change this small country’s future is
something only time will tell. But Ahlowalia
is positive: “This is something that can
perpetuate some democratic voices. It
creates a social movement and a social
movement has the power to create social
change. It’s important to show that Guinea
Bissau isn’t just drugs and assassinations.” ●
ONLINE See the video of ‘Nunde Ka No Na
Bai?’ (Where Are We Going) from Big Up GB
on the interactive sampler
www.cobianarecords.com
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