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This volume is dedicated to the memory of David Buschmann (1989-2018) and

Victor da Souza Soares (1985-2020), two dearly missed friends and colleagues

who left us too soon. David and Victor were both important contributors to the

development of various stages of the “Hip Hop as a Transcultural Phenomenon”
project between 2018 and 2020.
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Preface

James Barber, Christian Biischges, Dianne Violeta Mausfeld,
and Britta Sweers

This book is the outcome of a research project that in one form or an-
other has been in the works for more than a decade. Original ideas and
discussions leading up to the project first manifested at the University
of Bielefeld (Germany) in 2009, bringing together historians Christian
Biischges and Sebastian Knake, and Wilfried Raussert from literary and
cultural studies. In 2016, these early sketches were then taken up by and
expanded upon considerably by Christian Biischges and ethnomusicol-
ogist Britta Sweers at the University of Bern. In 2018, the culmination of
this decade-long process was realized through the Swiss National Sci-
ence Foundation-funded research project “Hip Hop as a Transcultural
Phenomenon. Jamaican and Latin American cultural signifiers in US Hip
Hop (New York and Los Angeles, ¢.1970s-1990s).”

The empirical basis of the project was made up of two doctoral
research case studies, focusing on New York and Los Angeles, led by
James Barber and Dianne Violeta Mausfeld, respectively. Both candi-
dates brought with them their individual experiences and expertise
on hip hop, as long-time fans into the mix, besides research interests
in other areas of popular music. Barber completed his undergradu-
ate studies in Sociology and an MA in Global Studies, while Mausfeld
has a background in Latin American and North American Studies. In
addition, Barber has been heavily involved in the reggae and sound
system scene in the UK, and later in Germany, since his teenage years,
and also active as a part-time music event promoter, vinyl enthusiast,
reggae ‘selector’ and DJ, and attendee at countless musical festivals,
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concerts, club nights, and raves since the early 2000s. Mausfeld’s very
first concert experience was a show in her hometown Hamburg in the
mid-1990s from local group Fettes Brot. It was during a high school
stay in the Houston area in 2000/2001, however, when she really fell in
love with rap music, being exposed to the sound of the “Dirty South” by
DJ Screw, Mystical, Ludacris, and UGK. The research team was com-
pleted by student assistants Céline Arnold and Rea Vogt, and the tireless
efforts of Keith Cann-Guthauser, master organizer and good soul of
the Department of Iberian and Latin American History who oversaw
all the administrative and infrastructural aspects of the project’s coor-
dination. Thus, the project brought together inputs from professors,
doctoral and MA students, and other staff members from a wide range
of nationalities and cultural backgrounds.

The case studies within the project sought to address the diasporic
presence of Caribbean and Latin American communities in the US,
in New York on the East Coast and Los Angeles on the West Coast,
respectively, between the period of the mid-1960s up to the mid-to-late
1990s. Both Barber’s research in New York and Mausfeld’s research in
LA were at the beginning of the project framed in terms of how cul-
tural signifiers related to these communities, be they religious symbols,
musical practices, musical genres and examples adopted by the hip-
hop DJ and producer, production techniques and technology, lyricism,
fashion, style, and aesthetics, and how these have intersected with the
creation and development of hip-hop culture and practice. Building on
this initial analytical framework, both studies evolved into independent
research projects that were continuously shaped through fieldwork,
archival work, and presentations and exchanges with colleagues at
academic workshops and conferences.

Barber highlights reggae’s reception in New York following the “sec-
ond mass migration of the Jamaican working class” (Patterson 1994: 107)
to the US beginning in 1965, highlighting the Jamaican contributions and
influences to early and evolving New York hip-hop culture. In addition,
he examines the wider West Indian and pan-Caribbean currents that
shaped reggae’s initial reception in New York, and eventual dialogue and
fusion with hip-hop culture and practice. The height of these overlaps
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led to the development of an overlooked subgenre of New York reggae
and hip-hop fusion, generally recognized to have emerged across the
1980s through to the mid-1990s, and sometimes referred to as “ragga-
muffin hip-hop” (Marshall and Foster 2013: n.pag.). In this volume, Bar-
ber presents a snapshot of his time spent in New York in Spring 2022,
vividly describing musical events he participated in and the significance
of the grassroots archives of two crucial actors he connected with. He
highlights the significance of their materials to researchers, academic
and otherwise, in representing the underground music sub- and multi-
cultures of reggae and hip hop, and the intersections between the two,
in New York.

At the project’s other pole, Mausfeld traces the history of the “Chi-
cano hip hop” subgenre in Los Angeles, highlighting the imprint Mexi-
can American urban culture has had on West Coast hip hop atlarge. Like
Barber, her chapter in the volume is based on ethnographic interviews
she conducted during extensive research stays in LA, as well as a critical
analysis of awide range of issues of the pioneering US hip-hop magazine
The Source that she came across during archival research between 2019
and 2023. The research team and editors of this volume are delighted
to feature aspects of both projects in this edited collection. Kick-started
by the conference “Hip Hop Transcultural: Constructing and Contesting
Identity, Space, and Place in the Americas and Beyond” in October 2021,
the volume has been in the works for several years, and we are grateful
and thankful to all our contributors and fellow conference participants
who have put forward some excellent and thought-provoking examples
of hip-hop culture in and between hip hop’s local center(s) and global
‘margins.’

As a vital part of the umbrella project “Hip Hop as a Transcultural
Phenomenon,” the conference was originally scheduled for the Fall of
2020 and, like so many other conferences, workshops, archive- and

1 Further information on the conference and the project can be retrieved
on the website of the Institute of History of the University of Bern: http
s:/fwww.hist.unibe.ch/forschung/forschungsprojekte/hip_hop_as_a_transcult
ural_phenomenon/index_ger.html.
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fieldwork trips (not to mention wider everyday impacts) was deeply af-
fected by the COVID-19 pandemic. These events also acutely affected the
individual research projects and fieldwork stays undertaken by Barber
and Mausfeld, which in both cases became somewhat suspended in
time. After further postponing the conference several times to the Fall of
2021, as traveling was still difficult and academic life was largely taking
place in online or hybrid spaces, it was decided to host the conference
in an online format. An earlier call for papers had already yielded a
highly promising range of proposals, enabling the organizers to bring
together a stellar line-up of prominent hip-hop scholars from a vari-
ety of fields, universities, countries, and backgrounds. The conference
united these perspectives together with those of contemporary hip-hop
practitioners, archivists, enthusiasts, educators, and researchers, with
many participants belonging to one or more of these camps. Despite
the online format, the conference presented a platform for lively and
enriching discussions about the ways hip hop has manifested and is
being studied around the globe.

Conference keynotes were provided by P. Khalil Saucier, professor of
Critical Black Studies at Bucknell University, and Martin Liithe, assis-
tant professor of American Studies at Freie University Berlin, approach-
ing the transculturality of hip hop from different national and regional
perspectives, reflecting a diverse range of viewpoints and opening up
a transatlantic dialogue to set the tone for proceedings. Originally se-
lected as a keynote speaker, pioneering hip-hop studies scholar Mur-
ray Forman was eventually unable to participate in this capacity, but at-
tending the conference as a participant enriched the panel discussions
with his expert inputs and humor. We were equally delighted to connect
with J. Griffith Rollefsor’s hip-hop research project, “CIPHER: The Inter-
national Council for Hip Hop Studies,” based at the University College
Cork, Ireland.” The team’s roundtable featured a freestyle performance
by Orphelia McCabe, which fittingly concluded the conference and re-
minded everyone just how much we had missed live music and perfor-

2 Further information can be found on the project website: https://globalcipher.
org/.
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mance during the pandemic. It also brought to the fore the importance
of bringing together hip-hop academics and artists, a subject taken up
further by several authors in this volume.

The present edited volume includes chapters by authors who pre-
sented their work at our conference in 2021, with some based on the au-
thors’ original presentations, and others bringing new issues to the table
that nonetheless still fit within the locus of “Remixing the Hip-Hop Nar-
rative.” Although she was eventually unable to contribute a chapter to this
volume, a special shout-out to Tasha Iglesias as it was her conference pa-
per entitled “Disrupting the Narrative: Exploring the Latin Influence on

”

the Foundation of Breakin™ that in part inspired the title for this collec-
tion. Furthermore, Iglesias’ and Travis Harris’ (2022) statement was also
drawn upon when considering the argument in favor of the capitaliza-
tion ofhip hop inline with foundational Bronx MC and hip hop's “Teacha”
KRS-One's original call. The ideas outlined in this text stimulated de-
bate as to our own position in this regard, not solely as hip-hop aficiona-
dos and researchers, but also as editors that are somewhat bound to ob-
serve accepted grammatical, linguistic, and stylistic standards (however
much we may also take issue with these conventions ourselves). While we
undoubtedly support KRS-One’s position as a central hip-hop authority
and indeed cornerstone of the culture, and Harris’ and Iglesias’ position
in following this, after much debate, for the purposes of editorial consis-
tency we have decided to compromise by using the term in lower-case,
unhyphenated. We also discussed the fact that while KRS One’s claims
certainly stand, where does that leave other music cultures such as reg-
gae and salsa, as just two examples? They too, are nowadays established
music genres, but like hip hop, their foundations are grounded in every-
day, lived music cultures. Perhaps in this case we might move to suggest
that for both consistency, and equal respect for all BIPOC and marginal-
ized music cultures, repeatedly sidelined and underrepresented within
broader popular music histories, that all such examples be capitalized in
line with KRS One’s, Harris’ and Iglesias’ calls.
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Remixing the Hip-Hop Narrative
Introduction

James Barber, Christian Biischges, Dianne Violeta Mausfeld,
and Britta Sweers

Hip hop’s fiftieth birthday celebrations in 2023 reflected commemora-
tions of a culture and movement truly global in its proportions, a status
that the culture had begun to achieve as early as the 1980s. From its ori-
gins to present, hip hop is a culture that combines elements of unifor-
mity with (trans)local and (trans)national symbols and expressions. We
see this, for example, in hip hop’s emergence in the 1970s, in the musical
genres that early hip-hop DJs and pioneers Kool Herc and Grandmaster
Flash delved into in search of the elusive “break,” including the Latin and
Caribbean music of boogaloo and salsa. This applies equally in the musi-
cal wellspring that hip-hop producers dived into when developing early
sampling techniques and hip-hop productions going into the 1980s.
According to the element of emceeing, hip-hop MCs developed their
lyrical arsenals drawing on and developing certain lyrical tropes, pio-
neering, and adapting stylistic features into their own rapping styles.
Introducing new language and everyday slang from the streets into their
repertoire, rappers, much like the reggae degjays, or toasters’, before
them on Kingston's reggae sound systems, narrated a diverse range of
themes, stories, and narratives relating to theirlived, or otherwise imag-
ined, experience of everyday life in the streets of New York City—hip

1 In Jamaican and reggae sound system parlance, a toaster or a deejay is an MC,
not to be confused with the D] (disk jockey). Cf. also Barber's chapter in this
volume for further details on Jamaican sound system culture and the deejay.
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hop being central to this everyday experience. Emceeing is an art form
importantly anchored in the performative aspect of its “liveness,” a
term Kevin Green discusses in this volume in relation to a historical
view of the development of emceeing and perspectives surrounding
authenticity and ‘realness’ in rappers’ live performances, freestyling,
and battle rap culture. The meanings and connotations attached to live
emceeing and performance, have of course shifted over time, however,
sparking further debate within the hip-hop community on subjects of
authenticity and the significance of “keeping it real.” In addition, Green
touches on the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic ideas, discourses,
and debates that contribute to the very understanding of ‘realness.” From
within hip hop's founding communities, to the global hip-hop nation,
lively public debate and discourse continue to stake claims for what is
(and what isn't) real hip hop. In this sense, these notions are constantly
scrutinized and re-defined within the culture, community, and through
hip-hop practice.

Inits originary communities and the US in general, hip hop is widely
perceived as a predominantly Black and African American subculture,
defined in cultural terms by the Black American experience. Hip hop “is
black American music” grounded in “black American aesthetics,” Perry
(2004: 10, 12) states, which reflects an African American “centrality” as
Ogbar (2002: 12-13) and others have reiterated. On the flipside, discus-
sions at the academic, journalistic, and community levels all reflect vi-
brant, and sometimes controversial debates surrounding the presence
and founding contributions to hip-hop culture from individuals of a di-
verse range of nationalities, ethnicities, and racial backgrounds in The
Bronx, New York City, and beyond. Renowned hip-hop scholar Raquel
Rivera (2003), for example, has explored the significance of Puerto Ri-
can contributions to early New York hip hop, highlighting iconic figures
in breakdance such as Crazy Legs and the Rocksteady Crew, and point-
ing out that many of the artists in the first hip-hop film Wild Style (1982)
were of Latinx and Puerto Rican descent. Furthermore, as Barber details
in his chapter, when considering the Jamaican contributions to hip-hop
culture, according to the theory of reggae’s late or delayed reception in
New York, as Jamaican sociologist Orlando Patterson (1994) and Amer-
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ican musicologist Wayne Marshall (2006) note, it is important to rein-
state the idea that reggae would take some time to “percolate” (2006: 215)
into hip-hop practice. This is not to say that Jamaican, West Indian, and
Caribbean influences have been fully explored and represented within
hip hop's originary years either, however. When looking at the intersec-
tions between hip hop and reggae sound system and dancehall culture,
or as Perry puts it their “crossroads moments” (2004: 15), a notion Bar-
ber addresses further, we should in fact be paying attention to the over-
laps between these two gargantuan music cultures beyond framing this
in terms of claims to “originalism” (ibid.: 9—37). Further attention is still
required regarding reggae’s reception in hip-hop culture and practice in
the ongoing evolution of both music cultures across New York and US
hip hop's Golden Age, from the early 1980s through to the mid-1990s.

In short, from its very beginnings up to the present, hip hop has
consistently engaged with, repurposed, and integrated diverse actors,
musical elements, cultural traditions, and practices. The entanglements
of different cultures and diasporas on the evolution of hip hop as a music
and a cultural movement in the US, and beyond, is a core part of what
this volume seeks to illuminate. Highlighting some examples of the
manifold cultural variations and exchanges that have created and con-
stantly transformed hip hop, and helped to spread it within the US and
beyond, the book asks how “cultural signifiers” bound by social, ethno-
racial, gender, cultural, and spatial categories are being (re-)negotiated
in hip hop. While concentrating on the Americas, the volume likewise
includes articles that focus on other world regions, further reflecting
hip hop's transnational and transregional entanglements.

Hip Hop in Academia

Hip-hop studies is a multi- and inter-disciplinary field that has grown
considerably in recent years, encompassing research areas as diverse as
musicology, ethnomusicology, history, sociology, and cultural studies.
From the perspective of these different disciplines, hip-hop studies
incorporate a wide range of research foci, addressing issues of global-
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ization, technology, pop culture, linguistics, geography, identity politics,
race and ethnicity, electoral politics, and a variety of other phenomena
relating to hip hop and wider contemporary culture (Watkins 1998). The
field of hip-hop studies is often cited as having been shaped by the pub-
lication of That’s the Joint! The Hip-Hop Studies Reader in 2003, edited by
Murray Forman and Mark Anthony Neal, which brings together almost
twenty-five years of hip-hop scholarship, criticism, and journalism.
Nonetheless, hip-hop studies emerged as a distinct academic discipline
even earlier, when in the mid-1990s Tricia Rose’s (1994) seminal text
Black Noise sparked an overdue reminder that academia had still not
given hip hop the attention it deserved. Another early example in the
field, Houston A. Baker’s (1993) Black Studies, Rap, and the Academy, urged
African American studies departments to take hip hop seriously and in-
clude it in their curricula, a call that given hip-hop culture’s recognition
in a wide range of US and international teaching practice, pedagogy,
and youth work is by now evidently well advanced. Edouard Laniel-
Tremblay and Bronwen Low contribute a case study on the effects of
hip-hop pedagogy at a youth recording studio in Quebec in this volume,
demonstrating that this is a prevalent issue for academia, education,
and youth work alike.

In the early 2010s, hip-hop studies evolution reached another peak
with the creation of the Journal of Hip Hop Studies JHHS), a publication
committed to documenting “critically engaged, culturally relevant, and
astute analyses of Hip Hop” JHHS website n.d.). Topics addressed by the
JHHS include the history of hip hop’s emergence and evolution, identity
politics of the ‘hip-hop nation, technologies of production, debates sur-
rounding ‘street authenticity, race, class, and gender, aesthetics of rev-
olutionary politics, hip hop as a cultural industry, and otherwise. The
journal speaks to the relevance of hip hop in academia and has been a
mirror of the most relevant topics in the field, in the US especially, for
over adecade. Since 2020, intellect has published the Global Hip Hop Stud-
ies journal (GHHS), which focuses on “research on contemporary as well
as historical issues and debates surrounding hip hop music and culture
around the world” (GHHS website n.d.) and like the JHHS, is peer-re-
viewed and available as an open access publication. On the occasion of
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the fiftieth anniversary of hip hop, producer Greg Schick and hip-hop
scholar Sina A. Nitzsche co-edited a “Special ‘Hip Hop Atlas’ Double Is-
sue” with contributions by hip-hop scholars, educators, and artists from
all five continents (Nitzsche and Schick 2023). The Board of Editors of
the GHHS reads like a who's who of hip-hop studies, including scholars
that we were lucky enough to have in attendance at our conference in late
2021, such as Murray Forman and J. Griffith Rollefson, and, in the case
of Amy Coddington, contributors to this collection.

Thirty years after Black Noise, the list of significant hip-hop schol-
arship is far too extensive to be elaborated on in full here. Jeff Chang’s
(2005) Can't Stop, Won't Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation, Nelson
George’s (2005) Hip-Hop America, and Jeffrey O.G. Ogbar’s (2007) Hip-Hop
Revolution: The Culture and Politics of Rap, among others, are crucial exam-
ples in the canon, and must-reads for any hip-hop scholar. William Eric
Perkins’s (1996) essay collection Droppin’ Science: Critical Essays on Rap Mu-
sic and Hip Hop Culture is another notable contribution, as it includes a
variety of works from by now well-established contributors to the field
such as Juan Flores, Robin D.G. Kelley, and Tricia Rose who had already
addressed issues like Latinx agency in hip hop, the politics of gangster
rap on the West Coast, and the “Institutional Policing of Rap Music,” re-
spectively. A great number of works by hip-hop scholars include fore-
words or commentaries by renowned artists, as for instance Michael Eric
Dyson's (2007) collection of essays Know What I mean?, framed by contri-
butions from Jay-Z and Nas. The former speaks to the importance of hip-
hop scholars such as Dyson, calling him “the most brilliant interpreter
of hip hop culture we have” (Jay-Z 2007: x). Jay-Z also speaks to the im-
portance of hip-hop scholarship by people of color with similar socio-
economic backgrounds as the hip-hop practitioners themselves, such as
Dyson, which brings us to the subject of our own positionality as White
European researchers in hip-hop studies.

While the transnational fluidity of hip hop might explain the fasci-
nation of the culture outside of its original contexts, including those in
comparably privileged positions, it has also shifted hip-hop-related dis-
courses to an academic context. Due to the impact of cultural studies
with its often highly abstract theoretical concepts, related academic de-

2
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bates have been shaped by a specific, complex language, hereby easily
running into danger of excluding the voices of the founding individu-
als and communities who built hip-hop culture. The underlying question
of who can conduct research on hip hop under these circumstances was
openly addressed by Norwegian hip-hop researcher Kjell Andreas Odd-
ekalv (2022: 115-122). Calling himself a reflective performer, he pointed
to his uncomfortable position of undertaking a theoretical musical anal-
ysis of hip hop from a privileged position as a White European male re-
searcher: “I am also a (or one could say ‘yet another’) White cis-male aca-
demic writing about Black music, another position which requires re-
flection, as does the profound non-Americanness of my specifically Norwe-
gian and more generally European background, as regards both hip-hop
culture and academic disciplinary traditions” (original emphasis). The
transparency of Oddekalv’s stance is also apparent when he describes
his analytical approach as “cultural appropriation,” further stating that
“hip-hop does in no way need academia” (ibid.: 115) and reiterating the
notion of his participation as “a guest in the culture” (ibid.: 116).

While hip hop might not need academia, it could be that academia
actually needs hip hop to better understand, as the articles of this vol-
ume aim to illustrate, the general positionality of cultural (academic in-
cluded) production and reflection, as well as the need for communication
and translation across different cultural contexts and codes. Studying
hip hop as an outsider may open up new perspectives and differentiated
ways of approaching sociocultural issues that have been an underlying,
yet not always visible theme (at least to outsiders) in US popular culture,
and culture more generally. The study of hip hop strongly contributestoa
deeper understanding of the mechanisms of globalization and transcul-
tural processes, and the complexity of many theoretical concepts of cul-
ture that have been at the core of academic and popular debate in recent
decades. The central issue is respect towards the founding protagonists
and communities of hip hop, which is also evident in Oddekalv’s (2022)
statement that Black music does not require analysis by White means
(e.g. music theory) to be respected and appreciated. The authors in the
present collection represent a mixture of hip-hop scholars from varying
backgrounds and positionalities. Those authors whose chapters detail
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personal contact and exchange with artists, architects, and archivists of
hip hop, and Black and minority popular music history more generally,
would all concur that the recognition and respect for the founding com-
munities of these cultures is itself a pre-condition of even beginning to
establish a research relationship with members of these musical com-
munities in the first place. This is further a condition foremost of ethi-
cal scholarship, but second of meaningful representations of those cul-
tures and communities, whether as insiders or outsiders. One thing that
is certainis thathip hop has exerted such a deep and multifaceted impact
on all levels of society, that its study matters to us all.

