
Words Like Weapons: 
Postcolonial African Rap and the Performance of Violence

Ana Sobral, English Department, UZH



Violent Wor(l)ds






















“Got to give us what we want
Got to give us what we need
Our freedom of speech is 
freedom or death
We got to fight the powers that be.”





“Incitement to imminent violence”
Although the song “Get Out” contains a few phrases which could
be regarded as not inciting to imminent violence, the general effect
is one of an urgent call to action: it is not just “get out or we will
kill”, but “tell my people fight”, with machine gun sounds in the
background (these sounds are heard on three occasions). Likewise
“I’ll blind you with heat quick” and “I’m gonna get this panga to
your neck” and “tell my people fight” and “the future’s in our
hands right now in our grasp” and “now it’s time to turn the
tables” and “it’s time we take it back” and “tell the oppressor get
out, tell my people fight”. (SABC, par. 19)





On Colonialism and Violence



“Dismemberment Practices”

physical mutilation

erasure of language

erasure of names

erasure of memories

alienation



“the colony is primarily a place where an 
experience of violence and upheaval is lived, 
where violence is built into structures and 
institutions. […] The violence insinuates itself 
into the economy, domestic life, language 
consciousness”

: “The guillotine that language has become 
can […] proceed by dissection, mutilation, and 
decapitation.”  

(Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony, 2001, 175/181)



“spaces of terror” (Mbembe 181)

Colonialism as “violence in its natural state”
 “it will only yield when confronted with
greater violence”

“violence is man re-creating himself”

“violence is a cleansing force”

(Franz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth, 1963, 61/19/94)
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Violence in the Postcolony



“Postcolonialism? What… Have they left?” (Bobbi Sykes)

‘Neocolonialism’ (Kwame Nkrumah)

“predatory states living by raiding, capturing and selling 
captives”   Transatlantic Slave Trade, 17th century

Colonial extraction of resources  19th century

“Structural adjustment policies”  late 20th century



“[The] state no longer has credit with the public. All it has left is
control of the forces of coercion, in a context marked by material
devastation, disorganization of credit and production circuits, and
an abrupt collapse of notions of public good, general utility, and
law and order. The upshot is an increase in resources and labor
devoted to war, a rise in the number of disputes settled by
violence, a growth of banditry, and numerous forms of
privatization of lawful violence.”

(Mbembe, On the Postcolony, 76)



Luaty Beirão







Greetings to everyone, thank you for the good faith
It’s time to leave and this is my final song
This represents an ant challenging an elephant
A kilogram of plutonium around the waist
Certain death
I’ve run out of time and patience
Passivity and benevolence
I speak in the name of a people exhausted from 
subservience
We’re sick of your incoherence and interferences
Sick of incompetent people you have amnestied
Sick of laws that protect power and royalty
Of impotent courts of law and judges without 
jurisprudence
Of stepping over hundreds in our efforts to survive
Of living miles below the poverty level
We’re sick of surviving run by fear
[...]





“self-rehabilitation of the oppressed”

“In the colonial context the settler only 
ends his work of breaking in the native 
when the latter admits loudly and 
intelligibly the supremacy of the white 
man’s values. In the period of 
decolonization, the colonized masses mock 
at these very values, insult them and vomit 
them up.” (Fanon, 34)

“The native discovers reality and transforms 
it into […] the practice of violence and into 
his plan for freedom” (Fanon, 45)





This is my suicide note to my parents
I love you very much, I’m sorry but I can take 
it no longer 
Every day that goes by my life becomes less 
valuable 
Every day that goes by a bit of hope dies […]





“[Compaoré] treated the country and its limited 
resources as his property, to the benefit of a small 
ruling elite designed to secure his power.” 
https://africanarguments.org/2012/08/15/burkina-faso-blaise-compaore-and-the-politics-of-personal-enrichment-by-peter-dorrie/

https://africanarguments.org/2012/08/15/burkina-faso-blaise-compaore-and-the-politics-of-personal-enrichment-by-peter-dorrie/














Violent Texts in Violent Contexts



“the administration of a summary, barren violence for purposes of 
appropriation and extortion” (Mbembe 124)
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