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Beyond the Mic 
How a workshop with UkooFlani turned hip-hop history 

into a living lesson on identity, survival, discipline and 

the business of culture. 

BY AFRICA IS NOW EDITORIAL  |  SPECIAL FEATURE 

Artists, cultural practitioners and young people share the same space during an Africa Is Now 
engagement where conversation moved naturally into live expression. 

The microphone changed hands, 

but the message remained the 

same: hip-hop is not only 

something to hear. It is something 

to inherit, question, practise and 

build upon. 

During a recent Africa Is Now workshop 

and cultural engagement, the room became 

part classroom, part archive and part stage. 

Participants traced hip-hop from its 

community roots to its Kenyan voice, then 

pushed the conversation further: What does 

the culture teach about life? Who benefits 

from it? And how can talent become 

sustainable work? 

UkooFlani entered not as distant 

celebrities, but as the “big brothers” many 

young creatives never had - artists carrying 

INSIDE THIS SPECIAL 

• Why hip-hop’s African roots still matter 
• How UkooFlani turned memory into 

mentorship 

• The creative jobs hidden inside the culture 

• Why sobriety, contracts and consistency 
protect talent 

• How a cypher can become a community 
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stories of struggle, mistakes, survival, 

discipline and the long road between raw 

talent and professional purpose. 

Culture is not only 

remembered. It is lived, 

shared and turned into 

possibility. 
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AFRICA IS NOW 
THE STORY​

BEYOND THE MIC 

 

A room 
became a 
living archive 

HISTORY CONNECTED TO THE 
PRESENT 

A projected contribution widened 
the conversation beyond the 
physical room, linking 
participants to voices, memories 
and perspectives from 
elsewhere. 

WHY IT MATTERED 

01  History was made visible. 

Stories, old formats and lived 

experience gave participants 

something more powerful than 

theory. 

02  Generations met. 

Established artists and 

emerging creatives spoke in 

the same room, without 

pretending the journey had 

been easy. 

03  Culture became practical. 

Every conversation returned 

to choices, work, ownership 

and responsibility. 

The workshop began by 

stripping away the 

commercial image of hip-hop 

and returning to its 

foundations: communities 

dealing with poverty, 

exclusion, violence and 

limited opportunity, yet still 

creating music, movement, 

visual art and new forms of 

public expression. 

That history mattered 

because it changed the 

question. Instead of asking 

only, “Who became famous?” 

participants were invited to 

ask, “What problem did the 

culture solve?” Hip-hop gave 

young people a way to be 

seen, to tell their own stories 

and to turn shared hardship 

into collective energy. 

The programme moved 

between discussion, 

demonstration, reflection 

and performance. In one 

moment, participants 

listened to the history of the 

culture. In another, they were 

watching it take shape in real 

time through rhythm, 

testimony and participation. 

The projected session added 

another layer. It connected 

the room to people and 

memories beyond it, 

reminding everyone that 

hip-hop’s history is not 

stored in one city, one 

generation or one format. 

It survives through voices, 

objects, photographs, 

recordings and the people 

who remember what 

happened before the internet 

made everything visible. 

That combination - local 

presence and remote 

connection - turned the 

workshop into more than an 

event. It became a bridge 

between what had been built, 

what had been lost and what 

a new generation might still 

choose to create. 
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“The culture 

came alive 

because 

nobody was 

asked to sit 

quietly and 

admire it. 

People were 

invited to 

enter it.” 

AFRICA IS NOW WORKSHOP 
REFLECTION 
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AFRICA IS NOW 
ROOTS & MEMORY​
SPECIAL FEATURE 

 

Before the beat, there 
was the story 

AFRICAN TRADITIONS 
INSIDE HIP-HOP 

The culture travelled, but its 
heartbeat was already familiar. 
Long before microphones, turntables 

and streaming platforms, African 

communities used rhythm, oral 

storytelling, call-and-response, 

dance, poetry, praise singing and 

communal gathering to carry 

memory. 

Storytellers preserved history. Musicians 

commented on leadership, hardship, 

relationships and change. Young people 

learned by listening, repeating, responding 

and eventually stepping forward themselves. 

Hip-hop carries many of those same qualities. 

The emcee continues the work of the oral 

storyteller. The freestyle session echoes 

spontaneous composition and verbal 

competition. The cypher creates a circle 

where observation quickly becomes 

participation. 

“Hip-hop may have taken a 

modern name, but Africa 

recognises its rhythm, its 

storytelling and its 

communal spirit.” 

 

Performance was not 
treated as an interruption 
to learning. It was part of 
the lesson - a live 
demonstration of 
presence, response and 
shared energy. 

EMCEEING 

Words become testimony, social commentary, 

memory, rhythm and public voice. 