Situating Hip Hop Between Local Expressions
and Global Connections

Buzzwords like “hybrid,” “transcultural,” and “multiethnic” are used
excessively in hip-hop studies (and indeed elsewhere), often without
contextualizing these concepts according to their wider development
within the field of cultural studies. In many cases, ‘transcultural’ can
simply mean “involving, encompassing, or extending across two or
more cultures” (Merriam Webster n.d.) or “across all cultures of the
world” (Collins Dictionary n.d.). But in fact, there is a rich scholarship
on transculturality, as Terence Kumpf’s contribution shows. His critique
of transculturality concepts in hip-hop studies and academia at large
sets the conceptual tone of this edited volume. Kumpf makes the case
that Fernando Ortiz’s original concept of transculturality, as observed
and developed in Cuba, can be a fruitful approach for hip-hop scholars.
The author raises his objection to the dearth of acknowledgement for
the fundamental originator of transculturality, who he argues has been
largely swept under the rug in wider analyses of culture in the aca-
demic literature. Additionally, Kumpf’s chapter provides an overview
of the literature engaging in discourses surrounding hybridity and
transculturality in hip hop and beyond.

Jaspal Naveel Singh (2022) is one of relatively few hip-hop scholars
who in part does base his work, Transcultural Voices: Narrating Hip Hop
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Culture in Complex Delhi, on Ortiz, among others. Singh’'s understanding
of transculturation is deeply informed by Pratt (1992) and questions of
appropriation; he prioritizes “formulas of appropriation rather than ap-
propriating forms” and thus moves beyond Pratt’s binary of “usage” and
“ownership” of culture in contact zones (Singh 2022: 13). Transcultura-
tion can thus be understood as “a multitude of voices and narratives that
are circulated and negotiated to make meaning of the self and the other,
inunfinished ways” (ibid.). In this sense, the present volume aims to con-
tribute new voices and narratives to the canon of hip-hop studies that
has neglected substantive acknowledgement of the stories, artists, and
musical productions on the margins of the more dominant and popular
narratives of hip-hop history.

Following the celebration of hip hop's fiftieth birthday in 2023, the
story of the emergence of hip-hop culture and its beginnings in the early
1970s in the South Bronx, New York City, its’ connections to the African
American community, Black struggle, resistance, and the Black Power
Movement, alongside the emergence and evolution of the four elements
were widely commemorated. While these central aspects of hip-hop his-
tory and culture are by no means disputed, hip hop must likewise be con-
sidered from its very beginnings as being drawing upon and represent-
ing strong transnational and hybrid cultural currents. Hip-hop practice
has also drawn heavily on musical and cultural symbols from outside of
the United States, for example, from various Caribbean and Latin Amer-
ican communities and cultural practices (Rivera 2003; Chang 2005; Mc-
Farland 2008). Despite solid scholarship on the Latinx and particularly
Puerto Rican involvement in the creation of hip hop, these claims are of-
ten disputed by critics who consider hip hop a solely African American
practice, with Mausfeld referring to this recurring debate in her chap-
ter.

In recent years, the African Caribbean heritage of numerous hip-
hop pioneers such as D] Kool Herc, Grandmaster Flash, and Afrika Bam-
baataa has received more attention. The importance of Jamaican popu-
lar music practice on the emergence of hip hop is at once recognized, yet
rarely substantiated or explored beyond a surface level—which in many
cases, for example, begins and ends with an acknowledgement of Kool
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Herc’s foundational contributions. Barber takes up aspects of these con-
nections in his chapter, with such debates already periodically gaining
further momentum (and indeed backlash) in recent years in comments
from hip-hop luminaries such as MC Busta Rhymes and producer Pete
Rock, among others, who have reiterated the centrality of these connec-
tions. As Barber shows in his chapter, part of the complexity of this sub-
ject is that many individuals with African Caribbean ancestry did not
reveal—in many cases actively concealed—this cultural heritage in the
early period of hip hop, and therefore were simply identified as Black or
African American. Going into the 1980s, Jamaican and Caribbean culture
would undergo “shifting significations” (Marshall 2006: 213—221) in New
York, further permeating into hip hop and wider African American pop-
ular music culture and practice.

We aim to highlight examples of ethnic diversity in the founding
stages of hip hop in the US, as well as the magnitude of cultural in-
fluences that have informed the culture ever since. When referring to
ethnic or racial categories, we are conscious that these are both scientific
terms as well as social and political categories of everyday use, and in
no way can we take them for granted or suggest that they are “real”
or fixed (Biischges 2019; 2015). Following sociologists Pierre Bourdieu
(1985) and Rogers Brubaker (2004), we focus particularly on the social
and political use of these terms, as representations of the social world
and categories of identity politics. To fully understand the ethno-racial
and sociopolitical dynamics within hip-hop culture, it is essential to
employ a multidimensional perspective, including, for instance, musi-
cal influences and entanglements, Black American, Latinx, and African
Caribbean diasporic cultural traditions, social discourses, etc.> The im-

2 There are manifold possibilities to refer to ethno-racial identities in the Amer-
icas. Due to regional differences, personal preferences—of the authors or
their interview partners—and differences in source materials, the authors in
this volume use diverging terminologies for people of Latin American and
Caribbean descent in the US, such as Latin, Latina/o, Hispanic, or Latinx. Like-
wise, elsewhere in the volume authors use variations for people of African dias-
poric descent in the Americas, including African Caribbean, Afro-Latino, Afro-
Caribbean, Afro Cuban, and Afro-Brazilian.
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portance of diasporic elements and the creative embeddedness of these
different cultural strands in US hip hop is unquestionable, despite the
difficulties in sometimes framing or representing these within existing
hegemonic or dominant narratives. Since the term ‘culture—and its
derivatives—is a notoriously difficult term to define, we want to clarify
that we deploy the term according to a set of interacting systems, and
symbolic references, that perpetuate cultural practices over time (Ember
and Ember 1990). Similarly, historian Peter Burke’s (2009: 5) definition
of culture incorporates “attitudes, mentalities and values and their
expression, embodiment or symbolization in artefacts, practices, and
representations.”

Hip hop combines elements of uniformity with local symbols and
expressions regarding musical forms, lyrics, performances, and social
content. A close reading of these symbols, or rather “cultural signifiers,”
can be a good place to start in disentangling these transcultural contri-
butions in hip hop. Here, ‘symbol’ is understood in the broadest sense,
following biological anthropologist Terrence W. Deacor’s (2011) defini-
tion that refers to “spoken utterances, inscriptions, or other culturally
generated meaningful artefacts and actions created specifically for rep-
resentational purposes.” The idea of the “cultural signifier” introduced
earlier, is partly rooted in Charles Sanders Peirce’s concept of semiotics
that similarly highlights the element of “representation.” Peirce (1955: 99)
stresses that “the sign” (which he terms “representamen”) “stands to some-
body for something in some respect or capacity.” Thus, “the sign” or “sig-
nifier” unfolds its full potential in dialogue with its “addressees”—in this
case hip-hop audiences, fellow artists etc.—who are able to understand,
interpret, and identify with it, and, by extension, with the culture it rep-
resents (ibid.). All these expressions provide a good opportunity to simi-
larly reflect on transcultural and global perspectives on hip hop, and the
question of how these fusions of diverse cultural traditions, practices,

3 In contrast to a symbol, it does not entail a “natural’ affinity, which is to say, [an]
intrinsic, perceptible, resemblance to what it signifies” (Weber 2016: 113).
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and symbols emerge, and the new forms of expression yielded by these
intersections.*

The theory of “globalization as hybridisation” put forward by sociol-
ogist Jan Nederveen Pieterse (2004) is crucial to understand this phe-
nomenon. His theory argues that cultural globalization does not simply
involve a dominant culture infiltrating another ‘weaker’ culture, rather,
it is a series of processes that involve cultural hybridization. Similarly,
sociologist Roland Robertson (1995) articulates the theory of “glocaliza-
tion,” stating that globalization of culture does not necessarily lead to
the homogenization of and, implicitly, destruction of local cultures. The
processes of global homogenization and heterogenization are “mutually
implicative” (Robertson 1995: 27) because the global has a local, diversi-
fying dimension, and there is a mutual relationship between the local
and the global (ibid.: 34). Robertsor’s argument refers to cultural inter-
action, which takes place when a cultural practice is accepted and then
assumed in another cultural context. As Eliseo Jacob elaborates in his
chapter, Afro-Brazilian hip-hop artists felt a pan-African identification
with the Black Power Movement and Black American hip-hop artists in
the US, owing to the similarities in the historical and political struggles
they faced in societies built on slavery and structural racism. In com-
bining universally Afrocentric themes, with specificlocal and cultural is-
sues, Afro-Brazilian hip-hop artists have forged a hip-hop scene that is
nonetheless unmistakably Brazilian.

Globalization has further changed musical production and its rela-
tion to, and perception of, shifting understandings of space and time,
as Connell and Gibson (2003) suggest. “Music nourishes imagined com-
munities, traces links to distant and past places,” and emphasizes that
all human cultures have musical traditions, however differently these
have been valued (ibid.: 271). The impact of transcultural and diasporic
musical traditions on the development of hip hop in the US is especially

4 While our understanding of “cultural signifiers” is loosely based on linguists
Charles Sanders Peirce (semiosis, 1955) and Ferdinand de Saussure (signifier/sig-
nificant), we do not only apply it to language, but to a variety of cultural expres-
sions that could be audio-visual, musical, material, culinary, geographical etc.
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visible in the subsequent creation of distinct strands of hip hop, such as
Latino rap and Chicano rap, addressed by scholars such as Juan Flores
(1996), Raquel Rivera (2003), Pancho McFarland (2008; 2013), and Jason
Nichols and Melissa Castillo-Garsow (2016). These currents, whether
being created in the US or in Latin America, suggest a sense of be-
longing to the Mexican, Puerto Rican, Dominican etc. diasporas, much
like Anderson’s “imagined communities” (2006 [1983])—a phenomenon
that can be found in hip-hop communities from Germany to Brazil,
even if they do not share the same countries of origin, as Martin Liithe
and Eliseo Jacob demonstrate in this volume. The concept of “diaspora”
according to Brubaker (2005: 3), can be applied “to an ever-broadening
set of cases: essentially to any and every nameable population category
thatis to some extent dispersed in space.” Along similar lines, Robert Fox
(1999: 369) points out that etymologically diaspora suggests “a scattering
which is also a sowing,” the dispersion of a people, their implantation
in a new area, and a “harvesting” of a new culture. This “dispersion” was
accelerated through migration flows and globalization, both of which
have contributed to the creation of hip hop and its subsequent global
dissemination.

Social-cultural anthropologist Arjun Appadurai (1993: 274) reinforces
Robertsor’s idea of “glocalization,” outlined above, arguing that “at least
as rapidly as forces from various metropolises are brought into new so-
cieties they tend to become indigenized in one or another way.” He con-
tends that when a culture becomes transnational, the process of local-
ization is likely to be involved. Thus, the process of developing a transna-
tional culture is more complex than the idea of a uniform global culture
implies. Appadurai further argues that “the new global cultural economy
has to be seen as a complex, overlapping, disjunctive order, which cannot
any longer be understood in terms of existing center-periphery models
(even those which might account for multiple centers and peripheries)”
(ibid.: 275). The absence of a center of cultural globalization, along with
the inner dynamics of any culture or cultural practice, suggests the po-
tential of flows, as cultural forms seem to circulate in multiple ways. The
relationship between transnational and local cultures is particularly in-
teresting when examining hip hop as a transcultural phenomenon. Be-
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cause as Peter Burke (2009: 41) points out, the crux of Fernando Ortiz’
transculturation concept is the reciprocity of cultural influences, that do
not abide to hierarchies; a “two-way” process, rather than “the notion of

”»

one-way ‘acculturation.” Thus, globalization in the cultural realm oper-
ates in multiple directions and is likely to involve cultural interaction,
appropriation, and hybridization.

Thus, as hip hop has spread nationally and globally, its manifes-
tations in different regions and cultural contexts have renegotiated
the boundaries between different locations of musical and cultural
production. The assumption of New York as the “only” center of hip-
hop production—despite its undisputed status as “the Mecca,” not only
within the US but worldwide—resulted in the by now infamous East
Coast/West Coast beef during the 1990s when West Coast gangster rap
became commercially successful and demanded to be taken seriously.
In the late 1990s, the southern metropoles of Houston, Atlanta, New
Orleans, Memphis, and Miami—the so-called “Dirty South” —developed
its own sound that uniquely mirrored their environment and became
just as commercially successful as New York hip hop. Several authors
question and ‘remix’ some of these established assumptions and narra-
tives in this volume. As Kevin C. Holt shows in his chapter, Atlanta also
gave birth to the dance style “YEEK"—little known beyond the borders
of the ATL, but with an origin story that fits the bill of hip-hop culture
as “making something from nothing”; an expression of creativity in
the context of urban abandonment and racial profiling. Miami was
the cradle of the “Crossover” format, as Amy Coddington argues in her
chapter, that spread to radio stations across the US in the late 1980s.
She highlights the importance of radio for the commercialization of
hip hop, but also points out the pitfalls of alleged “colorblindness” and
ethnic marketing of hip hop on the airwaves in the “Magic City.”

Outside of the US, from region to region, different hip-hop hubs have
emerged, establishing themselves as more than just “peripheries” on
hip-hop’s global map. As hip hop conquered the world during its “Golden
Age,” it was catapulted to new heights of commercial and mainstream
success, with local hip-hop scenes emerging on every continent. While
these often emulated US hip hop at first, they soon developed their own

29


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

30

Remixing the Hip-Hop Narrative

unique (trans-) national, regional and (multi-) cultural manifestations
of the form, incorporating local and international language(s), adding
or repurposing new slang, musical influences, and dance practices. All
of this, is of course brought about by contact between individuals from
different cultural backgrounds and contexts in global urban centers
especially, part of a process in which culture and music evolve and
adapt (Baumann 2004). In Alan Light's VIBE History of Hip-Hop, Greg
Tate (1999: 393) refers to hip hop as “trans-historical... obliterating a
clear connection between time periods and musical styles. Hip hop is
transstylistic and even trans-musical as well, since any sound can be
rendered hip hop-able.” This kind of cultural diffusion is of course not
new and has affected the development and evolution of popular music
cultures from their beginnings until now. In the late capitalist age of
information overload experienced in the last decades especially, related
processes and, thus, also broader categories like ‘fusion music’ or ‘hy-
brid music’ have become even more dominant. Rap music is probably
the most significant global example of this development. In addition,
the transcultural flows of hip hop allow it to move within and beyond
national borders. As the Australian linguist Alastair Pennycook (2007: 5)
states in this regard, “[h]ip-hop is a culture without a nation. Hip-hop
culture is international. Each country has its own spin on hip-hop.”

Global Hip-Hop Cultures: Adaptation and Cultural Appropriation

The global hip-hop nation as it stands today, though still hopefully cen-
trally related—or at least aware of and paying its respects to—the cul-
ture’s physical and spiritual home and the New York neighborhoods that
it first emerged from, has spread, first, across the US to establish other
substantial national, and later international, hubs. In these centers, the
culture has flowed in from the source, been taken on, repurposed, fused,
and splintered off into new forms and expressions of rap music and hip-
hop culture. Having been strongly influenced by pre-digital mass media,
movies, MTV, as well as stationed (often African American) GIs, German
hip hop was also a central expressive means of the migrant youth gen-
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eration, including groups such as Advanced Chemistry, who despite this
would eventually move away from rapping in English, to choosing to rap
in German, thus representing their cultural and linguistic identity as in-
dividuals born and raised in Germany (Elflein 1998; Yakpo 2004). Martin
Lithe’s paper in this volume, for example, looks at the history of Ger-
man hip-hop culture’s emergence and the transatlantic relationship with
its role model, that is also reflected in collaborations that address police
discrimination, among other commonalities between artists from both
sides of the Atlantic. Less political variants, as seen in the German con-
textwith groups like Die Fantastischen Vier or Fettes Brot, coexisted with
groups who considered rap political activism such as Advanced Chem-
istry and Main Concept (Uschmann and Kleiner 2022).

Elsewhere, Jacob and Mausfeld in their respective chapters illustrate
how Brazilian hip hop from the Metropoles of Brazil and Chicano rap,
originally emerging in Los Angeles, express similar social critiques as
African American artists from New York to Los Angeles. At the same
time, both examples reflect their own narratives specific to notions
of ethnic, racial, and linguistic identity, racism, and discrimination
experienced within their communities. While many other US and global
expressions of hip-hop culture have followed on in this spirit and tra-
dition of narrating subjects of injustice, racism, and critique of social
conditions and marginalization, highlighting the revolutionary, politi-
cal potency of hip hop’s foundations as in Chuck D and Public Enemy’s
call to “Fight the Power,” a multitude of other interpretations use hip hop
as a platform to express a myriad of causes, experiences and reflections
for artists who step into the cipher. The lyrics and language of an MC, the
sample choices of the hip-hop producer, the fashion, style and adopted
symbols of MCs, b-boys and b-girls, and graffiti artists, all represent
different angles on what is being expressed, by who, and to who, in hip-
hop culture.

While remembering hip hop’s center, we should also remember the
various sources of inspiration the culture has taken from outside the US,
many of which were instrumental in articulating aspects of the various
political, social, and cultural issues that the culture reflects (this cultural
‘bricolage’ being fundamental to the aesthetic of rap music and hip-hop
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culture). Sources of inspiration from which hip-hop culture and prac-
tice have drawn upon, and which other music cultures themselves adapt
and repurpose, is not clearly demarcated. Throughout the various styles
and forms that hip hop's inherent prolific productivity yields, an abun-
dance of authenticity claims may arise, which can be complex and even
problematic (Gilroy 1991; Hodgman 2013; Ochmann 2014). However com-
plex the notion of the ‘authentic’ might be, being “authentic” (Claviez,
Imesch, and Sweers 2020) and “keeping it real” is vital to hip-hop cul-
ture (cf. Barker and Taylor 2007). As Ogbar (2002: 1) notes, “[a]uthentic-
ity, however defined or imagined, has always been central to the culture.”
Hip-hop authenticity and claims to realness may highlight aspects of
style (fashion, dress, and adoption of particular symbols), language, at-
titude, performance, and dance from across the global hip-hop nation,
toagreater or lesser extent associated or dissociated from developments
in US hip hop, combining elements of tradition and/or innovation.

Inlight of the utmost importance of these, and wider related debates
about authenticity and cultural appropriation, it is necessary to first of-
fer some points of reflection from the editors of this volume, pertaining
to our own positionality and standpoint on the subject. Following in the
footsteps of Kjell Andreas Oddekalv’s reflections on being a White Nor-
wegian rap scholar introduced earlier, it is important to note that above
all, we as researchers, while coming to the research from a perspective
of hip-hop enthusiasts, are very much “guests” in hip-hop culture. Odd-
ekalv’s (2022: 116) stance is informed by comments he cites from Akil the
MC, member of the “legendary rap crew” Jurassic 5, who states that, even
being from LA, “I am a guest in the culture of Hip Hop because I am
not from where Hip Hop originated (The Bronx, New York).” Oddekalv
adopts this same position as a guest in the culture, “with the extra added
difference that unlike Akil The MC, I am not African American.” Akil the
MC’s sentiment is echoed elsewhere when, for example eminent hip-hop
scholar Imani Perry (2004) highlights “Teacha” KRS One’s suggestion that
you car't understand the origins of hip hop, and where it’s coming from,
if yowve never stepped foot in The Bronx. The importance of these con-
siderations neither escape the editors of this volume, as we too recognize
that we are guests in the house of hip hop.
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Some of these authenticity-related discourses would, for example, in
part frame the recurring debate in hip hop centered on White US-Amer-
ican rapper Marshall Bruce Mathers I1I aka Eminem, although here, the
issue of street credibility as a factor of authentication, was clearly de-
cisive. As Bonsu Thompson (2020) concisely summarized in the online
magazine Black Level:

In his early days, Eminem was to hip-hop what Black folks have been
to America. He's from the bottom—reared on the side of 8 Mile Road
where poverty was life—and was raised by a culture that doggedly
oppressed his talent, dreams, and purpose. Like brave Black men pre-
Civil War, his calling to battle was met with mobbish resistance. When
allowed to join predominantly Black ciphers, he was marginalized.
Until he began rhyming, that is. “It was always a White Men Can't
Jump situation every open mic,” says Bizarre, Em’s childhood friend
and fellow member of rap group D12. “Then, after the first 10 bars,
they'd start changing their minds.”

