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Unit 1 

Focus on: Traditional African Music
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The Role of Music in Traditional African Culture

The Rhythmical Complexity of Traditional African Music

The Communal Role of Dance in Traditional African Culture

The Call-and-Response Tradition

Traditional African Instruments

Musical Traditions That Survived the African Diaspora



Introduction: A Worldwide Music

From Tokyo to Lagos, from Amsterdam to Sao Paulo, from Reykjavik 
to Jakarta—almost wherever you go on planet Earth at the dawn 
of the twenty-first century, you will hear American popular music 

and its derivatives—local music heavily influenced by American pop. 
The popular music of America—blues, jazz, rock, R & B, and hip hop in 
particular—has conquered the world. That much is obvious. What isn’t as 
readily obvious and as widely recognized is the extent to which this music 
was the creation of African Americans, for as we shall see in the music 
sections that follow each unit in this book, it was African Americans who 
gave what is now the world’s popular music its distinctive qualities and 
form.

A mere one hundred and fifty years ago, Americans of African descent 
barely subsisted. They were beaten and starved and forced to toil from 
daybreak to well past dusk so that their so-called “masters” could wear fine 
clothing and sip tea on verandas. They were stripped of their heritage—
forced to make new lives without their languages and customs and stories 
and histories and family ties. They were caricatured and humiliated in 
minstrel shows. Who would have thought, back then, that today, only 
a century and a half later, the music created by this once subject people 
would be heard in clubs in Beijing and St. Petersburg and Ramallah and 
Buenos Aires? It is an altogether astonishing accomplishment—one of 
the most astonishing in the history of human culture. And it is a great 
testament to the human spirit—to the ability of a people to prevail over 
the worst that can befall them.

When different musical cultures collide and create a new kind of music 
that blends elements of both, that new music has resulted from a process 
that musicologists call fusion. Visit the continent of Africa today and you 
will hear, from Algiers in the far north to Cape Town in the far south, the 
sounds of Afro-Pop. This music blends elements of American jazz and rock 
with traditional African and sometimes Islamic music to produce some of 
the most exciting sounds that the world has ever heard. And oddly enough, 
the jazz and rock that came back to Africa to influence the creation of 
Afro-Pop was itself largely the creation of people of African descent, half a 
world away. The music left Africa in chains and returned triumphant. 

Focus on: Traditional African Music



To understand the music of the world in the twenty-first century, you must 
go back to the roots of that music. And those roots, like the roots of the 
human race itself, are to be found under African skies.

	
	
The Role of Music in Traditional African Culture

In the United States today, we tend to think of music as a form of recreation 
and entertainment and not as something created with some specific purpose 
in mind. Prior to the modern age, however, in traditional cultures like those 
of Africa, music has generally played a useful role. Lullabies were sung to 
comfort babies. Proverbs were put to music to teach young children and 
to train them for adult life. In West Africa, stories were often chanted or 
spoken by traditional storytellers, or griots,1 accompanied by music played 
on instruments such as the kora, the balafon, and the ngoni. (See the 
descriptions of these on page 81.) Typically, the stories told by griots were 
tribal or family histories and included praise songs—songs that presented 
a series of elaborate names for a person and told about that person’s family 
history, place of origin, accomplishments, and so on. Music was an important 
part of many rituals and ceremonies. There were wedding songs, hunting 
songs, war chants, and funeral dirges, to name a few. In most African cultures, 
music has always been an integral part of life, not something separate, not 
something merely ornamental.

Orchestre Baobab at Live Concert. Popular Afro-Pop band in performance

1 griot. For an example of a traditional story told by 
a West African griot, see the selection from the Sunjata 
on page 47.