DEEJAYING 

The musical 

foundation: selection, 

sequencing, 

atmosphere, transition 

and control of energy. 

BREAKING 

Movement as 

language - 

discipline, stamina, 

style, competition 

and physical 

storytelling. 

GRAFFITI 
Public space becomes a canvas for identity, 

protest, memory and visual authorship. 

BEATBOXING 

The human voice 

becomes percussion, 

KNOWLEDGE 
OF SELF 
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proving creativity can 

begin before 

equipment. 

Who are you, what 

do you represent 

and what 

responsibility 

comes with 

influence? 

As hip-hop moved across the world, Kenyan 

artists did not simply copy it. They adapted it to 

Sheng, Kiswahili, English and indigenous 

languages. 

They spoke about 

family, politics, 

unemployment, 

policing, addiction, 

neighbourhood pride 

and survival. This 

localisation gave 

Kenyan hip-hop its 

force. 

Understanding the 

roots is not 

nostalgia. It 

protects meaning 

and equips a 

generation to 

decide where the 

culture should go 

next. 
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AFRICA IS NOW 
MENTORSHIP​

UKOOFLANI 

 

When the big brothers 
entered the room 

HONESTY OVER CELEBRITY 

The evening performance brought artists and participants into one shared field of attention. The stage 
was present, but the distance between performer and audience remained small. 

UkooFlani did not arrive 

to sell a perfect story. 

They arrived with 

evidence of endurance. 

Their presence gave the workshop its 

emotional centre. They were not 

presented as unreachable stars, but 

as older brothers who had travelled 

the road, made mistakes, survived 

hard seasons and remained 

connected to the culture. 

Participants heard about the thrill of creating 

with limited resources, the discipline 

required to work as a group and the 

frustration of giving everything to a craft 

before recognition or income arrives. 

They also heard about conflict, missed 

opportunities, pressure, family responsibility 

and the personal choices that can either 

protect a career or quietly destroy it. 

The workshop made room for the invisible 

side - rehearsal, rejection, accountability, 

unstable income and the need to continue 

even when nobody is watching. 

THE ARCHIVE IS NOT 
DECORATION 

Old photographs, cassettes, compact discs, 

posters and recordings are evidence of work 

done before social media made documentation 

easy. 

They show how artists recorded, distributed, 

organised and survived when every step 

required physical effort, personal networks and 

stubborn belief. 

The lesson for young creatives: preserve your 

rehearsal clips, posters, lyrics, agreements and 

independent releases. Today’s everyday 

material may become tomorrow’s cultural 

history. 
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“The message was not 

that the journey is 

easy. The message was 

that it can still be 

meaningful.” 

 

AFRICA IS NOW  |  BEYOND THE MIC  |  8 



AFRICA IS NOW 
CREATIVE ECONOMY​

WORK BEHIND THE ART 

 

Hip-hop is an 
ecosystem, 
not one job 

FROM TALENT TO SUSTAINABLE 
LIVELIHOOD 

The programme deliberately 
connected culture, heritage and 
practical opportunity rather than 
treating creativity as 
entertainment alone. 

Passion opens the door. 
Structure helps an artist 
stay in the room. 
A central workshop question was 

uncomfortable but necessary: how does 

creative ability become reliable 

livelihood? Many artists know how to 

make something powerful, but have 

never been taught how to price, protect, 

package, document or distribute their 

work. 

“Visibility is not the same 
as income. Talent must be 
supported by systems.” 

ON THE MICROPHONE 

Performances, songwriting, 

features, event hosting, 

workshops, brand campaigns, 

voice-over work and digital 

releases. 

BEHIND THE SOUND 

Deejaying, beat production, recording, 

mixing, mastering, licensing, sound 

engineering and event technical support. 

BEYOND 
MUSIC 

Murals, 

choreography, 

styling, 

photography, 

video, graphic 

design, 

management, 

marketing, events 

and community 

programming. 

An emcee can earn through 

performance, songwriting, 

collaborations, workshops, 

digital releases and 

campaigns. A deejay can work 

in clubs, festivals, radio, 

private events and music 

production. A dancer can 

choreograph, teach, perform 

and build movement 

programmes. 

Then there is the wider economy that 

surrounds every visible artist: 

photographers, videographers, stylists, 

graphic designers, promoters, managers, 

marketers, stage crews and sound 

engineers. Hip-hop is not one career. It is a 

network of careers. 

But opportunity without ownership 

remains fragile. Artists must learn to 

document agreements, understand 

payment, protect intellectual property and 

Friendship does 

not replace a 

contract. A written 

agreement is not 

an insult; it 

protects the work, 

the relationship 

and the memory 

of what was 

actually decided. 