Thompson's authentication related back to a longstanding ‘beef’, lyri-
cally and personally, between Eminem and MC Lord Jamar (Lorenzo
Dechalus), which re-emphasized that “White people are guests in the
house of hip-hop that black people built” (Jones 2020) when Eminem
finally acknowledged this statement in 2020. Yet, the fragility of this
situation became apparent when the debate stirred up again following
the release of the Elvis biopic movie (2022). In “The King and I” (feat.
CeeLo Green), the fourth single from the film’'s soundtrack, Eminem
compared himself to Elvis by pointing to similar experiences of being
in-between Black and White cultures and of having been successful with
Black genres that were, as Eminem openly emphasized in the lyrics,
“stolen.” However, the rap line of having likewise been called “king”
subsequently provoked major criticism, although Eminem repeatedly
rejected having made the claim himself. Rather, as was also stated in
the lyrics, it had come from the outside (Beame 2022). These debates
are significant precisely because they point to the issue of the past and
ongoing racism, discrimination, and marginalization faced by BIPOC
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groups highlighted throughout, discriminated and exploited by White
hegemonic structures. These structures have dominated many direc-
tions of the global flows of the music industry, not to mention central
social and political structures.

Similarly, the practice of cultural appropriation also directly relates
to hegemonic power imbalances (Rogers 2006). Cultural appropria-
tion is, as outlined in the Encyclopedia Britannica, generally defined as an
“adoption of certain language, behavior, clothing, or tradition belonging
to a minority culture or social group by a dominant culture or group in
away that is exploitative, disrespectful, or stereotypical” (Kendall 2022).
In addition, as Kitwana (2006) illustrates, the line between appreciation
and cultural appropriation is very thin. For instance, adopting hip-hop
style and dress can either be a form of honoring the culture, or of ap-
propriation, e.g. when specific symbols are just used for entertainment
or commodification. It could also be summarized as the opposites of
respect versus fetishism, or stereotypes versus a deeper understanding.
Beyond the question of legitimization, a further central issue has thus
been the respect factor—of understanding the deeper sociopolitical fac-
tors behind this music culture and genre to which this volume likewise
wants to contribute further insights, taking into account that, according
to the codes of hip-hop culture, and the streets and neighborhoods from
which it emerged, it is a question of ‘keeping it real’

While the Eminem case clearly illustrates the importance of under-
standing and acknowledging the post-colonial and post-slavery context
of African American history regarding the emergence and development
of hip hop in the United States, the study of hip hop on a global scale is
determined by a diverse range of other historical and sociopolitical re-
alities. One important contribution to answering this dilemma and en-
visioning new and nuanced ways of approaching hip hop from this per-
spective is developed by author, singer-songwriter, and scholar Raquel
Z. Rivera (2003: 15) who has pointed out that “[h]ip hop is a fluid cul-
tural space, a zone whose boundaries are an internal and external matter
of debate. A profoundly diverse, translocal, multiethnic and multiracial
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cultural phenomenon.” Rivera thus emphasizes the idea of a “hip hop
zone” rather than a “community* or “nation” (ibid.), a notion that could
be tied in to Mary Louise Pratt’s concept of a “contact zone” (Pratt 1991)
where cultures meet and clash. Consequently, if cultural adaptation is
understood as a natural and positive process of creativity, the revelation
of hegemonic, abusive, or ridiculing acts as forms of negative cultural
appropriation, as well as actively including and highlighting the role of
previously disadvantaged groups, constitute central steps in re-balanc-
ing and decolonizing historical representations of these processes and
the cultural appropriation debate at large.

The Scope of this Book

An ongoing question for the editors of this volume, then, is how do
we conceptually frame the dynamics of the local, national, and global
spread and interactions of hip hop? As discussed above, the process of
cultural globalization does not necessarily imply cultural homogeniza-
tion. Rather, the result has been a process of cultural ‘glocalization’ and
cultural hybridization, in the sense of a blending of different cultural
elements (Yazdiha 2010), where cultures continuously interact with
and interpret each other to produce hybrid cultural forms. As Arjun
Appadurai (1993) argues, neither centrality nor peripherality of culture
exist in the context of cultural globalization. We should perhaps instead
think of the idea of multiple centers and peripheries. The discussion of
transnational and translocal cultural flows in hip hop presented up to
now, also reflects the notion that these flows, fusions, and mergings,
however fleeting or sporadic, are not only bi-directional or reciprocal,
but can often branch off in multiple directions. One important consid-
eration in this regard, is the question of how global adaptations outside

5 See also Dennis, Christopher. 2014. “Locating Hip Hop’s Place within Latin Ame-
rican Cultural Studies.” alter/nativas Latin American Cultural Studies Journal 2
(Spring): 1-20. https://alternativas.osu.edu/en/issues/spring-2014/essays1/de
nnis.html.
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of hip hop’s physical, originary communities, rooted in Black, African
American culture and historical experience, are to be viewed according
to the discourses of cultural appropriation, and recent historical events
such as the overdue emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement that
started in 2013 and came to global visibility after the death of George
Floyd in 2020. Furthermore, where do the debates, and discourses
emerging from these events sit in relation to wider identity and cultural
hybridity discourses presented (and indeed critiqued) in this volume
and elsewhere?

The contributions of this book address the fluid and hybrid nature
of hip hop's musical and cultural production in different spatial, social,
and political contexts, while also reflecting critically on academic ap-
proaches to hip-hop culture, and the challenges and blind spots these
different approaches face, including reflections on the central failings
of White, Western scholarship depicted by Oddekalv (2022), and their
claims to an overarching and universal applicability. Such discourse has
obscured many important concepts already influential in their shaping
of modern postcolonial discourses, including the concept of transcul-
turality, which was first developed outside of a Western context. In
the chapter “Epistemological Quandary: Why Hip-Hop Scholars Must
Ground their Transcultural Arguments in the Work of Fernando Ortiz,”
Terence Kumpf introduces this collection by casting a deeper look at the
writings of Cuban politician, anthropologist, and ethnomusicologist
Fernando Ortiz who strongly shaped discourses on transculturalism in
the 1940s. Kumpf, however, argues that Ortiz has been widely negated by
cultural theorists, illustrating how we might revive his ideas and apply
them to studies of hip hop moving forward.

The following three chapters not only illustrate how transculturalism
and hybridity manifested themselves within different media formats,
but also within different cultural contexts in the US. Amy Coddington in
particular addresses the multicultural adaptation of hip hop with her
chapter “Hip Hop Becomes Mainstream: or, How to Commodify Racial
Hybridity.” Focusing on the ethnic orientation of “Cross Over” radio
formats in Miami during the 1980s and 1990s, Coddingtor’s analysis of
the local radio industry exemplifies the complexity of “commodifying
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racial hybridity” in an ethnically divided city that came together on the
airwaves in a shared appreciation for rap music. Dianne Violeta Maus-
feld also presents a historical analysis of mass media in her discussion
of the representation of Chicano and Latino hip-hop artists in East
Coast-based hip-hop publications in her piece “Double the Struggle’:
Chicano/Latino Hip Hop in The Source Magazine.” In the context of the
East Coast-West Coast ‘beef, Mausfeld examines the often assumed
alliance between Latino artists in the US and finds that they were rarely
featured in major hip-hop publications during the 1990s. Kevin P. Green
asks “Where the Rhymes at?,” examining “How Contemporary Artists
are Transforming Notions of Liveness in Hip Hop” in his exploration
of how and why the use of performance tracks in hip hop has become
acceptable, though nonetheless subject of spirited debate between the
old and new generations of the US hip-hop community. Unpacking
the ways in which artists construct themselves as consumable brands,
and how this is mediated by fans through television, social media, and
interaction on streaming platforms, Greer's chapter illustrates how the
practice of using performance tracks has been a natural conclusion to
hip hop's transformation from countercultural entity to mainstream
fixture over the last two decades.

The performative aspect of hip-hop culture, including the themes of
dance, the body, and physicality, is further explored by Kevin C. Holt who
takes us on a historical journey to Atlanta showing how racial and spatial
segregation, discrimination against Black youth, and skating rinks con-
tributed to the evolution of the local dance form YEEKing that emerged
during the 1980s. In his chapter “YEEK! Atlanta Hip-Hop Dance and
the Subversion of Expressing ‘Your Energetic Explosive Klimax,” Holt
shows how yeeking became an embodied language of resistance that
allowed African Americans to fight for their presence in public spaces.
Martina Brati¢’s “Identity Transgressions as Transgressions of the Art
Form: The Case of Frank Ocean” focuses on the work of one artist sin-
glehandedly challenging boundaries of expression from within hip-
hop culture. Exploring the unique artistic world of African American
artist Frank Ocean, Brati¢ highlights Ocean’s navigation and critique
of heteronormative values within hip hop and popular music culture at
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large, illustrating how the artist has not only opened up new spaces for
gender debates and discourse in hip hop, but in doing so has developed
new forms of artistic expression and production in the process.

The last four chapters add case studies of global and transnational
entanglements, analyzing how central sociopolitical and sociocultural
aspects have become reference points for hip-hop cultures outside the
US. However, and this is also central to the idea of transculturalism
and cultural hybridity, these contributions illustrate how these ele-
ments were adapted into the respective cultures—and vice versa. In
“Afro-Cosmopolitanisms: Discourses on Race and Urban Identities in
Brazilian Hip Hop,” Eliseo Jacob addresses the global role of hip hop in
expressions of racial inequality. Given that Brazil features the largest
population of African descent outside of the African continent, hip
hop plays a central role in the reaffirmation of the ethnic identity of
marginalized groups within an urban context. Martin Liithe contributes
another global perspective in his analysis of the transculturality of the
German “Strafienrap” (street rap) scene in Berlin from the 1990s onward
in “Ich lebe fiir Hip Hop': German Hip-Hop Music, Cultural Hybridities,

”»

and the ‘Berlin Moment.” His detailed overview of German hip-hop
history shows that the influence of US hip-hop on local artists changed
over time, and that the stylistic emancipation from “the motherland”
gains importance with every new generation of hip-hoppers. The expe-
rience of racialized youth discrimination and marginalization is also a
central feature in Bronwen Low and Edouard Laniel-Tremblay’s case study
“Producing Hip-Hop Culture and Identity: How a Youth Recording
Studio Supports Well-Being.” The authors’ study of a community-based
recording studio in Montreal, Canada, shows how hip hop can become a
means of creating alternative spaces of belonging, which also intersects
with the central importance of an acquisition of related performance
and production skills. In the final article, James Barber brings us back
to the source of hip-hop culture in his piece “Chronicling New York
Reggae and Hip Hop's Crossroads, and Community Media as Historical
Archives from the Ground Up.” Barber presents a selected outline of the
significance of reggae and Jamaican sound system and dancehall culture
in New York after 1965, drawing on aspects of his ethnographic research
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in New York and the work of two central archivists of reggae and hip-
hop culture established in the 1980s and 1990s respectively, to illuminate
the underrepresented intersections, dialogue, and historical reciprocity
between these two gargantuan global music cultures in hip hop’s source
and beyond.

Discography/ Videography

Ahearn, Charlie, dir. Wild Style. 1983; Merenberg: ZYX Music, 2009, DVD.
Public Enemy. Fight the Power. Motown Records, 1989, vinyl.
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Epistemological Quandary
Why Hip-Hop Scholars Must Ground
Their Transcultural Arguments
in the Work of Fernando Ortiz

Terence Kumpf

Abstract Hip hop, particularly outside the United States, has been characterized
as a transcultural phenomenon since the late 1990s. While many scholars have
contributed to this engaging, and still emerging, academic discourse, no one
has done so in a principled manner. As Nadja Gernalzick and Gabriela Pisarz-
Ramirez have shown, cultural critics and commentators across the humanities
have thoroughly neglected Fernando Ortiz, the Havana-born cultural anthropol-
ogist who coined the term transculturation nearly 60 years ago. Understood as an
epistemological quandary, this chapter seeks solutions. Which aspects of Ortiz’s
thinking can help us properly explain hip hop as a transcultural force? More-
over, how can his materialist analytical mode, which I call Ortizian dialectics,
strengthen analyses of identity, hybridity, and place in hip hop? To what extent
does his neoculturation concept confirm hip-hop scholars and practitioners who
have trumpeted the culture’s ‘newness’ for decades? Finally, what reasons might
there be for overlooking Ortiz, and what remedies must researchers conjure and
apply to cure this intellectual malady?
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Introduction: Ethical Scholarship, bitte!

In the preface to Transmediality and Transculturality, Nadja Gernalzick and
Gabriela Pisarz-Ramirez (2013) pulled back the curtain to make an as-
tonishing revelation. Up until that time, no one researching, lecturing,
or writing about literature, culture, or the arts as transcultural phenom-
ena in the English or German-speaking worlds had rooted their scholar-
ship in the work of Fernando Ortiz, the Havana-born lawyer, ethnomu-
sicologist, and polymath who coined the term transculturacién to explain
the complex socioeconomic and cultural changes Cuba had undergone
since European colonial contact. “Many of the scholars applying the con-
cepts of transculturation, transculturality, and transculturalism to vari-
ous contexts outside of Latin America today,” they write, reference Mary
Louise Pratt’s Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation “while elid-
ing that the term transculturation was coined by Ortiz in 1940, long be-
fore Pratt’s study” (xvi). They further assert that if “Pratt’s appropriation
of the term transculturation had been more true [sic] to the compara-
tivist spirit [her study] professes, Ortiz’s work in her book might not
have been relegated to a single footnote” (ibid.). In effect, Pratt lifted a
term Ortiz had coined in correspondence with Yale University’s Bronis-
law Malinowski in the 1940s (Reichardt 2018: 68-9) and placed it like a
plundered New World jewel atop what eventually became a widely cited
book.

Similarly, scholars in the German-speaking world uncritically relied
on a series of articles philologist Wolfgang Welsch penned in the 1990s,
whom Gernalzick and Pisarz-Ramirez assert also did not “consider the
history of the term as it relates to Ortiz’s writings” (xxi). Instead, Welsch
counterfactually speculated in a short conference paper from 1991 that
Nietzsche may have been the originator of the concept (Welsch 1994).
Similarly, media theorist James Lull, whose Media, Communication, and
Culture: A Global Approach has been influential in hip-hop scholarship in
Germany, defines transculturation as “a process whereby cultural forms
literally move through time and space where they interact with other cul-
tural forms and settings, influence each other, produce new forms, and
change the cultural settings” (2000: 242). Missing from this definition
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are two crucial elements: human agency—after all, cultural forms do not
move themselves—and a reference. What is the origin of Lull’s authorita-
tive-sounding definition? It is impossible to say because he provides no
citation. Failing to reference the originator of the concept, let alone apply
his ideas, constitutes a major breach in intellectual integrity, particularly
among scholars with careers based, at least in part, on their introduc-
tion of the term transculturation to the English and German-speaking
worlds. Can we get some ethical scholarship, please?

Transcultural Hip-Hop Studies: State of the Field

In hip-hop studies, this type of transgression would be akin to talk-
ing hip-hop history without acknowledging the early contributions of
Robert Ford Jr. or Nelson George, two young music journalists who
chronicled New York City’s nascent hip-hop scene for Billboard mag-
azine in the late 1970s. Their observations were vital for outsiders to
understand what was happening on the ground. While Ford went on
to produce rapper Kurtis Blow, he also mentored Russell Simmons, the
co-founder (together with Rick Rubin) of Def Jam Records (Caramanica
2020). More recently, Nelson George, who has published and spoken on
hip-hop culture for decades, consulted on the short-lived Netflix series
The Get Down (2016-17), a fictionalized retelling of the rise of hip hop in
The Bronx in the 1970s. Since George and Ford reported on working-
class culture from the streets, neglecting them would be an affront to
the working-class people who spawned the culture. Doing so, however,
would paradoxically remain true to the spirit of hip hop. After all, The
Sugarhill Gang lifted rhymes from Grandmaster Caz’s little black book
for their surprise breakout hit “Rapper’s Delight” (Chang 2005: 131).
Regardless of hip hop’s penchant for ‘taking or ‘borrowing,’ neglecting
predecessors is not cool.

As a doctoral student in 2015, I was stunned when I stumbled across
Gernalzick and Pisarz-Ramirez’s revelation because I, too, had pub-
lished and given conference talks about hip hop as a transcultural force
without considering Ortiz. In my defense, I assumed my predecessors

49
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had done their homework, but that is no excuse. In retrospect, I recall
feeling a twinge of pain like the one Marcellus Wallace (Ving Rames)
referred to in Pulp Fiction (1994) when Wallace, an underworld crime
boss, instructs Butch (Bruce Willis), a washed-up prize-fighter, to ig-
nore pride on the night of the fight Wallace has paid him to throw. I took
a step back and dusted myself off. Surely someone must have consulted
Ortiz, I thought, so I scanned the indexes of the three major works in
hip-hop studies with articles that forward transcultural arguments.

Alastair Pennycook namedropped Ortiz in Global Englishes and Tran-
scultural Flows (2007), but, like Pratt, he only gives him a single shout-out
in the footnotes without applying any of his ideas. Neither the editors
nor the contributors to the discipline-defining Global Linguistic Flows: Hip
Hop Cultures, Youth Identities, and the Politics of Language (2009) cite Ortiz
or work through his ideas. The same applies to the editors and contribu-
tors to Hip-Hop in Europe: Cultural Identities and Transnational Flows (2013).
As South Bronx rapper KRS-One famously asked, “Why is that?” Shaken
but not deterred, I scanned the bibliographies of all the books, articles,
and essays I had collected on hip hop in Germany and the United States,
the scope of my research. Alas, no one had referenced Ortiz, including
me. The point is not to name and shame but simply this: Yo, let’s keep it
real.

What does that mean in scholarship? To read, think critically, ask
questions, and to write, talk, and challenge one another to extend our
collective knowledge with the utmost integrity possible. I also think it
means not to be afraid to admit when one has made a mistake. So 'm
going to keep it real right now: I should have known better. As early
as 2008, Christoph Schaub, a German literary scholar, had sounded
the alarm on the casual use of the adjective ‘transcultural’ in hip-hop
scholarship (247, footnote 1). Could it be there was no firm politically
stable understanding of the term, as Schaub noted, because no one had
bothered to work through Ortiz’s ideas? As Marwan M. Kraidy points
out, the trend throughout the 1990s was to blend (2005: 1). Had ‘tran-
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scultural’ simply become a synonym® for terms like heterogeneity and
‘glocalization’ (Robertson 1992), cultural hybridity (Bhabha 1994), poly-
cultural (Rose 1994), syncretism and pluralism (Potter 1995), tricultural
(Ickstadt 1999), multiculturalism (Mitchell 2001), or postmulticultural
(Chang 2006: 4)? By neglecting Fernando Ortiz, particularly through the
cavalier use of a term he coined, hip-hop scholars have opened a major
epistemological quandary. If we want to remedy this lack of intellectual
integrity and transparency in transcultural hip-hop studies, we must
bring Fernando Ortiz and his thoughts on transculturation into the
cipher. Which aspects of his landmark work Cuban Counterpoint: Tobacco
and Sugar can better enable us to understand and explain hip hop as a
transcultural phenomenon?

In this chapter, I want to do three things. First, I want to focus on
one small passage from the opening pages of his book to show how we
might proceed. Second, I want to consider another of Ortiz’s coinages,
neoculturation, which he devised to describe new cultural forms that
arise from transculturation, particularly how hip-hop scholars, and
even producers, often characterize hip hop as a ‘new’ cultural form. As
brief as these observations may be, I hope they encourage researchers
to return to Ortiz’s seminal work to harvest and apply his thinking with
greater transparency. In the third and final part of this article, I spec-
ulate why Ortiz may have been overlooked, which includes careerism,
cultural chauvinism, western propaganda, and institutional resistance.
Above all, it is my hope that these three interventions will stimulate a
spirit of reassessment and deeper inquiry and reflection among hip-hop
researchers, critics, and commentators so that our work may become
more rigorous, accountable, and reputable.

1 Prof. Dr. Ulla Haselstein of the John F. Kennedy Institute for North American
Studies (FU Berlin) torpedoed my graduate school dreams with this deceptively
disarming question when | interviewed for a position at the Graduate School in
early 2013. | didn't have an answer for her then, and it took me another couple
of years to appreciate the thrust of her inquiry. Shout-out!
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Counterpoints: This/That, and More

Ortiz examined sugar and tobacco, Cuba’s main agricultural exports, to
explain the complex changes European colonization had wrought on the
island. Through a dialectical materialist method indebted to Marx and
Engels (via Hegel), the genius of Ortiz’s approach are the metaphorical
analogies he unfolds to reveal a plethora of contradistinctions.