Social media 

attention can open 
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A visual artist can produce 

murals, merchandise, 

commissioned work, 

exhibitions and branding. 

Beatmakers can license 

instrumentals, score 

advertisements, record artists 

and support live production. 

clarify who owns what before relationships 

become disputes. 

doors, but 

numbers alone do 

not create a 

sustainable career. 

Long-term growth 

requires a 

recognisable 

identity, 

consistent 

delivery, good 

communication, 

records, pricing 

and respect for the 

audience. 
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AFRICA IS NOW 
LIFE LESSONS​

BEYOND PERFORMANCE 

 

What the 
spotlight 
cannot hide 

DISCIPLINE, SOBRIETY AND RESPONSIBILITY 

Professionalism begins before 
the performance: in preparation, 
communication, teamwork and 
the decisions artists make away 
from the audience. 

Talent can attract attention. 
Character determines what 
survives after attention 
arrives. 
The workshop did not separate art from 

life. Conversations moved through 

discipline, addiction, sobriety, mental 

wellness, teamwork, accountability and 

self-respect. 

One lesson returned again and again: talent 

alone is not enough. An artist may be gifted, 

but missing rehearsals, arriving late, failing to 

honour agreements or performing while 

intoxicated can damage an entire team. 

Professionalism begins long before an artist 

reaches the stage. It is visible in preparation, 

communication, respect for other people’s 

time and the ability to remain dependable 

when excitement has faded. 

The workshop also challenged the belief that 

asking for help is weakness. Young men often 

face pressure to hide fear, grief, uncertainty 

and emotional pain. Creative spaces can offer 

a language for what is difficult to say directly. 

FIVE HABITS THAT PROTECT A 
CREATIVE CAREER 

• Show up prepared and on time. 
• Keep agreements in writing. 
• Protect your sobriety and health. 
• Respect the team behind the performance. 
• Ask for help before a crisis makes the decision 

for you. 

 

“Talent opens 

the door. 
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Discipline, 

sobriety, 

preparation 

and 

responsibility 

keep it open.” 

These lessons were not 

presented as moral lectures. 

They came from experience - 

from what artists had seen, 

lost, survived and learned the 

hard way. 

That honesty gave mentorship its weight. 

Advice carries differently when it comes from 

someone willing to admit the cost of ignoring 

it. 

UkooFlani’s 

role as “big 

brothers” 

was not 

about 

perfect 

answers. It 

showed that 

survival can 

become 

knowledge, 

and 

knowledge 

can become 

protection 

for someone 

coming 

behind you. 
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AFRICA IS NOW 
CLOSING EDITION​

CULTURE IN MOTION 

 

The cypher 
became a 
community 

PARTICIPATION OVER STATUS 

The engagement moved between 
physical and digital connection, 
intimate conversation and 
collective performance. Each 
format widened the circle of 
participation. 

 

The cypher offered the 

clearest picture of 

hip-hop’s communal 

nature. One voice 

entered, then another. 

Participants listened, 

responded and built 

energy together. 

Inside the circle, status 

mattered less than presence. 

Experienced performers and 

upcoming artists shared the 

same space. The microphone 

moved, confidence grew and 

people who had begun as 

observers found themselves 

becoming contributors. 

WHY THIS WORK MUST 
CONTINUE 

Young people facing 

unemployment, addiction, crime, 

isolation and limited mentorship 

need more than warnings. They 

need alternatives that can be 

entered, practised and owned. 

A rehearsal can become discipline. 

A workshop can become 

knowledge. A performance can 

become income. A mentor can help 

a young person see a future beyond 

the pressure of the present. 
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The moment proved that 

hip-hop does not require an 

expensive stage to create 

impact. It needs rhythm, 

courage, attention and a 

community willing to listen. 

For some, stepping into the 

circle was a performance. For 

others, it was an act of 

confidence. Both experiences 

mattered because both 

moved a person from the 

edge of the room toward 

participation. 

The 

microphone 

represented a 

voice. The 

archive 

represented 

memory. The 

beat 

represented 

connection. The 

cypher 

represented 

community. The 

conversation 

about money 

represented 

possibility. 

By the end of the 

engagement, it was clear that 

Africa Is Now had created 

more than a programme. It 

had created a space where 

culture could be treated as 

education, heritage, 

enterprise and care. 

With UkooFlani standing as the 

big brothers many young 

creatives never had, the workshop 

made room for truth, laughter, 

reflection, performance and hope. 

The challenge now is to 

keep building spaces 

where young artists can 

learn the history before 

rewriting it, where talent 

is supported by structure 

and where every person 

holding a microphone 

understands that their 

story matters - even 
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before the world begins 

to listen. 

 

AFRICA IS NOW  |  BEYOND THE MIC  |  15 