Sugar and tobacco are all contrast. It would seem that they were
moved by a rivalry that separates them from their very origins. One
is a gramineous plant, the other a solanaceous; one grows from cut-
tings of stalk rooted down, the other from tiny seeds that germinate.
The value of one is in its stalk, not in its leaves, which are thrown
away; that of the other is its foliage, not its stalk, which is discarded.
Sugar cane lives for years, the tobacco plant only a few months.
The former seeks the light, the latter shade; day and night, sun and
moon. The former loves the rain that falls from the heavens; the
latter the heat that comes from the earth. The sugar cane is ground
for its juice; the tobacco leaves are dried to get rid of the sap. Sugar
achieves its destiny through liquid, which melts it, turns it into a
syrup; tobacco through fire, which volatizes it, converted into smoke.
The one is white, the other dark. Sugar is sweet and odorless; tobacco
bitter and aromatic. Always in contrast! Food and poison, waking and
drowsing, energy and dream, delight of the flesh and delight of the
spirit, sensuality and thought, the satisfaction of an appetite and the
contemplation of a moment’s illusion, calories of nourishment and
puffs of fantasy, undifferentiated and commonplace anonymity from
the cradle and aristocratic individuality wherever it goes, medicine
and magic, reality and deception, virtue and vice. Sugar is she [sugar
cane, la caiia de aziicar]; tobacco is he [el tabaco]. Sugar cane the gift of
the gods, tobacco of the devils; she is the daughter of Apollo, he is
the offspring of Persephone. (Ortiz 1995: 6)

Sugar? Tobacco? Hip Hop? The dissimilarity of these subjects is perhaps
one reason scholars have not linked to Ortiz directly. Yet the way he
teases out metaphorical difference along binary opposition is instruc-
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tive. For it is from these counterpoints that he began to develop a theory
to explain complex sociocultural change—first in Cuba, but potentially
in the United States, where, in the 1965 revision of his book, he suggested
transculturation might also be taking place (ibid.: 103). What happens if
we apply Ortiz’s analytic calculus to the term hip hop itself?

Though explanations about its origins vary, the prevailing story
maintains that Keith “Cowboy” Wiggins of Grandmaster Flash and The
Furious Five playfully pitted ‘hip’ and ‘hop’ against each other to tease a
friend who had decided to join the military (JayQuan 2005). Soon after,
influential early MC Lovebug Starski popularized it (Caramanica 2018).
Yet Ortiz’s dialectic allows us to approach the term in at least one novel
new way while staying true to Cowboy Keith's playful, jesting spirit.
Where smoking necessitates burning to release tobacco’s intoxicating
chemicals (and was once considered ‘hot’ or ‘cool’), tobacco becomes
a corollary for ‘hip.” Likewise, sugar, which provides people with short
bursts of energy, becomes a stand-in for hop.’ In an Ortizian sense, hip
hop can be understood as a ‘cool’ and/or ‘hot’ cultural ‘energy’ which,
like Cuban tobacco and sugar, has swept the globe and animated people
of all faiths, colors, and creeds. Framed in a slightly different manner,
the rhymes that intellectually intoxicate us are the smoke; the music
that physically propels us is the sugar. While these analogies may seem
facile, are they that far off the mark? Hip hop gets us high and gets us
dancing. ‘Music the sugar, rhymes the smoke’ is one result of an initial
application of what we might call Ortizian dialectics.

Nor should we stop there. His dialectic helps to unfold hip hop’s nu-
merous internal logics, which, following the impressive array of abbre-
viations H. Samy Alim put forward in Roc the Mic Right: The Language of
Hip Hop Culture (2006), one might call Hip Hop Logic (HHLg). Typically
framed as opposites, these orientations include, but are not limited to

- Regions (uptown/downtown, East/West Coast, domestic/foreign)
«  Markets (commercial/independent, charts/underground)

«  Styles (hard/soft, conscious rap/party music)

- Rivalries (gangs/crews, beefs and battles)

«  Sexuality (hetero/homo, straight/gay)
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- Status (super stars/nobodies)
«  Values (dissing/respect)

« Authenticity (real/fake)

«  Race (Black/White)

« Class (rich/poor)

and so on. Why does hip hop do this? Does hip-hop duality simply flow
from, and thus appeal to, human mortality, i.e. birth and death? Does it
stem from capitalism and the drive to enrich oneself as much as possible
a la 50 Cent’s Get Rich or Die Tryin’ (2003), or does hip-hop duality arise,
as Paul Gilroy reminded us, from the unfinished business of overcoming
the “Manichean dynamic” of “black and white” (1993: 1-2), which still
shapes, and plagues, western democracies? Perhaps hip-hop duality
originates in how the world’s great religions frame morality within con-
ceptualizations of right and wrong, good and evil, heaven and hell, or
the sacred and profane (Miller and Pinn 2015: 4). Perhaps these dualities
are extensions of the electro-analogue era (on/off) or, further still, the
age of advanced digital silicon computing (I/O, input/output). After all,
the original hip-hop DJs utilized faders (A/B) to move back and forth
between the percussive breaks on two different—though ultimately the
same—records to keep the beat going. A/B faders further empowered
hip-hop DJs to blend disparate forms of music to fashion more musi-
cally complex breakbeats. In truth, hip-hop duality may stem from these
and still other binary figurations but resuscitating and applying Ortiz’s
‘counterpoints’ to hip hop with transparency invites us to scrutinize
some of the culture’s core assumptions with renewed candor, vigor, and
creativity.

Why would Ortiz begin with contradistinctions? For one, binaries al-
low for ease of categorization, understanding, and, ultimately, identifi-
cation. Yet while it is easy to imagine oneself as this or that, it takes con-
certed effort to be this and that: to find the courage required to imagine
oneself, and others, outside the status quo—that is to say, to think ‘be-
yond the binary’ and become something more. By formulating his tran-
sculturation concept within such figurations to explain how Cuba had
become something different, Ortiz seemed to suggest that we move be-
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yond them. Importantly, he carried out his dialectical analysis fifty years
before the ‘trend to blend’ became the rage in the 1990s. Has hip hop
undertaken a similar project? After all, hip-hop DJs have been blending
disparate musical forms long before academics, to quote James Brown,
urged us to ‘get on the good foot.’

A cursory glance at some of the biggest names in hip hop reveals
that binaries are well suited for creative exploitation. For as much as
Chuck D’s booming bass voice defines Public Enemy, Flavor Flav, the
group’s hype man, is a jester persona whose countervailing treble voice
bolsters the seriousness of Public Enemy’s Black cultural politics. Simi-
larly, West Coast gangsta rap by Ice-T, N.W.A, and Cypress Hill emerged
when chart hits by MC Hammer, D] Jazzy Jeft and the Fresh Prince,
Tone Loc, and Vanilla Ice flourished. Acclaimed rapper Tupac Shakur
was as renowned for his contemplative, philosophical nature as for his
hardcore street smarts. The Notorious B.I.G. could be tough and cud-
dly, but Christopher Wallace was also known as Biggie Smalls. (Ortiz:
“Always in contrast!”) Nor has this creative ‘split’ been strictly limited to
the United States. In Germany in the early 1990s, Die Fantastischen Vier
(The Fantastic Four) released chart-friendly pop rap akin to early output
by The Beastie Boys while Heidelberg's Advanced Chemistry dished out
blistering social critiques (Elflein 1998). Binaries, it seems, are the ‘sugar
and smoke of creativity. In retrospect, Keith “Cowboy” Wiggins hit upon
genius. Had he chosen other vowels, we might not be talking about hip
hop but ‘hep hup.’ Hep means cool (hep cats), and hup is often deployed
as an interjection (Hup! Hup! Hup!) to get soldiers moving. Hep hup is
the only other possible formulation that captures the spirit of Cowboy
Keith's retort.

Could hip hop—which is Black first, everything else second—be
transcultural at its core? If we understand transculturation to be in-
herently Black, then hip hop, even in the United States, could be more
accurately understood as a transcultural phenomenon. Understanding
hip hop in this way might help advance the project of Black libera-
tion to overturn the persistent, despicable racism that props up White
supremacist societies—certainly in the United States, but also any-
where else racism rears its ugly head, including Cuba, which was a
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deeply White supremacist society under Spanish colonial rule. Can we
understand transculturation as inherently Black? We may if we return
to Ortiz and apply his thinking honestly. As he reminds us repeatedly
in the first half of his book, West African slaves were pressed into the
brutally harsh working conditions of Cuba’s sugar plantations while
migrant Spanish laborers did the considerably less demanding work
of tobacco cultivation. As in the United States, racist ideology ordered
Cuban society into strict hierarchies so Europeans could get rich and,
in terms of labor, get off easy. In my reading of Cuban Counterpoint,
transculturation could, and perhaps should, be part and parcel of Black
culture. For that to be the case, however, scholars must carefully work
through Ortiz’s concepts if we are to have any chance of applying them
in a politically meaningfully way.

Neoculturation: Nueva, Nouveau, Nieuwe, Neu, New, Nii?

As Gernalzick and Pisarz-Ramirez remind us, Ortiz coined transcultur-
ation “to replace the concepts of deculturation and acculturation which
focused on the transition of one culture into another more powerful one”
(2013: xiv). He did not, however, abandon those concepts entirely, per-
haps because he empathized with the people who experienced the savage
cruelty of transculturation in the colonial era. Ortiz argued that

the word transculturation better expresses the different phases of the
process of transition from one culture to another because this does
not consist merely in acquiring another culture, which is what the
English word acculturation really implies, but the process also neces-
sarily involves the loss or uprooting of a previous culture, which could
be defined as deculturation. In addition, it carries the idea of the con-
sequent creation of new cultural phenomena, which could be called
neoculturation. (ibid.: xiv—xv)

While there is much to unpack in the above quote, especially if we want
tolocate “the Black” in transculturation (not to mention sympathize with
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people who lost their languages, cultures, and histories after imperial
systems bent on domination robbed them of life, liberty, and their innate
right to human dignity), I want to focus on Ortiz’s notion of neocultur-
ation, which casts a long shadow over hip-hop culture. Before we apply
it to hip hop, however, we must consider how Ortiz derived it from his
observations of colonial Cuba.

To explain neoculturation, Ortiz visually recounted how indigenous
cultures across the Americas inhaled finely ground tobacco into the
nose through bifurcated tubes (Ortiz: 111-133). Where artifacts found in
various locations over time were similar, yet different, Ortiz suggested
that these implements evinced the rise of the new, i.e. the adoption
of a heretofore unknown cultural practice in other locales by different
people using similar utensils albeit with slight modifications. It is an
astute observation. In essence, a kind of Tabaklust (tobacco craze) drove
innovation. Yet it was not only indigenous Americans who fell under
the plant’s intoxicating spell. Tobacco, Ortiz wrote, “ran through the
world like wildfire” to become “adopted by the Europeans on the other
side of the Atlantic, thus giving rise to a profitable trade” (ibid.: 183).
Where indigenous Americans sniffed tobacco through tubes, Europeans
pinched and snorted snuff. Like some connoisseurs in the Americas,
Europeans preferred smoking, which led to the proliferation of pipes, all
of which were the same in function, similar in form, and more-or-less
stylized with ornate designs. Furthermore, this desire to enjoy tobacco
led to the development of cigarettes, another innovation. Add to that
vaporizers and crystal-clear cotton mallow rolling papers, and the drive
to innovate continues today. In each case, a new vehicle is developed to
deliver tobacco's highly sought-after nicotine buzz.

Just as this explains the spread of tobacco out of Cuba into colonial
America and across the Atlantic to Europe, so too does it help to un-
derstand the spread and development of hip-hop culture. In terms of
music, the link to the Caribbean is not Cuba per se but Jamaica. D] Disco
Wiz, an early innovator in New York City, attests that Bronx-based DJs
“had powerful Jamaican bass bottoms, large speakers custom-built by
Bronx-dwelling immigrants from the island” (Katz 2012: 26). As agents
of cultural transfer, these individuals brought the sound system to The
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Bronx and continued developing it. D] Kool Herc, who reportedly had
the most powerful system, organized competitions known as battles
not unlike Kingston's famed sound system clashes (ibid.). Furthermore,
the “shout outs, boasts, and disses of microphone-wielding DJs and
MCs that evolved into rap [were] similar to the sound system practice
of ‘toasting” (ibid.). Through people, some of whom were migrants (but
also US-born citizens), rap music developed from street-based Jamaican
music-making practices, and early hip-hop DJs eventually infused the
percussive rhythms of funk breakbeats with a variety of musical genres,
including Latin music and rock. None of this history is new, but since
developments in The Bronx occurred across countries and cultures, hip
hop in the United States seems to have arisen through a process of tran-
sculturation, at least according to Ortiz’s formulation of the principle.
This underscores why we must explicitly apply his thinking if and when
we argue that hip hop is a transcultural phenomenon.

Just as the spread of ornate insufflation tubes and pipes for smok-
ing demonstrate neoculturation, so too has hip hop been adopted and
adapted, two words which help us get around the pejorative term ap-
propriation. New styles of rap music—often similar, sometimes differ-
ent, and always more-or-less stylized—have developed on both sides of
the Atlantic and all over the world. Nor is it an exaggeration to argue
that hip hop exemplifies Ortiz’s neoculturation concept. Scholars have
emphasized its ‘newness’ for decades. For example, Justin A. Williams
writes that

the fundamental element of hip-hop culture and aesthetics is the
overt use of preexisting material to new ends. Whether it is taking an
old dance move for a breakdancing battle, using spray paint to create
street art, quoting from a famous speech, or sampling a rapper or
a 1970s funk song, hip-hop aesthetics involve borrowing from the
past. When these elements are appropriated and reappropriated,
they become transformed into something new, something different,
something hip-hop. (2013: 1)
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The utilization of ‘past forms’ is not unlike adopting and adapting ex-
isting methods to consume tobacco. Both reflect the human impulse to
make cultural practices from other people and places meaningful else-
where. As with the creation of ornate pipes, stylized forms of rap music
with lyrics in various languages and sounds culled from an array of musi-
cal sources achieve essentially the same result as their American counter-
parts: they pump people up, get them dancing, and give them a wicked
buzz. Music the sugar, rhymes the smoke.

Consider how Mark Katz characterizes hip-hop dance, which he de-
scribes as a “new, exciting style of dance [that] could not have flourished
without the invention of the disc jockey” (2012: 15). He further asserts
that “a rich, new art form came into being” through collaboration (ibid.:
16). New terminology such as b-boying, b-girling, popping and locking
(the US West Coast influence), and breaking soon appeared to describe
new dances based on moves inspired from various Afro and Latin Ameri-
can dance traditions as well as the dramatic kicks and leg sweeps promi-
nent in the martial arts films of the 1960s and 70s (Banes 2004: 18). Hip
hop, Katz concludes, “is a unique art form and cultural phenomenon”
(2012:23). Outside the US, hip hop is commonly referred to as a transcul-
tural art form. Does its uniqueness, or newness, justify the transcultural
label even in the United States?

Further evidence of hip hop’s neocultural dimensions is seen in
the practices of its founding DJs. Kool Herc, Grand Wizard Theodore,
Grandmaster Flash, and Afrika Bambaataa pioneered techniques. Herc
was one of many Jamaicans who brought sound system culture to The
Bronx; Theodore is credited with inventing the scratch; Flash perfected
Herc’s breakbeat methodology and Theo's scratching technique; and
Afrika Bambaataa is celebrated for imparting hip hop with musical
eclecticism (George 2004: 50). Not unlike people who fashioned tools to
imbibe tobacco, hip hop's founding DJs learned from and taught each
other, even while protecting their secrets. With origins in the Caribbean
and innovation in The Bronx, one could assert, following Ortiz, that
their activities brought about the transculturation of New York City, the
United States, Germany, Europe, and anywhere else hip-hop deejaying
and rapping have been adopted and adapted. Hip hop in The Bronx
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in the mid-to-late 1970s can be understood as transcultural and Black
because its founding figures engaged in behaviors and practices which
adhere to Oritz’s neoculturation principle.

There are other ways to locate the ‘new’ in hip hop’s utilization of past
forms. Following the groundbreaking scholarship of Juan Flores and
Raquel Z. Rivera, Katz traces hip hop's musical antecedents to include
funk, salsa (and other forms of Latin music), disco, and various ‘urban
influences, all of which were prevalent in The Bronx (2012: 30). The
“Latino influence on hip-hop,” he writes, “is deeper and more pervasive
than the contributions of any individuals” because “Latin music, particu-
larly, from Cuba and Puerto Rico, has been part of the Bronx soundscape
since the 1940s” (ibid.). Moreover, mashups of Latin and African Amer-
ican music had been common there since the 1950s (ibid.), with salsa
and hip hop sharing a “predilection for hard-driving syncopations and
percussive breaks” (ibid.: 31). In retrospect, these rhythmic similarities
functioned as a kind of ‘membrane’ to bridge and fuse communities and
cultures. Interrelation, interaction, and collaboration among diverse
people in The Bronx evince a ‘synergizing effect, which gave rise to the
new cultural form we now know as hip hop. Katz’s passing reference to
Cuba further warrants introducing Ortiz to the hip-hop studies cipher
because he devoted considerable effort to understanding the develop-
ment of African musical instruments across the Caribbean (Lapidus
2005: 237). Including sound system technology, these instruments and
the music they enabled eventually made it to New York City to inform
hip hop—the blueprint, so to speak.

Scholars are not the only people who emphasize hip hop’s newness.
Many of the producers Joseph G. Schloss interviewed for Making Beats:
The Art of Sample-based Hip-Hop (2004: 30) draw attention to newness.
Recounting his experiences as an emerging producer, Prince Paul claims
that he couldn’t “describe the whole feeling of how it was, because every-
thing was so new and so fresh.” Steinski, a producer respected for his
mid-8os sampling experiments released on Tommy Boy Records (ibid.:
88), states that “one of the best things about hip-hop” is “that there’s a lot
of room in it for new shit, for anomalous shit, for all kinds of stuff” (ibid.:
10). Following Russell A. Potter, Schloss notes that producers took “mu-
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sical sounds, packaged for consumption” and remade them “into new
sounds through scratching, cutting, and sampling” (ibid.: 31). Schloss
further emphasizes, following Tricia Rose, that the looping of break-
beats led to an entirely “new aesthetic” (ibid.: 31-2), where sampling and
looping created “a radically new way of making music” (ibid.: 33). Just
as DJs fashioned ‘new’ compositions by isolating and looping percus-
sive breaks from vinyl records, the advent of digital samplers “greatly
expand[ed] the creative horizons of the modern composer” (ibid.: 34).
To underscore this point, Schloss notes that Public Enemy and their
production team, The Bomb Squad, “were self-consciously breaking
new ground” which, in turn, was “an inspiration to other producers”
(ibid.: 40). The Bomb Squad radically altered hip-hop production, and
producers who have drawn inspiration from them are hardly relegated
to the United States. Many artists in Germany emulated The Bomb
Squad’s approach in the 1990s. In an Ortizian sense, The Bomb Squad
fashioned pipes (‘bombs’ or ‘bomb tracks’) to inspire people elsewhere to
devise their own. Numerous producers following their lead in countries
all over the world helps to explain, in part, why Public Enemy occupies
such an esteemed position in the global hip-hop pantheon.

The ‘new’ is so lauded in sampling culture that producers often gain
credibility for reusing old records in new ways, which Schloss argues “can
alert the thoughtful producer to new strategies and techniques” (ibid.:
85) to drive innovation. While all musicians irrespective of genre strive
to break new ground to distinguish themselves, when respected figures
such as D] Shadow contend that hip hop “should be understood as an
omnigenre, a genre of music that includes all others” (Katz 2012: 24), we
should pause, reflect, and ask deeper questions. If hip-hop DJs have been
pioneering methods and technologies, and producers and beatmakers
have been blending elements from a variety of musical traditions since
the 1970s, could hip-hop music be transcultural at its root, even in the
United States? If so, what does that hold for the country and Black cul-
tural politics?

The importance of the new is not merely the view of scholars or artist-
practitioners but of fans. One may assume—safely, I think—that hip hop
‘blew up’ in The Bronx, New York City, and across the United States be-
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cause its sound and style caught people by surprise and thrilled them.
The same holds true elsewhere. In the German context, Horst Tonn has
stressed rap's novelty, writing that the early years of hip hop

are in retrospect associated with pioneering improvisation and a
vaguely felt sense of the emergence of something radically new.
At the same time, the attraction to Hiphop [sic] was intuitive and
very personal. Some of the early Hiphoppers [sic] describe their first
encounters with the culture in terms of epiphanic moments, of a
sudden revelation or an intuitively perceived affinity. ‘Energy’ is the
most frequently used term when they describe their immediate first
responses to Hiphop [sic] culture. (2004: 278)

The new rap language, a hot new high: music the sugar, rhymes the
smoke. The widespread use of the adjective ‘fresh’ to describe beats,
rhymes, fashion, dance, and graffiti further evidences hip-hop culture’s
predilection for newness. That young people, according to Tonn, felt part
of something ‘radically new’ confirms that ‘fresh’ cultural forms were
emerging in Germany, first, through the reception of rap music (Strick
2008) and, later, through entirely new forms of music via adoption and
adaptation—which, again, helps us sidestep the pejorative term ‘appro-
priation.’ After all, hip hop’s founding figures appropriated music from
various sources to forge breakbeats. While Timothy S. Brown (2006) has
described young people in Germany who responded intuitively to rap
music as the (African-)Americanization of German culture, their recep-
tiveness invokes acculturation (as per Ortiz’s transculturation model)
as well as H. Samy Alin'’s notion of a “Global Hip Hop Nation.” If hip
hop constitutes the neoculturation of Germany both prior to and after
the Fall of the Berlin Wall, the same must hold true across the United
States; otherwise, why did hip hop spread like wildfire? Since people in
the American south, Midwest, and West Coast caught the East Coast
hip-hop bug in the late 1970s and early 1980s, apprehending hip hop as a
neocultural—and, thus, transcultural—form in the United States seems
long overdue.
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Beyond personal taste, one might understand the resistance to hip
hop in the US as a backlash against the African-Americanization’ of a
White supremacist society. Thanks to funk, soul, disco, R&B, jazz, the
blues, and ragtime before it, that process had been occurring for nearly
100 years before hip hop got going in The Bronx. If Ortiz’s speculation
that transculturation was also happening in the United States is accu-
rate, then people who dismiss hip hop as an ‘illegitimate’ form of music
may be revealing their reluctance to accept profound cultural changes,
i.e. the hip-hop revolution. Isn't hip hop’s wide appeal and commercial
success one of the reasons given for why Barack Obama was able to be-
come president? It may have also been why Bill Clinton, another Demo-
crat, was able to play saxophone on The Arsenio Hall Show. While a large
portion of the country gave Obama a mandate to govern (as well as to
bomb numerous countries around the world), his rise to political promi-
nence incensed a significant portion of the US population. Though I have
not done the research, I suspect that Obama’s detractors were not hip-
hop aficionados. But perhaps they were. People are oftentimes stutter-
ing contradictions.

Why Has Ortiz Been Neglected: A Minor Oversight,
or Something More?

Fernando Ortiz’s Contrapunteo cubano was published in 1940. Translated
into English in 1947, he expanded it in 1965 to add, as Dagmar Reichardt
has noted, the entire second half of the book, including the term trans-
culturation, which he did not expound upon at length. Why would Ortiz
introduce the concept but not develop it? Given how he added the term
just four years before his death, two answers might be his advanced age
and the desire to establish a lasting contribution to the then emerging
discipline of postcolonial studies. Given that Ortiz lived through electri-
fication and witnessed the advent of radio, two devastating world wars,
and other technological advancements, e.g. transistors, atomic energy,
satellite communications, and the beginnings of modern computing,
he may have envisioned greater changes on the horizon. For example,
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the production of reliable low-cost electronics in Japan and Taiwan via
transnational capitalism, which got underway in the 1960s, has been
a boon to hip-hop culture. Today, China is at the fore. While Ortiz
was expanding his book, the US Congress passed Public Law 89-236
(“Immigration and Nationality Act of 1965”). To what extent did that
legislation influence the families of Kool Herc and Grandmaster Flash
to emigrate to The Bronx from Jamaica and Barbados, respectively, and
to what extent did Ortiz envision the impact people of the Caribbean
would continue having on the United States? Given hip hop’s massive
social, cultural, and economic impact (both ‘at home’ and abroad), these
questions strike me as sensible. Since they arise when we introduce
Ortiz to hip-hop studies, why has he been overlooked?

Mary Louise Pratt caused a sensation when she introduced the term
transculturation in Imperial Eyes in 1992. Her book quickly ‘blew up’ in
adjacent disciplines and has been widely cited. Duke University Press
reissued Cuban Counterpoint in 1995, almost surely as a response. Today,
Pratt is Professor Emerita at NYU, which raises a question: how could
an eventual professor of Spanish and Portuguese Languages and Lit-
eratures overlook Ortiz’s seminal work in translation, but especially in
Spanish? To be fair, the world today is very different from the late 1980s
and early 9o0s. With more information at our fingertips than ever before,
scholars and hip-hop artists have benefited immensely from the digital
revolution. But is that a legitimate excuse or explanation?

Pratt is not alone. Wolfgang Welsch’s most compelling article on
transculturality went to press in 1999. In it, he helpfully delineates
slippery terms like multicultural, intercultural, and transcultural, yet
Ortiz does not inform Welsch's concept of transculturality, which is
strange given how both men discuss deculturation and acculturation
at length. Heinz Ickstadt, an Americanist at the Free University of
Berlin, explicitly described the stylized Turkish German rap music of
Aziza A as transcultural in a short article published in the same year.
With no mention of Ortiz, Ickstadt also got caught up in the trend to
blend, which may speak to the profound impact Cornel West’s essay
“The New Cultural Politics of Difference” (1990) had on American Studies
and African American Studies. The worst offender, however, is James
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Lull, who defines transculturation as though he developed the concept
himself. Why have these scholars, many of them distinguished and now
retired, done this? Is it laziness, dishonesty, or something else? Like
most sectors, higher education and publishing are about distinguishing
oneself and making a mark—many marks, in fact—if someone hopes to
have a career. Perhaps the explanation is that simple: make a name for
yourself to get a chair in the Ivory Tower and RSVPs to the best parties.
Write it down and move on.

Lest you think I am some flippant contrarian, I fully admit that
these scholars expanded my intellectual horizons immensely. Pratt’s
concept of the contact zone is intriguing, and Sina A. Nitzsche (2012)
has compellingly applied it to hip hop in Germany to argue that Wild
Style, Style Wars, and Beat Street opened a ‘medial contact space’ in the
mid-1980s which allowed young people in East and West Germany to
imaginatively connect with hip hoppers on the US East Coast. To bolster
Nitzsche's argument, the Anglicized German verb connecten remains
meaningful in leftist German hip-hop circles today. Thanks to globally
distributed extraction-production networks that have provided audio-
visual technologies over the last half century, the medial space Nitzsche
describes was not only transatlantic but transnational. Was it also trans-
cultural? A transparent application of Ortiz’s ideas might shed light on
that question.

Why did Mary Louise Pratt only give Ortiz one reference in her
footnotes? Perhaps she sought to shift the focus away from men and
Eurocentrism. She is free to do so, of course, and I support such efforts
im Allgemeinen, but if some disciplines in the humanities have devoted
themselves to unwinding colonial transgressions, and Pratt plucked
Ortiz’s neologism from Cuban Counterpoint and tucked it in her satchel
like a dusky New World jewel, excuse me, but isn't that an example
of a Eura American exploiting pre- and post-revolutionary Cuba for
personal gain? If true, the decision to do so was as much a prelude to
50 Cent’s Get Rich or Die Tryin’ as it is an example of vulture capitalism
par excellence. Even though she is not responsible for hip-hop scholars
choosing not to review Ortiz’s work or apply his thinking, Pratt’s intel-
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lectual negligence should not be explained away as a mere oversight,
innocent or otherwise. In the end, she seems to have set a trend.

There may be other explanations. The relationship between the West
and Cuba has been strained since the 1959 revolution, and certainly well
before that. As a US citizen I sometimes need to remind myself that
Cuba is just 90 miles off the coast of Florida. Again, I defer to KRS-
One: “Why is that?” Because anti-communist propaganda defined the
Cold War and propaganda works. Repeated ad nauseam it stunts minds
and thwarts inquiry. Cuba is communist! A Soviet satellite, the Evil Empire!
Fidel Castro is the devil incarnate, Mephisto in the flesh! Such efforts continue
today with the villainization of Hugo Chavez, Venezuela’s former pres-
ident, or Nicolas Maduro, its current head of state. These shenanigans
make Cuba feel as though it were on some distant planet, and it might
as well be. For even after a brief period of rapprochement under US
President Barack Obama I still cannot legally travel there as a US citizen.
Have we avoided Ortiz due to latent cultural prejudices we are not even
consciously aware of? If so, then decolonizing our minds will entail more
than clever sloganeering. As Margaret Kimberley (2022) noted following
Queen Elizabeth II's death, we must reject the forms of conventional
wisdom too often passed off in the press, both popular and academic,
if we are to have any hope of liberating ourselves from the persistent,
pernicious impulses of colonialism in the present.

Finally, there may be institutional resistance. Routledge, an imprint
of Taylor & Francis, published Pratt’s Imperial Eyes. Routledge also put
out Alastair Pennycook’s Global Englishes and Transcultural Flows and the
influential collection Global Linguistic Flows edited by Alim, Ibrahim, and
Pennycook. Indeed, Routledge has brought out many titles devoted to
hip hop. In a practical sense, we would be nowhere without that pub-
lishing house’s commitment to the culture, but let’s not be naive: even in
academic publishing hip-hop titles offer tantalizing prospects for prof-
its. But for whom? I pitched a book proposal that seeks to unwind these
issues to Taylor & Francis and got stonewalled through two peer reviews
before I finally gave up. How far would any publishing house go to get to
the bottom of its own ethically questionable scholarship?
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Nevertheless, these titles and many other books and articles pro-
foundly shaped my thinking when I first encountered them as a graduate
student at the John F. Kennedy Institute for North American Studies in
Berlin in the late 2000s. Danny Hoch's scintillating contribution to Total
Chaos (2006) touches upon many of the dynamics that fueled the rise of
the Global Hip Hop Empire. While Hoch does not characterize hip hop
as transcultural, introducing Ortiz and building upon the insights of
previous scholars, none of whom have worked through or applied his
thinking, could help us do just that. It is apparent following Gernalzick
and Pisarz-Ramirez’s revelation, however, that the humanities (and hip-
hop studies) has got itself in an epistemological bind. It is my hope that
this collection, for which I am grateful to contribute, begins to address
this deficiency. If we are to have any hope of properly maintaining and
developing this field with the rigor it deserves, then we must revisit Or-
tiz’s metaphoric dialectic, resuscitate his thoughts on transculturation,
and determine the extent to which they can invigorate the hip-hop stud-
ies toolkit. Given these revelations, such an effort must be undertaken
with candor, vigor, and full transparency. Anything less would still be
hip hop, but going above and beyond might be “DY-NO-MITE!,” as J.J.
often quipped in the 1970s TV show Good Times.

Conclusions: “To Ortiz or Not to Ortiz, That is the Question”
(12-inch Remix)

Like sugar and tobacco in Cuba, hip hop has profoundly changed the
Americas, Europe, and the world. Fernando Ortiz’s term for that pro-
cess—transculturation—offers untapped potential to pursue new lines
of inquiry. His metaphoric dialectic opens doors, but he also makes valu-
able insights on a range of issues including economics, capitalist pro-
duction, commerce, and culture, which could be of service to hip-hop
studies. Hip-hop researchers who want to run the transcultural jewels,
to paraphrase Killer Mike and El-P, must apply Ortiz’s ideas if we wish
to have intellectual integrity in this discipline.
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Like the United States, Cuba was subjected to brutal White
supremacy. West African people were pressed into the harsh work
on sugar plantations while Spaniards got off easy with tobacco cultiva-
tion. While these historical facts must be delicately addressed, we need
not get bogged down in dour-faced seriousness. Staying true to hip
hop's playful attitude and its penchant for dissing and respect, we can
simply get busy. In time, hip-hop researchers might refer to Fernando
Ortiz as Big Daddy Fern or DJ El Dorado a la Transcultural. Perhaps
most importantly, locating “the Black” in his transculturation model
could do much to secure Black liberation and equality, which has clear
implications for us all, regardless of whether, or perhaps especially
because, some people still need convincing.

Cuban Counterpoint is a rich text that has been sorely underutilized.
It takes time and considerable effort to appreciate Ortiz’s insights let
alone connect them to a late-20" century pop cultural phenomenon.
Like Shaolin Fantastic (Shameik Moore) in The Get Down, I had to roll
up my sleeves and get to work. According to that retelling of hip-hop
history, Shaolin did not master the art of the breakbeat overnight. There
were many stops, starts, missteps, and failures before he unlocked its
secrets and eventually perfected and advanced it. As Nelson George
has noted, Joseph Saddler, who later fashioned himself as Grandmaster
Flash, was a technologically gifted teenage Barbadian immigrant in
The Bronx “fascinated by records and audio circuitry” (2004: 45). In the
German context, Irina Schmitt (2005) has characterized young people
who followed the lead of early US hip hoppers as a ‘transcultural avant-
garde.’ Even in the United States, hip hop is understood as working-
class culture. It is already widely understood as a migrant, or migrating,
culture in the German-speaking world. Why can't it be that in the US,
particularly in lieu of the Great Migrations, which were by no means un-
problematic, including despicable episodes of racist terror that forced
Black flight northward? Given how Ortiz accounted for the horrors
of colossal change in colonial Cuba, the rise of hip hop in the United
States might be better understood as a process of transculturation. As a
cursory glance at any pre-Columbian map of North America will attest,
the development of United States and hip hop occurred across regional,
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cultural, racial, ethnic, class, and linguistic borders. This suggests that
we might have to consider the United States to be a neocolonial soci-
ety. Since hip hop projects American values around the world and gets
people dancing, does that make hip hop neocolonial art?

As someone who grew up in the working-class milieu of a rural west-
ern New York b(l)ackwater, I admire the perseverance the writers of The
Get Down imparted on Shaolin Fantastic. As an analogue for anyone who
notonly endeavors tolearn but innovate, Shaolin is a compellingly flawed
character who nevertheless did the work. If Ortiz’s neoculturation prin-
ciple explains the rise and spread of new cultural forms, then the pro-
ducers of The Get Down may have inadvertently told the story of the tran-
sculturation of the United States. It is, of course, a matter of perspective.
Was hip hop born in The Bronx, or did it start in Jamaica? Did it start in
Jamaica, or did Cuba play a role some decades, and even centuries, prior?
If tracing origins to understand the influence West African people have
had on our world is ‘your thang (Salt-N-Pepa a la Ortiz: “Always in con-
trast!”), that story runs 400 years deep. While transculturation may have
been happening much longer than we'll ever know or truly understand,
that doesn't mean we should not try. Though his focus was Cuba, trans-
parently applying specific elements of Ortiz’s model to other national
contexts could help us draw a plethora of infinitely deeper connections
to Mama Africa. The people whose destructive and creative energies co-
alesced in colonial Cuba eventually radiated upwards into the Americas
to cross the Atlantic and wash over Europe and much of the world. What
stops us from pursuing the implications of those historical facts today?

Is it a reluctance to undermine the project of Black cultural politics
and its on-going push for socioeconomic justice and equality? Has too
much been invested in explaining hip hop, like other forms of music,
literature, and culture, as Black? It has been thirty years since Stuart
Hall (1993) intervened to ask what the “Black” is in Black popular culture.
Since then, many scholars have helped us better understand the influ-
ence of Latinas and Latinos on early hip hop culture. Do we shy away
from deeper reflection of Hall’s question because we dor't want to open a
pandora’s box that might shake cultural narratives to their foundations?
All we must do is introduce Ortiz to hip-hop studies, transparently apply
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his ideas, and distill an understanding of transculturation that places
Blackness at its core. And why shouldn’t we? Ortiz had a deep interest in
the broader influence West African people had on Cuba, the Caribbean,
and the Americas. Were he alive today, I suspect Ortiz would agree that
transculturation is Black first, everything else second—or is it messier
than that?

Since the 1990s scholars have written exhaustively about postcolo-
nialism, but did colonialism ever end? Stefan Engel (2003) argues that it
morphed into neocolonialism. Again, does that make hip hop neocolo-
nial art? Given how he devised the term neoculturation to explain how
new cultural forms emerge, Ortiz might characterize it thusly. Does
neoculturation apply to hip hop? Considering the extent to which schol-
ars and producers have described it as new, I see no reason why not.
Again, what stops us? Surely hip hop can be Black and more. Indeed, it
already is. Hasn't the predilection of producers to infuse rap music with
elements from other cultures been one hallmark of their cultural power
and the aesthetic allure of hip-hop music? What would the Wu-Tang
Clan be without the inspiration its members drew from Asian martial
arts culture, which they brilliantly grafted onto Black music thanks to
hip hop’s open aesthetic disposition? Frankly, I don't want to know. As
the saying goes, Wu-Tang Forever.

As Mary Louise Pratt wrote in the preface to Imperial Eyes, “Intellectu-
als are called upon to define, or redefine, their relation to the structures
ofknowledge and power that they produce, and that produce them” (1992
xi). Just two years later, Tricia Rose, the First Lady of Hip Hop Scholar-
ship, reminded us that the “future of insightful cultural inquiry lies in
those modes of analyses that can account for and at the same time cri-
tique the raging contradictions that comprise daily life” (1994: xii). She
continues: “When a comfortable fit between theoretical concerns and the
limits of an oppositional practice is revealed, the reason may not be be-
cause the practice itself has failed to work in oppositional ways but, in-
stead, that the theory could not in some way account for the conditions
that shaped the practice and its practitioners.” (ibid.)

Could Ortiz aid us in our efforts to better understand hip hop? By
today’s standard of advanced academic theory (which, in its worst man-
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ifestations, obfuscates rather than elucidates), his thoughts on transcul-
turation are hardly complete. In fact, his prose, which reads like C.L.R.
James’s The Black Jacobins, harkens to a bygone era. At times, however,
Ortiz’s insights are refreshingly straightforward. But one cannot sim-
ply copy and paste from Cuban Counterpoint and dash off to the next hot
cultural theory to assemble an impressive theoretical scaffolding to get
a professorship. If we want to apply Ortiz’s insights about 18th and 19th-
century Cuba to the digitally interconnected world of the late 20 and
early 21% century, his text demands “interpretive study of epic propor-
tions” (Font, Quiroz, and Smorkaloff 2005: xii). Although colonial Cuba
and our present-day world are separated by hundreds of years, they are
not dissimilar. By Ortiz’s account, 19"-century Havana was a rocking
place with people from all four corners of the globe. New York City in the
1970s was no different. The same is true of other metropoles, yet people
there have been allowed to speak truth to their former colonial overlords.
Why is it taking so long for the ghosts of Havana to do the same?

If we want to be taken seriously as individual scholars or collectively
as contributors to an emerging field that remains true to the working-
class roots from which hip hop sprang (up to and including the work-
ers who assemble music-making technologies in Asia), we must do the
work. To riff on Will Smith, do not be afraid to get jiggy with Cuban Coun-
terpoint. With his material, philosophical, moral, and political commit-
ments to better understanding Afro-Cuban culture, not to mention his
suggestion that transculturation was also underway in the United States,
I suspect Big Daddy Fern would approve. Let’s roll up our sleeves and get
busy, y’all.
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Hip Hop Becomes Mainstream
or, How to Commodify Multicultural Listeners

Amy Coddington

Abstract Throughout the 1980s, hip-hop music dramatically increased in popu-
larity in the United States, transitioning from a local trend understood to be pri-
marily made by and for African American youth in New York City to a genre ubig-
uitously consumed by Americans of all races and ethnicities. In this chapter, I con-
tend that the Crossover format, a commercial vadio format that began broadcast-
ing in Miami in the mid-1980s, was central to this transformation. This format,
which spread throughout the United States during the second half of the 1980s,
played rap songs to appeal to a coalition audience of Black, White, and Hispanic
listeners.

As I argue, these stations challenged the segregated structure of the radio industry,
acknowledging the presence and tastes of Hispanic listeners and commodifying
young multicultural audiences. The success of this format in turn influenced pro-
gramming on more traditional Top 40 vadio stations, bringing hip hop into the
US popular music mainstream. But like many forms of liberal multiculturalism
in this era, the racial politics of these stations were complex, as they decentered in-
dividual minority groups’ interests in the name of colorblindness and inclusion.
These stations played a central vole in hip hop’s growth into the mainstream, but
in so doing laid bare the problematic politics of commodifying hybridity.

The final scene in the widely panned 1985 movie Rappin’ begins with the
male lead, Rappin' John Hood, and his crew walking down the street, cel-
ebrating their recent success at driving several nefarious characters out
of the neighborhood. As the credits roll, each takes a turn clumsily rap-
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ping about solving the neighborhood’s problems with nothing more than
arhyme. Barely locating the beat, they join together for the song’s hook,
“We car't stop, won't stop, rockin’ that rhythm till we hit the top” (Silberg
1985: 1:26:27). While their rapping may leave something to be desired,
the crew certainly looks the part: they fit the demographic profile that
hip hop’s primary creators and consumers were commonly understood
to be in 1985, young men of color.

As the song continues, it becomes clear that it is not just this demo-
graphic who can participate in the genre. Walking down the street, Rap-
pin’ Hood first sees his White nemesis, Duane. As the backing track tran-
sitions from synthesizer-driven R&B to the twangy sounds of a banjo,
Duane raps a verse that ironically starts with him demurring that “I may
not rap, I may not rhyme, but I got something to say this time” (Silberg
1985: 1:26:37). The beat morphs again and the crew continues down the
street to find other members of their multiethnic community who each
rap along to an individualized beat that crudely stereotypes their cultural
backgrounds: a middle-aged, middle-class Black developer raps along to
what sounds like a jazzy muted trumpet, an elderly Jewish woman raps
atop a klezmer-inflected clarinet line, and the gyro salesman raps along
to a modal harmony shoddily representing some sort of Eastern Euro-
pean folk music. Rapping, here, is some sort of musical common ground.
While each member of the community has their own style of music—a
clichéd musical representation of their cultural identity—rapping cuts
across these differences.

The unifying potential of rap indeed drives the movie’s rather flimsy
plot. Upon his release from jail, Rappin’ John Hood teaches his friends
about rap's dual roles as entertainment and political expression. To-
gether, they solve the neighborhood’s problems while having fun, a
mission culminating in a rapped performance convincing the city coun-
cil to deny a developer’s gentrification project. Here, rap’s broad appeal
is transformational. The music brings people together, amplifying the
concerns of those on society’s margins.

And this logic extended beyond the script of a pretty terrible movie.
Throughout the twentieth century, scholars and journalists alike have
credited Black music’s multiracial appeal with reshaping racial attitudes
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in the United States. From rock’n’roll through Motown and the crossover
careers of Whitney Houston and Lionel Richie in the 1980s, Black music’s
appeal beyond a Black audience has often been interpreted as indicative
of social integration more broadly (Goodman and George 1986; Nathan
1988; Weisbard 2014). Hip hop was no different in this regard: shows in
the early 1980s brought White and Black audiences together during an
era of increasing segregation, the popularity of Run-D.M.C.’s rock/rap
hybrid “Walk This Way” has been heralded as a catalyst for substantive so-
cial change, and early advocates for the genre such as Bill Adler believed
that hip hop could radically reshape the politics of race in the United
States by providing a “successful voluntary desegregation plan” (Chang
2005: 245; Edgers 2019).

In this chapter, I look towards the commercial radio industry in
the United States to understand how rap’s multiracial appeal was com-
modified. On commercial radio, rap music first thrived on what were
called Crossover stations, hit music stations intended for young mul-
tiracial and multiethnic audiences. Hip hop, at least on this medium,
was targeted at a broad public. But did hip hop’s appeal to this coalition
audience translate into amplifying the concerns of young people of color
or reshaping racial politics in local communities?

While elsewhere I have centered my analysis of the Crossover radio
format on the Los Angeles radio market, here I turn to Miami, where the
nation’s first Crossover station began broadcasting in 1985, to better un-
derstand how programming for multicultural audiences impacted local
minority-oriented stations and the listeners for whom these stations
were intended (Coddington 2023). More than many other places in the
country, Miami’s radio stations catered to the ared’s diverse listeners.
By the mid-1980s, more than forty stations in the competitive market
carved out specific programming niches aimed at the area’s White,
Black, and Hispanic listeners—around one-quarter of the stations
were aimed squarely at the latter two constituencies (Thornton 1986c).
Through an analysis of radio station ratings and playlists, combined
with the examination of reporting in nationally distributed radio trade
journals Radio & Records and Billboard as well as in the Miami Herald, this
essay complicates an optimistic reading of rap’s multicultural appeal
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by interrogating whose interests were centered when radio stations
played hip hop to bring multicultural listeners together. As Anthony
Kwame Harrison and Craig E. Arthur argue, music trade journals offer
scholars a particularly rich text to help make sense of the “incorporation
of new musical forms into the 20th- and 21st-century world of music
commerce” (2009: 310). And, thanks to the digitization efforts of the
archivists at www.worldradiohistory.com, these sources are readily
available to scholars interested in learning more about how the music
industries incorporate new genres and styles. As rap in particular moved
from the margins to the mainstream, these sources reveal how the radio
industry understood and acted on the genre’s multiracial appeal. To
ground the discussion, I begin with a short summary of this appeal and
an explanation of the structure of the commercial radio industry. From
there, I examine the Crossover radio format’s emergence in Miami, and
analyze the reasons why programmers played rap on this format in the
late 1980s. In the final part of the essay, I critique this format for its
reluctance to engage with issues important to its local communities of
color and for diverting economic power from stations aimed at minority
audiences.

Born in The Bronx

From its beginnings, hip hop was made and consumed by a multicultural
public (Rose 1994). Its birth in the South Bronx during the 1970s almost
guaranteed multiracial and multiethnic participation: over three-quar-
ters of those living in the neighborhood, according to a survey taken a
decade earlier, were Black and Puerto Rican residents (Ewoodzie 2017).
These populations “lived next door; [they] shared the same cockroaches,”
and they experienced related types of racial discrimination, govern-
mental negligence, and limited employment opportunities (Rivera 2003:
53). And they had more than just these immediate concerns in common;
their lives were similarly shaped, as D] Davey D notes, by the “legacy of
exploitation, oppression and colonization” that has influenced hip hop’s
style and substance (1999). Jorge Duany clarifies that the Black/White
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racial binary in the mainland United States has rarely made sense for
Puerto Ricans who “have African as well as European backgrounds and
range phenotypically across the entire color spectrum from black to
brown to white,” and many Puerto Ricans in the mainland US were
racialized as Black by others, regardless of their specific racial or ethnic
background (2016: 164). Both groups were integral participants in hip
hop's development, although African American artists participated
more often in DJing and MCing while Puerto Rican artists were more
active in the breakdancing and tagging scenes (del Barco 1996: 87). Even
as African American artists dominated the musical components of hip-
hop culture, their funk-derived breakbeats and the rapping delivered
over these loops were influenced by Caribbean musical styles (Ewoodzie
2017; Perry 2004; Rivera 2003).

Despite its multicultural roots, rap music has long been considered
an African American cultural product (Harrison 2009)." While Raquel Z.
Rivera notes that the genre’s commercialization in the 1980s contributed
to the style’s “growing African Americanization” (2003: 89), this charac-
terization was evident in its early years. When D] Charlie Chase started
performing in the late 1970s, he remembers being asked “What the fuck
are you doing here, Puerto Rican?” (quoted in Rivera 2003: 63). But this
sort of gatekeeping did not often apply to the audience, to those pur-
chasing tickets and eventually records. According to Chase, “Hispanics
always liked rap, young Puerto Ricans were into it since the beginning.
I wasn't the only one who felt the same way about music like that. There
were plenty of them, but they didn't have the talent, they just enjoyed it”
(quoted in Flores 2004: 73). As the genre moved into New York City clubs
in the early 1980s, the audience remained multiethnic and multiracial
(Rivera 2003). And while hip hop has maintained its Black identity, its
young multiethnic and multiracial appeal extends far past this original
scene-based moment.

1 Joseph C. Ewoodzie notes that Puerto Rican involvement in hip hop didn't pre-
clude its Blackness; rather, it demonstrated the extent to which “blackness in
New York City during the 1970s overlapped with Puerto Ricanness” (2017: 162).
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Radio Does Not Just Play Music, Radio Uses Music

When record labels began recording the genre, their primary partner
in promoting records—the commercial radio industry—was not all that
interested in young multiethnic and multiracial audiences. Commercial
radio stations in the United States use music as a tool to divide local
audiences into discrete audience segments (divided by race, ethnicity,
gender, and age) that the advertising industry is interested in marketing
products towards (Coddington 2023). A station’s audience determines
the rates that it can charge advertisers, who are willing to pay more for
non-Hispanic White listeners aged 25 to 54. Despite copious research
debunking racist ideas about Black and Hispanic consumers, the ad-
vertising industry has long considered Black and Hispanic listeners
less preferable (Lopez 1988; Ofori et al. 1999). Due to this advertising
industry bias, most commercial radio stations in the early 1980s worked
to attract some proportion of White adult listeners (Turow 1997; Keith
1987). To accomplish this, stations played styles of music (such as pop,
rock, and country) that they believed White adults liked.

Across the country, stations broadcast similar playlists to appeal
to the same types of audiences, and the radio industry groups these
stations into what they call formats (Adams and Massey 1994). Some
formats are labeled by the terms that listeners use to describe musical
styles: Rock and Top 40 stations, for example, are programmed to appeal
to a specific subset of non-Hispanic White listeners (White 1997). The
names of other formats such as Spanish, Urban, and Adult Contempo-
rary indicate their target audiences.” This formatting structure divides

2 Throughout, | use the terms Hispanic, Black, and White to accurately reflect the
terminology that the radio and advertising industries used during the 1980s
and early 1990s. For the sake of clarity, | capitalize all radio format names. For
simplicity, | refer to stations programmed primarily for Black audiences as Ur-
ban. During the 1980s, many of these stations changed their name from Black
to Urban, Urban Contemporary, or Progressive Contemporary to appease com-
panies that were unwilling to advertise their products on stations that called
themselves Black (Brackett 2016). Similarly, | refer to stations that played cur-
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both local and national audiences into sellable segments. Record com-
panies tend to organize their portfolios similarly to facilitate promoting
artists on the radio; while the record industry existed prior to the de-
velopment of commercial radio, these two industries grew side-by-side
throughout the twentieth century, mapping musical artists and genres
onto listener demographics and pressuring performers to conform to
their mapping (Cepeda 2000; Coddington 2023). The radio industry’s
organization overtly demonstrates who certain types of music are tar-
geted towards. Genres are not played unless radio programmers—those
responsible for determining playlists—think that the style is acceptable
to their target audience.

One way that stations can generate additional income is by modify-
ing their playlist in the hope that this will shift their audience profile. In
the 1980s, many stations that had up until this point focused on Black
listeners sought increased advertising rates by appealing to wider and
Whiter audiences, adding songs by White musicians, and changing their
presentation to not “be too black musically” (Washington 1985: 10). To
indicate the multiracial nature of their audience to advertisers, most of
these stations referred to their formatting as Urban or Urban Contem-
porary (Klaess 2022; Brackett 2016).

“Tri-ethnic” Programming

Beginning in 1985, Miami’'s WHQT did something similar, program-
ming danceable songs aimed at a young “tri-ethnic” audience made up
of Black listeners, “party-going, club-loving Anglos in the community,”
and Hispanic listeners (Thornton 1985a: 4D). Miami already had contem-
porary music stations aimed at these three constituencies, including
Urban station WEDR, Top 40 station Y-100, and eight Spanish-language
stations (Thornton 1986c). But WHQT programmer Bill Tanner consid-
ered WHQT distinct from these stations and their associated formats:

rent hits as Top 40, although many in the industry also used the format name
CHR (Contemporary Hits Radio) (Weisbard 2014).
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WEDR’s audience was similarly multiracial, but Tanner did not think
that his station qualified as an Urban Contemporary station because
these were primarily aimed at Black audiences, while WHQT was “heav-
ily targeted at Latins” (Love 1985: 58); Spanish-language stations shared
this target audience, but they broadcast mostly in Spanish whereas
WHQT broadcast in English; and although WHQT played some of the
latest pop hits, it played far more dance and R&B music than a typical
Top 40 station. Tanner, instead, preferred the format name “dance rock,”
which to him more aptly described the station’s sound, “a cross between
a traditional Kansas City [Top 40] and a Chicago Urban station” (Love
1985: 58). In an industry organized by separating listeners of different
races and ethnicities onto different stations in the interest of selling
advertisements, WHQT stood out for squishing all these demographics
back together. It played songs by Black musicians for a mostly non-
Black audience, songs by Hispanic musicians for an audience composed
of plenty of non-Hispanic listeners, and songs by non-Hispanic White
artists they hoped would appeal to non-White audiences.

WHQT’s programming was unique within the radio industry, but
bringing together this “tri-ethnic” audience was not particularly novel
in Miami. In the early 1980s, Miami was primarily made up of the same
three groups that WHQT was hoping to attract: most Dade County resi-
dents were Hispanic, about 20 percent were Black, and less than 30 per-
cent were non-Hispanic White (Nijman 2010). These groups had spe-
cific political interests. In 1980, many Hispanic Miamians of Cuban her-
itage were concerned with US/Cuba relations as well as the sudden influx
of 125,000 Cuban refugees via the Mariel boatlift. That same year, Black
residents came together over the course of three days to protest the ac-
quittal of four White police officers accused of beating a Black motor-
cyclist to death in what would be the largest racial uprising prior to the
one in Los Angeles in 1992; meanwhile, many non-Hispanic White Mi-
amians focused on maintaining their social and political interests in the
face of increased immigration by passing a referendum denying fund-
ing to bilingual communication projects. These three groups were phys-
ically divided by some of the most pervasive residential segregation in
the country (Aranda, Hughes, and Sabogal 2014; Nijman 2010).
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Miami’s politicians needed to cut across these and other differences
to build successful campaigns; they needed to balance the unique prior-
ities of each group while crafting a platform that appealed to everyone.
In what was referred to as “the milk-stool strategy,” candidates through-
out the 1980s won elections by building support among the three “legs”
of Miami’s stool: Black, Hispanic, and White voters (Fiedler 1987: 1B).
Due to the demographic makeup of the area, support from each of these
legs was not similarly sized. While many candidates won elections by ap-
pealing equally to all three legs, others catered more to the rapidly grow-
ing Hispanic population in Miami.? And, Tanner did something similar
at WHQT; his station’s primary target was, as he described them, “up-
wardly mobile Latin Americans who...[are] on the upper end of the eco-
nomic scale and love to dance, dress, drive fancy cars, and travel” (Love
1985: 58).

In music industry parlance, WHQT played “crossover music,” mean-
ing songs that exceeded the music industry’s narrow framework that
mapped a performer’s race and ethnicity to their musical style and as-
sociated audience. Beat and “danceability” were key considerations for
admittance onto the station’s playlist, but more important was a song’s
appeal to the demographics the station was interested in (Radio & Records
1985a: 6). Like politicians nuancing their platforms to appease the three
legs of the milk stool, WHQT’s playlist combined styles that Tanner
believed might appeal to the statior’s three target audience groups (Ross
1989b). In the fall of 1985, playlists were composed of R&B songs by
Black performers such as Whitney Houston and Stevie Wonder, dance-
pop songs by White artists such as Madonna, danceable rock songs by
groups like A-ha, freestyle songs by Lisa Lisa and Cult Jam, Latin dance
music by Miami Sound Machine, and rap songs by the Real Roxanne,
Grandmaster Melle Mel, and Doug E. Fresh (Freeman 1985; Radio &
Records 1985b). While the station’s closest English-language competitors
played some of these same artists, they leaned further towards either

3 By the late 1980s, some politicians succeeded by appealing to only Hispanicvot-
ers plus one other leg, not relying on both Black and White voters (Grenier and
Stepick 1111992).
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rock or R&B. Top 40 station Y-100 also included songs by Dire Straits
and Phil Collins on its playlist, and Urban station WEDR added songs
by the Pointer Sisters, Starpoint, and Family to its playlist.*

Tanner was not particularly attached to the music he played on
WHQT: a 1985 feature reported that the parrot-raising, burgundy
Jaguar-driving programmer mainly listened to classical music and
Motown hits in his spare time (Thornton 1985b). Perhaps that was one
reason why he programmed such a unique mix. By paying attention to
what was popular in the clubs, Tanner’s playlists exceeded the narrow-
minded industry norms expecting musical taste to align with racial and
ethnic identity. But these playlists proved popular and influential. While
programmers at Top 40 station Y-100 initially scoffed at Tanner playing
Jelly Bean Benitez’s dance track “Sidewalk Talk,” for example, they added
it after the song became a hit on WHQT (Love 1985). And these playlists
drew in listeners from Y-100 and WEDR; within a few months, it was the
sixth-most popular station in the South Florida area (Thornton 1985c).

But Y-100 and WEDR fought back (Thornton 1986a; Ross 1985).
Regularly the area’s most popular station, Y-100 considered WHQT’s
success a mere blip in their usual strong ratings. But WEDR, according
to Tanner, had been “asleep at the switch and got knocked on its ass”
(Washington 1985, 10; Thornton 1985d). WEDR, however, woke back up.
Black listeners—despite switching over occasionally to see what the new
station was playing—were loyal to the only Urban FM station in the area,
which tended to play new releases by Black artists sooner than WHQT or
Y-100 did (Thornton 1985d). And, like many other stations in this format,
WEDR demonstrated a strong commitment to its Black community: the
station assisted listeners in need by pointing them towards government
resources, it helped small Black-owned businesses by offering them
lower advertising rates, it highlighted local Black artists on its playlists,
and it produced Black-oriented news and community affairs programs
(Washington 1985).

4 These stations reported at least part of their playlists to Radio & Records. See, for
example “Black/Urban Adds,” Radio & Records, October 4,1985, 68; “CHR Parallel
One Playlists,” Radio & Records, October 4, 1985, 84.
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WHQT’s too-brief moment of glory meant that Tanner was shown
the door. In the summer 0f 1986, the station fired him due to poor ratings
(Freeman 1986a). But he quickly found a new position across town at the
brand-new station Power 96, which he described as a “rock and rhythm”
station (Thornton 1986b: 3E). Like at WHQT, Tanner designed Power 96
to fit between, rather than into, the radio industry’s preexisting format
categories. The station played pop, dance, and freestyle songs, and the
playlists were informed by about forty pages of research compiled each
week from telephone surveys, sales figures, and a panel of club-going
teens (Freeman 1986c¢). The station had a close relationship with local
venues; its playlist influenced DJs’ sets, and the station often began play-
ing songs after hearing them in the clubs (Ellis 1986; Terry 1988).

Like WHQT, Power 96 was aimed primarily at young Hispanic,
Black, and White listeners and catered more to its Hispanic listeners
than these other constituencies. In comparison to WHQT, Power 96
played more freestyle and club-oriented 12-inch singles aimed at His-
panic listeners by artists like the Cover Girls and Exposé (Terry 1988).
In Tanner’s own analogy, if WHQT was at 9:00 on a clock, thanks to
its dance- and R&B-friendly playlist, and Top 40 station Y-100 was at
high noon, Power 96 would fit somewhere in the brunch hour between
the two (Freeman 1986a). Tanner thought that this brunch spot rep-
resented Top 40 for Miami, due to its large Hispanic population, and
that his station’s orientation towards this audience made it “not an
urban... really, we're more dance than urban” (Freeman 1986b: 15). This
distinction was important. As Tanner knew from his stint at WHQT,
advertising agencies discriminated against Urban stations (a fact he
described as “the shame of the industry”), and reporting as one would
decrease advertising rates (Ross 1988a: 10). And within a few months,
WHQT shifted their programming to generate higher rates, occupying
a slightly later—and less Urban—brunch spot between Power 96 and
Y-100 (Denver 1987a).
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Becoming a Format

Within the next few years, Power 96 and WHQT would be joined at the
brunch table by dozens of other stations throughout the country that
programmed music for multiracial and multiethnic audiences. Mostly
located in urban areas with sizeable enough Hispanic and Black popula-
tions to support this sort of “milk stool” approach, these stations played
up-tempo dance, freestyle, R&B, rap, and pop songs—along with enough
ballads to provide some balance—for a young, club-friendly audience
(Freeman 1987b). Local demographics as well as the nuances of their ra-
dio market determined each station’s particular balancing of the stool’s
legs. While Hispanic listeners were most often the “linchpin of each sta-
tior’s success,” some stations did well in markets with a smaller Hispanic
population, such as New Orleans and Washington, DC (Chin 1987: D3;
Freeman 1988). And the distinct cultural backgrounds of their Hispanic
listeners also made for “significant programming differences” between
these stations (Chin 1987: D3).

This all meant that fitting them into the industry’s format structure
would be complicated. Their “relating to several ethnic groups instead of
one in particular” broke longstanding formatting norms in an industry
organized along racial lines (Love and Ross 1987: 44). Indeed, the Los An-
geles Times proposed that their programming was so “violently different”
to necessitate “a whole new category” (McDougal 1987). Most often re-
ferred to as either “Churban” stations (combining the industry term for
Top 40, CHR, with Urban) or Crossover stations (for their playlists filled
with music intended to do just that), these stations were “writing their
own rules” in an industry that typically segregated listeners by race and
ethnicity onto different formats (Denver 1987a: 47). Few agreed whether
they should report to the trade journals as Urban or Top 40 stations. Pro-
grammers, acutely aware of advertising industry bias against Urban sta-
tions, often insisted they were the latter even though they targeted non-
White listeners (Chin 1987). Indeed, Tanner noted that one reason why he
was the first in Miami to program this type of station was because others
“were scared the station would be labeled as Black” (Love 1985: 58).
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By mid-1987, these stations were proving popular enough across the
country that the trade journals were forced to act. Billboard debuted a
new chart, the “Hot Crossover 30,” which was intended to not only resolve
the format classification question, but also demonstrate the popularity
of songs—such as freestyle hits by Nice & Wild and the Cover Girls—that
had not previously charted well because their airplay was split between
Urban and Top 40 stations (Freeman 1987a).° The chart editor described
Crossover as a new format, one which was “happening in the country’s
urban centers” (Freeman 1987a: 83), but designed the chart to acknowl-
edge its relation to pre-existing formats: stations could report only to the
“Hot Crossover 30” chart, or those programming closer to traditional for-
mats could also report to the “Hot 100” or the “Hot Black Singles” chart.®

These stations often had a young listener base, which was a financial
risk. It was clear from the success of the format that there were plenty
of young listeners whose needs were not being met by other stations.
But English-dominant Hispanic teenagers who were not being served by
the Spanish-language stations catering to their parents and young au-
diences interested in budding club trends were tricky listeners to mone-
tize (Ross 1990a). Making money at a Crossover station was difficult, one
programmer claimed, because “the median age of the [Crossover sta-
tion audience] was 19, and you can't live on that” (Stark 1994: 111). But Bill
Tanner insisted Crossover stations’ young listeners set musical trends
and that older listeners would “com/[e] along for the ride” (Denver 1987b:
46). Other stations found financial success by prioritizing the sale of ad-
vertisements intended for younger listeners rather than succumbing to
the general industry trend of trying for older White audiences (Denver
1988a;1989a;1989b).

One of the clearest indications of the format’s success, however, was
not financial—it was musical. Crossover stations had been breaking

5 Radio & Records also established a category for these stations, calling them P1A
reporters (Denver 1987a).
6 In Miami, WHQT reported exclusively—for a brief time—to the “Hot Crossover

30" chart while Power 96 reported to the “Hot 100” as well, indicating the sta-
tion’s smaller Black listener base (Freeman 1987a).
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new music locally and influencing nearby Top 40 and Urban stations
for a few years, but the publication of the “Hot Crossover 30” chart in-
creased the geographical reach of their influence. These stations almost
immediately began affecting the playlists at Top 40 stations, bringing
the sounds of the city to suburban and rural parts of the country (Denver
1988b; Grein 1988). And their influence grew stronger when Billboard
began printing the Crossover chart close to the Top 40 chart. Program-
mers looking at the latest hits could not help but witness the growing
popularity of artists like Salt-N-Pepa and Club Nouveau, who first ex-
perienced success on Crossover playlists (Ellis 1988). Industry observers
began wondering whether the influence of these stations was too great,
and indeed, in 1990, Billboard deemed the “Hot Crossover 30” chart no
longer necessary because it had “influenced the Hot 100 Singles chart to
such a great extent that a separate chart to break out dance titles is no
longer necessary” (Billboard 1990b: 84; Denver 1988b).

Rap on Crossover Stations

Looking at the last week of Billboard’s “Hot Crossover 30” chart demon-
strates one important component of that influence: one-third of the
songs on the chart had rapped vocals in them. Some of these songs, like
Deee-Lite’s “Groove is in the Heart” and C+C Music Factory’s “Gonna
Make You Sweat,” were slamming club-oriented tracks that featured
rappers. Others were by new jack swingers and ex-New Edition mem-
bers like Bell Biv DeVoe and Ralph Tresvant, while MC Hammer’s “Pray”
and Candyman’s “Knockin’ Boots” were by more straight-ahead rappers
and could be found on Billboard’s rap singles chart (Billboard 1990a).
Regardless of style, all these songs with rapped vocals made their way
onto Top 40 stations after showing promise on the Crossover chart.”
While Crossover programmers had not initially intended to play rap,
they began playing an increasing amount of the genre throughout the

7 In most cases, they appeared on the “Hot 100 Airplay” chart a few weeks after
debuting on the “Hot Crossover 30” chart.
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late 1980s. In Miami, WHQT and Power 96 played rap songs occasion-
ally throughout the mid-1980s, throwing songs by LL Cool ] and Tricky T
into the mix, but rap was not their focus—dance music was. But stations
around the country experienced success when adding rap songs to their
playlists. By the time Billboard debuted the “Hot Crossover 30” chart in
1987, about seven percent of its songs had rapped vocals. The following
year, this percentage doubled, and it continued to grow until 1990 when
songs with rapped vocals made up a full third of the chart (Coddington
2023). As the 1990s began, Crossover stations were the most reliable place
to find rap songs on the commercial radio dial.

Crossover stations were well suited to play hip hop. Many Urban and
Top 40 programmers did not play the style because they claimed their
older listeners, who raised advertising rates, did not like it (Ross 1990b;
1990d; Simmons 1985). But Crossover stations’ business models were not
dependent on appealing to older listeners, which meant that they could
play rap without worrying about this demographic tuning out. Instead,
they played rap to develop a young multicultural audience.

Many of the rap songs that they played took the musical styles al-
ready popular among specific segments of their audience—freestyle,
up-tempo R&B, and dance-oriented rock—and added rapped vocals.
Freestyle group Sweet Sensation, for example, teamed up with Romeo
].D. in their 1989 song “Sincerely Yours,” which featured the female
vocalists and rapper discussing faithfulness above a Latin-influenced
dance beat and multi-part horn riffs. R&B singer Jody Watley simi-
larly added Eric B. and Rakim to her song “Friends” the same year, and
MC Hammer’s “Pray” sampled Prince’s 1984 song “When Doves Cry,” a
danceable pop-rock hit that would have easily fit on Crossover playlists
had the format existed when it was released.

But rap’s appeal extended beyond the target demographics of its
backing tracks. Programmers noted that all three of the demographic
segments they considered their audience to consist of liked the genre.
This was not a guarantee for much of the music these stations played;
programmers worried about pleasing all three parts of their audience,
whose tastes they believed did not always align. During programming
meetings at WHQT, for example, the staff worked to understand every
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song’s demographic reach, “openly discuss[ing] who [they thought] a
song would appeal to, and who would be turned off by it” (Love and Ross
1987: 44). A song only made the playlist if the staff thought it could appeal
to at least two parts of their “tri-ethnic” audience. Across the country,
programmers considered freestyle to be a particularly difficult genre
to program. While it developed out of the same African American and
Puerto Rican communities from which hip hop emerged, programmers
thought that it mainly appealed to Hispanic listeners. Rap, on the other
hand, came to be seen as a “common denominator” between the Black
and Hispanic segments of Crossover stations’ audiences, and program-
mers began adding dance-oriented rap songs to their playlists (Ross
1990c: 13). As the format’s influence grew, these same songs made their
way onto Top 40 stations across the country, ushering hip hop into the
mainstream.

In Miami, programmers also recognized the genre’s unifying na-
ture. Crossover stations in the Magic City did not play much hip hop,
but one style seemed to cut across racial and ethnic lines. Programmers
found it difficult to simultaneously please two parts of their “tri-eth-
nic” audience. While Black and Hispanic listeners liked dance music,
programmers thought that they did not like the same kind of dance
music. But according to WEDR programmer Leeo Jackson, one point of
agreement was bass, Miami’s homegrown style of hip hop, by artists like
2 Live Crew and Gucci Crew (Ross 1988b). And so WEDR, Power 96, and
WHQT all played the hottest bass tracks. For Power 96, which leaned
further towards a Hispanic audience than these other stations, songs by
these artists—which Bill Tanner praised as “a little madness from the
street”—were at times the only rap songs on its playlist (Radio & Records
1988: 56).

And in a residentially segregated city whose politics were drawn ac-
cording to the same racial lines that defined its geography, hip hop’s abil-
ity to physically bring together young multicultural audiences was no-
table. When MC Hammer came to the Miami Arena in 1990, one colum-
nist at the Miami Herald praised the audience as “the Miami many of us
adults have given up on: multicultural, multiethnic. Rather, it was who-
cares-what-ethnic.” After the concert, he noted, many would return to
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their segregated areas of Miami and “go back to hanging out with their
isolated ethnic crowds again.” But he hoped that one day “they’ll remem-
ber only that they all liked the same music and danced the same steps”
(Steinback 1990: 1B). The writer’s hope was, of course, the promise of
hip hop presented in Rappin’: a music that could unite factions with di-
verging interests, offering a fun way of coming together and making the
world less divided. And on the radio, Crossover stations used hip hop
for precisely this purpose, to bring together diverse audiences. But what
was the impact of these stations off the air, within the communities they
played rap for?

Commodifying Multicultural Listeners

Crossover stations made space within the radio industry for multicul-
tural audiences, but their positioning did little to challenge the racism
inherent to the industry’s business model. Indeed, their place within
the industry only reinforced its economic status quo, which discrimi-
nated against stations formatted for non-White audiences. At the local
level, Crossover stations directly competed against Urban and Spanish-
language stations, meaning that their growing popularity decreased the
audience size and economic power of these other stations. In partic-
ular, Crossover stations repackaged the multiracial promise of Urban
radio with a Whiter facade, dividing the local multiracial coalition
audiences that Urban stations had been working to cultivate since the
early 1980s and forcing Urban stations to compete against their more
advertiser-friendly format (Ross 19902, Hammou 2023). The coexistence
of Crossover and Urban stations, Radio & Record columnists Walt Love
and Sean Ross wrote, brought to mind “two separate but not very equal
drinking fountains dispensing similar music” (1987: 44).

The competition between Crossover and Urban stations was tight
in Miami. Returning to 1987, local gossip indicated that pressure from
Crossover competitors would force Urban station WEDR to switch to
a Country format (Love 1987). But the station held fast. Its continued
success may have had to do with its programming team’s recognition of
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the complex relationship between race, ethnicity, and musical prefer-
ence. Black programmer Jerry Rushin found that the station’s Hispanic
listeners “also like the same rhythms we do for the most part,” and he
understood that it was inaccurate for programmers to simplistically
divide non-White audiences into Black and Hispanic segments. “People
in other parts of the country,” he thought, “don’t realize that there are
also blacks who were born in a number of Latin American countries.”
But Rushin was not convinced that the station’s success would do much
financially for it. Referring to advertisers, he bleakly stated that “[p]eople
just want to look the other way when a Black station does well” (Love
1987: 47).

The station had only about a year to see whether its success could
generate additional income. In the late Summer of 1988, WHQT recal-
ibrated its programming once again (Ross and Olson 1988). Attempting
to fit somewhere between Power 96 and WEDR, the station played “com-
mon denominator” rap, R&B, freestyle, and dance music alongside older
hits by Black musicians such as New Edition’s “Candy Girl” and the Sug-
arhill Gang's “Rapper’s Delight.” Programmer Keith Isley wanted WHQT
to be “some sort of top-40-type station,” but one that played more mu-
sic by Black performers because he believed that “Black-based musicis a
lot more mass appeal than just black listeners.” New jack swing, rap, and
R&B “seem[ed] to cross better to both Anglos and Hispanics than dance
music” (Ross 1989a: 19). But the appeal of Black culture only spread so far
at the station. Like at many Crossover stations, the station’s jocks were
all White or Hispanic.

WEDR’s ratings tanked, as young Black listeners in particular turned
their radio dials away from the Black-operated station to the Crossover
station. By 1989, half of WHQT’s audience was Black, while almost all the
station’s staff were White, a disparity that some flyers critical of WHQT
posted in nightclubs and flea markets pointed out (Love 1989). WEDR
denied any direct involvement with this flyer campaign, but the station
began running public service announcements highlighting its commit-
ment to the local Black community, noting that “While others are exploit-
ing our community, we truly do care” (Viglucci 1989: 1B). Commenting
on his rival’s lack of involvement with the Black community, WEDR pro-
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grammer Jerry Rushin suggested that “They could hire some black peo-
ple, other than the janitor” because “Somewhere we have to give some-
thing back other than bumpin’ and grindin’ music.” WHQT'’s response
emphasized the colorblind philosophy at the station; general manager
Chuck Goldmark claimed that when a job opened, they would not prior-
itize Black talent and instead would hire any qualified DJ: “We don't care
what color they are” (Viglucci 1989: 1B).

But the criticism did seem to affect the station’s positioning. Shortly
after the flyer campaign, WHQT began reaching out to the local Black
community and started reporting to the trade journals as an Urban sta-
tion (Billboard 1989). Perhaps the station’s rapid rise to the top of the lo-
cal market gave it leverage with advertisers, maybe advertisers had al-
ready seen through the Crossover label and noticed the station’s sizeable
Black audience, or maybe the station was simply trying to be more hon-
est about its place within the market. Either way, its rebranding did not
change the fact that its staff—on-air and behind the scenes—was mostly
White. The station used Black music to appeal to a broad multicultural
audience but did not hire staff who reflected the diversity of its playlists.
Across the country, Crossover stations did much the same, playing mu-
sic by artists of color while not increasing economic opportunities for
professionals of color within the radio industry.

What's more, Crossover stations were often criticized for their un-
willingness to engage with issues important to their local listeners of
color (Andrews 1990). Miami’s Crossover stations were often wary of dis-
cussing contentious local issues that their “tri-ethnic” audience might
disagree on, such as the 1990 visit of Nelson Mandela (who had recently
made pro-Fidel Castro comments) or the trial that same year of William
Lozano, a Hispanic police officer accused of killing two unarmed Black
men. Lozano's guilty verdict divided Miami’s population along racial and
ethniclines: Black residents celebrated while the Hispanic Officers Asso-
ciation of Miami described the verdict as “a sad, sad day for the people
of this city” (Schmalz 1989: A1; Nijman 2010). In some ways, Crossover
stations’ lack of engagement was a product of trying to appeal to such a
multiethnic audience. Goldmark claimed that WHQT “tr[ied] not to ex-
clude anybody” but noted that this attitude limited the sorts of topics his
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on-air staff could discuss because “a lot of the issues are narrowly tar-
geted” (Andrews 1990: 3). WEDR program director B.]. Barry agreed and
considered this limitation a strategic advantage for his station. f WHQT
were to make “the commitment to the black community that’s necessary
tokeep blackslistening,” he claimed, “it just might offend their white and
Hispanic audience” (Love 1989: 47).

And even if Crossover stations had engaged in more contentious is-
sues, programmers were not trained to deal with the intricacies of bal-
ancing and mediating these conversations. Even a decade later, and after
wholly adopting a hip-hop format after gaining popularity as a Crossover
station, New York’s Hot 97, for example, was criticized for interviewing
apolice officer during their public-affairs show about the acquittal of the
police officers who killed Amadou Diallo (Johnson 2009). When it came
to the music, programmers were often ill-equipped to present hip hop
along with its cultural context; many programmers were hired for their
audience-building acumen, not their knowledge about the music they
played. Like other industries, commercial radio incentivized a program-
mer’s attention to the bottom line rather than educating their listeners
or improving their ethical relationships with the world around them.®

But ultimately, it was not the programmers but rather the system
that denied hip hop the potential to reshape the politics of race in the
communities it brought together on the radio. Throughout its decade-
long history, the commercial radio industry in the United States has
been celebrated for its ability to bring listeners together. Eric Weisbard
writes that on Top 40 stations, “music did not just sell out communal
impulses; it subsidized new publics, or at least glimpses of social re-
lationships still being cemented” (Weisbard 2014: 264). But it did so
within the constraints of its business model, bringing together only
the audiences which made stations money. This meant that there was
a substantive difference between what Rappin’ John Hood’s rhymes

8 Programmers weren't ethical role models. In 1992, Tanner and some of his col-
leagues from Power 96 were charged with, and sometimes found guilty of,
crimes ranging from driving under the influence to drug possession and child
molestation (Due 1992).
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could do within his neighborhood and what happened when Crossover
stations played rap.

Crossover stations created the conditions for hip hop to be heard
regularly on commercial radio stations, making spaces for multicultural
audiences to come together to listen to artists of color rhyming over a
beat. But the financial imperatives of the industry dictated the terms of
hip hop's inclusion. The radio industry incentivized catering to White
listeners, meaning that many Crossover stations maintained a distanced
relationship to rap’s Black identity, obscuring the genre’s potential to be
a platform for Black artists. Perhaps these stations’ popularity among
White listeners even demonstrated these listeners’ distance from Black
culture; as one Black programmer noted, “the shift by white listeners to
white radio stations [from Urban stations] for Black music only shows
that white people find the connection to Black people to be undesirable”
(Martin 1988: 1-2). Crossover stations played a central role in hip hop’s
growth into the mainstream, bringing the sounds of young Black artists
to airwaves across the country. But these stations failed to challenge
the discriminatory practices so central to the radio industry’s business
model, demonstrating just how difficult it would be for the genre to
exact lasting social change.

Discography/Videography

Silberg, Joel, dir. Rappin’. 1985; New York: MGM/UA Home Video.
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“Double the Struggle”
Chicano/Latino Hip Hop in The Source Magazine

Dianne Violeta Mausfeld

Abstract The contributions of Latinos and Chicanos to hip hop have not been
studied nearly as much as those of African American hip-hop artists. While it is
largely acknowledged that Latinos played an active part in the creation of hip hop
in New York, their contributions in Los Angeles are rarely included in West Coast
hip-hop history. At the same time, Chicano/Latino actors are not represented in
the popular narrative of the East Coast/West Coast conflict. Aiming to address
this research gap, this chapter locates LA Latino and Chicano artists within
the East Coast/West Coast dialectic and exploves how it affected their careers.
Drawing on discourse analysis of the East Coast-based hip-hop publication The
Source, as well as ethnographic interviews with Chicano and Latino artists on
the West Coast, this chapter offers a fresh perspective on hip hop’s most infamous
conflict. Media coverage of Chicano/Latino artists in The Source was scarce
during the 1990s and clearly written from an East Coast perspective. My ethnog-
raphy shows that Latino and Chicano artists faced “double the struggle” to build
their careers in hip hop during the 1990s, as they were not only affected by the
place-based east/west antagonism, but also by their ethno-cultural classification
within music industry discourse. Despite this separation, my findings show that
artists’ alliances and collaborations do not necessarily run along the lines of an
assumed sense of belonging to an ethnic group (“Pan-Latinidad”, Rivera 2003)
or coast.

In the Fall of 2022, Bronx-born MC Fat Joe presented the annual BET
Awards—proving that a Latino in hip hop can hold his own with African
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American artists on a network that, according to its name, “Black En-
tertainment Television,” originally focused on Black culture and music.
Fat Joe’s involvement was promoted by the network, who hailed him as
“hip-hop royalty... [who] has represented the art form and the Bronx, the
birthplace of hip-hop” (Lamarre 2022). On social media, however, this
announcement was not always celebrated, with Fat Joe’s engagement for
this award show being called into question because of the artist’s ethnic-
ity. Born Joseph Cartagena to a Cuban father and a Puerto Rican mother
in The Bronx (Rivera 2003: 222; Fat Joe 2022), Fat Joe was criticized for
not representing hip hop because of his Latino and Caribbean heritage,
while some even viewed him as “white” (Ocho 2022). Earlier that year,
Fat Joe had already faced a similar wave of outrage after posting a video
on Instagram that celebrated Latino/a participation in the beginnings
of hip hop (@fatjoe, August 25, 2022), whereafter users had accused him
of “stealing the culture from blacks” (Eustice 2022). In an interview with
Jay Williams at National Public Radio (NPR), Fat Joe explained that he
grew up in an overwhelmingly Black section of the South Bronx, “blond
hair, green eyes—knowing I'm Latino but thinking I'm Black” (Williams
and Fat Joe 2022). He confidently argued against the social media back-
lash, stating that he witnessed the birth of hip hop as a multi-ethnic
culture and that he never experienced racism because of his ethnicity
(ibid.). Still, the above debate exemplifies that in hip hop, ethnicity can
still trump local origin: Fat Joe may be from The Bronx, the birthplace of
hip hop, but his Latin ethnicity does not appear to give him the full own-
ership of hip hop in the eyes of fans and critics who consider hip hop a
Black culture.

In hip-hop scholarship, likewise differing points of views are ex-
pressed on the ethno-cultural ownership of hip-hop culture, but it is
largely acknowledged that Latinos took part in the creation of hip hop
in New York, first and foremost Puerto Ricans (Flores 2000; Rivera
2003; Chang 2005; McFarland 2008). Latino/a and Mexican American
contributions in Los Angeles, in contrast, are rarely included in West
Coast hip-hop history or in the overall narrative of gangster rap that
influenced hip-hop styles in the US and abroad. Fat Joe started his
musical career in the early 1990s with the overwhelmingly Black rap
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crew D.IT.C. and released his solo album Representiv’ in 1993. Though
never concealing his ethnic background and always including nods to
his culture in his music, he did not necessarily highlight this as much
as Latino rappers from the West Coast such as Mellow Man Ace and Kid
Frost: two artists who emerged a few years earlier that Fat Joe cites as a
big influence on his artistry (Donohue 2018).

Back in the 1990s, social media was yet to be born, and hip-hop
journalism largely featured in music publications, at times newspapers,
and mostly in magazines dedicated to hip-hop culture that were almost
exclusively East Coast-based—the most influential of these being The
Source. Fat Joe, as well as the late Big Pun (Christopher Rios), who was
signed to the former’s Terror Squad label, went on to have far greater
success and enjoy(ed) far more media attention than Latino rappers
from the West Coast. On the surface, this inequality between the coasts
bears resemblance to the highly mediatized “East Coast/West Coast
beef” Quinn (2005: 84) states that “there was a simmering hostility
based on market neglect and lack of exposure.” New York hip-hop artists
claimed the culture for themselves, overshadowing Los Angeles artists
who developed an “inferiority complex” due to the neglect of labels and
media outlets that were primarily based on the East Coast (ibid.). How-
ever, Latinos in hip hop did not partake in the conflict. The East Coast/
West Coast-rivalry centered around African American rappers Tupac
Shakur and Biggie Smalls and their respective labels Death Row Records
and Bad Boy and culminated in the deaths of both rappers in 1996 and
1997, respectively (Keyes 2002: 167—71). Latinos/as and Chicanos/as are
not represented at all in the popular narrative of the East Coast/West
Coast division, despite the fact that they were affected by these animosi-
ties all the same. On the contrary, the myth of “pan-latinidad” (Rivera
2003) promotes Latino unity in hip hop across coasts and countries of
origin.

Latinidad, “Latino-ness,” describes “a unified U.S. Latina/o identity
straightforwardly linked to a Latin American heritage that in some
fundamental way binds together various disparate groups, such as...
Chicanos/as, Puerto Ricans, Cuban Americans, [and] Mexican Ameri-
cans” (Kirschner 2019:340). Within hip hop, Latino artists are considered
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“the minority” (Weisberg 1998). Many Latino hip-hop artists, alongside
some hip-hop journalists, proclaim a Latino unity that grows out of this
marginalized position, and not only cuts across countries of origin in
the Caribbean or Latin America, but across coastal affiliations as well.
Rivera (2003: 106) refers here to “pan-latinidad,” a highly essentializing
concept that presupposes that Latinos, Afro-Latinos, and Caribbean
Latinos “have experiences, histories, identities, and solidarities that
‘naturally’ place them within the pan-Latino aggregate.” This assump-
tion not only blurred the heterogeneity of Latinos in the US, it also
forced Puerto Ricans in hip hop to pick sides, although “Latino and Afro-
diasporic identities... are not mutually exclusive identities” (ibid.: 107).
“Racial identities are not categorically fixed,” Suzanne Oboler and
Anani Dzidzienyo (2005:12) remind us, “they are subject to constant fluc-
tuations in terms of both their meanings and social value.” In hip hop,
these identities operate at the intersection of perceived race/ethnicity and
publicly acknowledged race/ethnicity, as the above debates around Fat Joe
exemplify. Afro-Latinos and -Caribbeans in particular, have occupied an
invisible threshold in the Black and Latino binary since hip hop’s early
days in the 1970s and 1980s. Many Puerto Ricans in early New York hip
hop were assumed to be African American because of their dark com-
plexion and slang (Rivera 2003: 75). Furthermore, many artists did not
challenge this representation, as in the example of Ruby Dee of the Fan-
tastic Five MCs, who in Charlie Ahearn’s classic hip-hop film Wild Style
(1983) raps: “Well, Ruby Dee is my name, and I'm a Puerto Rican/ You
Afrika Bambaataa, in

»

might think 'm Black by the way I'm speakin.
turn, considered “Black” and “Caribbean” one and the same, as he stated
in an interview with Nelson George (1993: 48) in The Source: “Now one
thing people must know, that when we say black we mean all our Puerto
Rican or Dominican brothers. Wherever hip-hop was and the blacks was,
the Latinos and the Puerto Ricans was too.” It is worth pointing out that
all three “founding fathers” of hip hop—Afrika Bambaataa, D] Kool Herc,
and Grandmaster Flash—are of West Indian descent (Chang 2005; Keyes
2002: 54). Again, this was not a well-known fact during the early days
of hip hop and is only alluded to in the above interview by George. In
the case of Fat Joe, his very light-skinned phenotype allows for him to be
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perceived as “White” and thus his authority in hip hop to be called into
question—despite his publicly embraced Cuban and Puerto Rican ances-
try. Shortly after he had hosted the BET awards, in an interview on The
Breakfast Club at the New York radio station Power 105.1, Fat Joe called
out “colorism” in hip hop, stating that there would always be critics who
did not accept him as a spokesperson for the culture simply because “he
does not have the right look” (Breakfast Club 2022).!

On the West Coast, I encountered similar debates on “perceived
ethnicity” in my ethnography of the Latino and Chicano hip-hop scene.
Afro-Cuban rapper Mellow Man Ace remembers that, growing up,
“Mexican kids didn't understand how come we [he and his brother, Sen
Dog of Cypress Hill] were Black and spoke fluent Spanish. And Blacks
didn't understand how we were Black and didn't speak English.””> On
the other hand, African American rapper Hi-C who was produced by
Mexican American D] Tony A. was frequently assumed to be half-Mex-
ican because of his sound and use of “Spanglish” slang.® Cypress Hill,
hailed “the biggest Latinos in the game” by Fat Joe (Donohue 2018), and
arguably the most famous “Latin rap group on the planet” (McFarland
2008: 41), did not even want to be promoted as such and successfully
built a fan base that far exceeded Latino and even hip-hop audiences on
both coasts.

In this chapter, I aim to locate LA Latino and Chicano artists in the
East Coast/West Coast dialectic during the 1990s, examining their rela-
tionship and media representation within the Latino hip-hop commu-
nity, and the wider overwhelmingly African American hip-hop scene.*

1 What adds to the complexity of these issues is the use of the n-word by Latino

artists. Fat Joe, who prominently used it on his 1993-track “Another Wild N*****
From The Bronx,” explains that he has been subjected to the term (used with a

positive connotation) ever since his childhood despite his light-skinned pheno-
type and started to identify with it (Breakfast Club 2022).

2 Mellow Man Ace, interview by author, May 13, 2019, Alhambra, CA.

3 Tony A., interview by author, May 9, 2019, Los Angeles, CA.

4 The artists covered in this article are all male, which is why | mostly use the
terms “Latino” and “Chicano.” “Chicano/a” and “Latino/a” imply that the ad-
dressed group includes females. Occasionally, “Latino” is used as an umbrella
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In the first part, [ briefly sketch out the creative connections and influ-
ences between Latinos on the East and West Coasts. Drawing on Raquel
Rivera’s (2003) notion of “pan-latinidad” in hip hop, I will then examine
the dialectical relation between East Coast and West Coast Latinos/as
that suggests Latino unity is more fiction than fact. The main portion
of the chapter concentrates on close readings of examples of how Latinos
inhip hop were represented in the East Coast-based hip-hop publication
The Source and explore if pan-latinidad applies.

The methodology brings together ethnographic interviews with Chi-
cano and Latino artists conducted in 2019, 2022, and 2023, and discourse
analysis of The Source magazine. While a complete physical archive of
The Source does not appear to exist, the very well-organized Houston
Hip Hop Archives Network at Rice University in Houston, Texas, holds
a large collection of issues. There, I viewed 84 issues from 1990 to 2001,
including numerous consecutive issues, which enabled me to examine
discourse spanning over various issues and even years.’ I also found
several issues of The Source online, where fans had scanned and posted
them for the community.® So, while I am drawing on a relatively large
body of sources, I nonetheless highlight examples surrounding the
discourse of pan-latinidad. Today, the magazine has a “Source Latino”
section dedicated to Latino artists in hip hop and related genres such

term for people of Latin descent that is not meant to exclude persons who do
not identify with it for reasons of gender or ethnicity. | do not use “Latinx” or
“Chicanx” because these terms are not widely accepted in the community and
are particularly rejected by some Chicano artists. “Latino hip hop” and “Chi-
cano hip hop” are established genre terms, although there are debates about
their validity as well (Rivera 2003; McFarland 2008; 2013; Castillo-Garsow and
Nichols 2016).

5 | visited the Houston Hip Hop Archives Network at the Fondren Library at Rice
University in Houston, Texas, in 2019, 2022, and 2023. The issues of The Source
can be requested under the call number ML3531.568 and viewed in the reading
room. Many thanks to the staff for their assistance and support.

6 Two gems of The Source, issues 28 and 40, are available at Internet Archive
(archive.com), partial scans of further issues are available at THMK, a blog pub-
lished by Vincent Lopez (http://thimkingman.blogspot.com).
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as R&B, reggaetén etc.—but in the early-to-mid-1990s, coverage was
scarce and clearly written from an East Coast perspective, often one-
sided and even condescending.

My ethnography shows that Latinos and Chicanos had “double the
struggle” to build their careers in hip hop during the 1990s, as they were
not only affected by the place-based east/west antagonism, but also by
ethno-cultural classification in the music industry. Focusing on media
coverage of Chicano and Latino artists, as well as personal and musical
influences that occurred between the coasts, this chapter offers a fresh
perspective on the most famous divide in hip hop.

The Latino Hip-Hop Diaspora and Pan-Latinidad

The beginnings of Latino and Chicano hip hop on the West Coast can
be traced back to Cuban American Mellow Man Ace (Ulpiano Sergio
Reyes) and Mexican American Kid Frost (Arturo Molina Jr., commonly
referred to as ‘Frost’). Mellow Man Ace’s hit single “Mentirosa’ (1990) and
Frost’s “La Raza” (1990) are largely considered to be the corner stones
of both genres because of the Spanglish lyrics and the Latin-tinged
music samples. Both artists’ sound is indebted to Cuban American
DJ-producer Tony G. (Tony Gonzalez), who grew up between New York
and Miami and moved to Los Angeles as a teenager. “Mentirosa” was
“the first Latino rap record to go gold,” as Juan Flores points out (2000:
115), and both Mellow Man Ace and Frost are frequently referred to as
the “Godfather of Latin Rap,” although the latter is better known as the
“Godfather of Chicano Rap.” While neither one of them particularly
minds these titles, both artists shared with me that Puerto Ricans from
the East Coast were instrumental to them: Mr. Schick (Daniel Rivera
Jr.) of the New York group Mean Machine was the main influence for
Mellow Man Ace to start rapping in Spanglish; and Frost proudly recalls
how important it was for him to have Prince Whipper Whip (James
Whipper II) of the Fantastic Five MCs endorse his music, as he assured
him that “La Raza” was going to be a hit, when he played it for him before
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it was released.” Before he went solo in the late 1980s, Mellow Man Ace
was part of the group Cypress Hill. He recalls that producer D] Muggs
(Lawrence Muggerud), an Italian American from Queens, made sure the
group members listened to a lot of East Coast music. Because of their
sound, the group was frequently assumed to be from New York, not Los
Angeles.?

Frost and Tony G. initiated the first bicoastal Latin hip-hop super-
group Latin Alliance, which Mellow Man Ace was also a part of. The short-
lived project included artists from various Latino backgrounds and re-
leased their sole self-titled album on Virgin Records in 1991. Group mem-
ber Zulu Gremlin (Steve Roybal) views the importance of the group as not
only bicoastal but also pan-Latino: “So, the Latin Alliance was the first
assembled crew that had... Mexicans, Spanish, Puerto Ricans, Cubans,
and Nicaraguans all in one crew.” Zulu Gremlin stresses, however, that
the foundation of the Latino movement in hip hop came into existence in
New York with Latino crews and artists like the “legendary Charlie Chase
and Whipper Whip from Fantastic Five. But they weren't known as Lati-
nos, they were known as members of legendary old school crews. ... So,
we were like the ones that followed [in] their footsteps, the next gener-
ation.” Zulu Gremlin was very specific on chronology, pointing out that
the creative flows started on the East Coast before they went west. His
notion that not every Latino artist in hip hop was known to be Latino is
very important when we consider the evolutions of the genres Latino and
Chicano hip hop—and the fact that artists who did not advertise as Lati-
nos in part had more success on a nationwide level. In his piece “How Ya
Like Nosotros Now?” in the Village Voice, Ed Morales (1991: 91) announced
that Latin Alliance was “a defining moment in the creation of a nation-
wide Latino/Americano hip hop aesthetic,” claiming: “Where once the
folks on opposite coasts were strangers, they’ve become one nation kick-
ing Latin lingo on top of a scratcly, sampling substrate” (quoted in Flores
2000). Yet, even the members of Latin Alliance stated that their project

7 Frost, interview by author, Pasadena, CA, May 13, 2019.
8 Mellow Man Ace, interview by author, Monterey Park, CA, May 13, 2019.
9 Zulu Gremlin, phone interview by author, April 16, 2019.
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was more of a vision, than a mirror of the actual disposition within the
Latino communities themselves. As Mellow Man Ace put it: “There was
no alliance in the communities, but we tried to lead by example with
the project. And I think that was a beautiful thing that Kid Frost spear-
headed, because eventually that started to happen.”®

The Latin Alliance project promoted Latino unity along the lines
of shared struggles of colonization, for example on their track “Lati-
nos Unidos (United Latins),” but at the same time stressed the diverse
origins of the contributing artists. Each verse is addressing a different
aspect of the colonization of the Americas, sometimes related to the
artists’ ancestry and locality. Markski (Mark Santiago), for example,
recalls the history of Puerto Rico and proudly self-identifies as a “Bronx-
Rican.” Frost, on the other hand, is addressing Chicanos in the state of
California in his verse and implores rivaling Mexican American gangs
(Surefios and Nortefios) to make peace. So, within efforts to unite Latinos
across the US, there is the aim to unite on a much smaller scale just
within the Chicano community in California. Given these local conflicts,
it is not surprising that unification on a national scale was an uphill
battle.

Elaborating on the variety of Latino backgrounds of hip-hop artists
was not always the case, as Raquel Rivera (2003) and Juan Flores (2000)
point out. In their respective works on the agency of Puerto Ricans in
East Coast hip hop, both criticize the idea of “pan-Latin unity” or “pan-
latinidad” that supposedly unites Latinos/as in hip hop no matter where
they are from and hereby blurs the heterogeneity of the Latino commu-
nity. Flores (2000:116) notes that “the ‘Latinizatior’ of hip-hop has meant
its distancing from the specific national and ethnic traditions to which
it had most directly pertained.” Similarly, Rivera (2003: 103) suggests:

In the haste to rescue Latinos from historical invisibility and to ac-
knowledge their current role within hip hop, essentialized connec-
tions... are drawn, and crucial differences among groups within the
Nation pan-ethnic conglomerate are slighted. The role played by New

10 Mellow Man Ace, interview by author, Monterey Park, CA, May 13, 2019.
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York Puerto Ricans in hip-hop culture has been different from that of
other Caribbean Latin groups in New York; the differences are even
greater when Puerto Ricans are compared to Chicanos and other Lati-
nos on the West Coast. But these specificities have become obscured
by the growing force of la gran familia latina (the great Latino family)
discourse within hip hop. The historical and current connections be-
tween Afro-diasporic Latinos and African Americans in New York are
at times muted or even drowned out by the naturalizing call of pan-
latinidad.

Rivera (ibid.: 10) critiques the “contradictory effects of the latinidad pan-
ethnic discourse” that lie at the core of the self-understanding of Latino
artists in hip hop as well as journalistic and academic scholarship on the
topic, which in turn leads to misconceptions and oversimplifications of
the diverse Latino demographic involved. Besides the conflation of the
heterogenous Latino community in hip hop, Rivera (ibid.: 105) consid-
ers the rallying behind the collective term “Latino” problematic as it does
not do justice to the specificity of Puerto Rican agency in New York, and
permits other Latino groups to free ride on their accomplishments:

Although the Latinos who participated in hip hop’s earliest history
were specifically Caribbean Latinos and overwhelmingly New York
Puerto Ricans, the Latino aggregate as a whole reaps the claim to
hip hop historical presence and authenticity. A transcoastal, transna-
tional Latino ‘us’ enables this collectivization of the experience of a
sector within the Latino population.

This sense of belonging to the “Latino hip-hop diaspora” was confirmed
in the interviews I conducted in the scene as well. Numerous artists
proudly reiterated that Latinos were involved in the creation of hip
hop on both coasts, such as Frost who said: “we’ve been a part of the
movement of rap and hip hop as a whole since the origin. With Latinos
in [the movie] Breakin’, with the Rock Steady Crew and all that [my
emphasis].” By mentioning Breakin’, Frost stresses the importance of

11 Frost, interview by author, May 13, 2019, Pasadena, CA.
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Latinos in the creation of breakdance not only on the East Coast but es-
pecially on the West Coast, which was echoed in numerous interviews.
The opinion that Latinos were instrumental in hip hop “since day one”
was also expressed by Latino artists in Chang Weisberg’s (1998) feature
article “Hip Hop's Minority?” in Industry Insider Magazine. The magazine
had brought together several Latino artists from both coasts for a Latino
“summit” in New York that was covered by Weisberg for his article. A
group shot of the artists involved—including Fat Joe, Big Pun, Kid Frost,
Psycho Realm, Delinquent Habits, and Cypress Hill—graced the cover
of the magazine. The image was shot by Estevan Oriol, a photographer
and director of Mexican and Italian descent from Los Angeles, who was
Cypress Hill's tour manager during the 1990s and is responsible for
many iconic pictures of the group. This cover of Industry Insider Magazine
is famous in the community and was mentioned to me frequently, also
by artists who were not included.”” ODM (Robert Gutierrez) from the
Chicano rap group Lighter Shade of Brown from Riverside, California,
for example, still regrets not having been there for this rare reunion.”
Interestingly, most artists confuse Industry Insider Magazine with The
Source or XXL—more prestigious hip-hop magazines that hardly ever
put Latino artists on their front cover at that time.™

12 The cover and article have been posted on social media by several of the in-
volved artists, for instance by Eric Bobo of Cypress Hill (2020) and Kemo the
Blaxican of Delinquent Habits (2022).

13 ODM, interview by author, April 27, 2023, Corona, CA.

14 This confusion might be related to an even more iconic cover by XXL, entitled
“The Greatest Day in Hip-Hop History,” that brought together almost 200 hip-
hop artists (mostly African American, but FatJoe and D] Muggs were also there)
in September 1998 in front of a brownstone in Harlem, New York. And while
Oriol’s cover appears to be very much informed by this photograph—although
the artists are lined up at the harbor, not in front of a brownstone—it actually
came out a few months later. Therefore, it is more likely that Oriol’s source of
inspiration was the same as XXL's, who drew their idea for the cover from Art
Kane’s “A Great Day in Harlem” photograph from 1958 that captured Jazz-icons
such as Count Basie and Thelonious Monk in the very same spot in Harlem (CGon-
zalez 2014).
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Rivera (2003: 105) criticizes Weisberg for “construct[ing] a mythical,
pan-ethnic bond between Latino artists” in his article, but points out
that the “family”-centered narrative was also expressed by some of the
artists. Sick Jacken of the LA group Psycho Realm is cited as saying
“Since we're all Latinos it’s like were [sic] all family” (Weisberg 1998:
50-51). New York-based artists also claim that being Latino was more
important than East Coast/West Coast affiliations, as for example Big
Pun: “It’s Latino first. That's more important than East/West. That’s
familia. That's La Raza” (ibid.). Fat Joe agrees: “Since we're Latino, I
feel that we're all spiritual in a way. It doesn't matter if you're Mexican,
Puerto Rican, Cuban, Columbian [sic], or whatever. ... It doesn’t matter
if you're from the West Coast or the East Coast. We're Latino. ... We
cut across all that shit“ (ibid.).” Rivera (2003: 105) concludes that “the
Latino unity that these artists are advocating is as much a commercial
necessity and market strategy as a spiritual, familial or historical im-
perative” due to Latinos’ marginalization in a business dominated by
African Americans. Almost twenty-five years after this “Latino summit,”
these opinions still remain strong among the West Coast Latino artists I
interviewed. Kid Frost also referred to Latinos as “hip hop’s minority” in
a predominantly Black industry.”* ODM confirmed that Latinos in hip
hop did not participate in the East Coast/West Coast beef: “You didn't
hear Big Pun dissing West Coast. You didn't hear Fat Joe dissing West
Coast. It was all love. In fact, when we would run into Fat Joe on tour, it
was all love. ... ‘Cause there weren't many of us doing it, mainstream. So,
for the most part, the artists stuck together.””

But paradoxically, transcoastal collaborations between Latino artists
were rare in the 1990s. Apart from Latin Alliance, there were not many
collaborative efforts. Delinquent Habits from LA are an exception as
they featured the late New York Latina rapper Hurricane G. (Gloria

15 These quotes can also be retrieved in rare footage of the meeting in New
York that was posted on Instagram by Kemo the Blaxican of Delinquent Habits
(2023).

16  Frost, interview by author, May 13, 2019, Pasadena, CA.

17 ODM, interview by author, April 27, 2023, Corona, CA.
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Rodriguez) on the track “Underground Connection” on their debut al-
bum Delinquent Habits in 1996. According to Rivera (2003: 104), “[t]he
virtual lack of collaboration—particularly cross-coastal—among these
artists... exposes this celebrated Latino unity as either still forthcoming
or wishful thinking.” ODM confirmed in our interview, that his group
Lighter Shade of Brown “never really collabed with anybody on the East

"8 What came up repeatedly in my interviews

Coast, just producers.
was the soundtrack of I Like It Like That, Darnell Martin's 1994 motion
picture, which is set in The Bronx but features East- and West Coast
Latino artists on its soundtrack. As Henry Puente (2012) points out,
however, the promotional strategy of I Like It Like That focused on the
African American director, not the Latino/a cast or soundtrack and de-
spite massive publicity on the West Coast, the movie was not a success
at the box office. According to Puente (ibid.: 65), this was largely due to
the excessive marketing around the African American director Darnell
Martin in Black media and the lack of promotion of the Latino/a cast,
while the Latina PR director on the West Coast argued that “Mexican
Americans did not relate to this Puerto Rican story” (ibid.). So, one of
the rare occasions in the 1990s to find Latino/a artists from both coasts
on the same record was due to marketing strategies of studio execu-
tives—not as a result of personal artist connections or an expression of
pan-latinidad. In addition, the success of the movie was diminished by
marketing strategies that built on false commonalities between Latinos
in the US.

Hip-hop publication The Source criticized the “Cinderella story”
Columbia Studios used to market Martin as the first African American
woman to direct a feature length film in their only article on the sub-
ject—which ironically also focused on her and failed to mention the
Latino/a cast or the Latino hip-hop soundtrack. The piece explains that
even though the protagonist Lisette (played by actress Lauren Vélez)
is “Black and Puerto Rican,” the director herself was not, but that “she
based the characters on Latin relatives, neighbors and friends” (Source
1994a: 32). Oddly enough, The Source as a magazine for “music, culture

18 ODM, phone interview by author, May 9, 2019.

1y
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and politics” does not mention the soundtrack at all—it only appeared in
an advertisement one month later (Source 1994b: n.pag.). This omission
of Latino/a artists fits into the overall lack of Latino representation in
The Source, as we will see now.

Chicano/Latino Representation in The Source Magazine

Often referred to as “The Bible of Hip Hop,” The Source magazine was
founded in 1988 as a concert newsletter by two Jewish Harvard Uni-
versity students David Mays und Jonathan “Jon” Shector in Cambridge,
Massachusetts, and moved its headquarters to New York City in 1990.
The magazine represented a clear East Coast stance and focused on
African American issues, considering hip hop as a primarily Black art
form. This helps to explain why Latinos/as and Chicanos/as in hip hop
from both coasts were not portrayed nearly as much as African American
rappers and producers. New York Latinos such as Fat Joe and Big Pun,
as well as Cypress Hill from LA received some coverage. In my study of
Latino representation in The Source and the analysis of pan-latinidad I
include hip-hop artists, journalists and fans/readers, whose opinions
were voiced in the form of letters to the editor.

For the analysis of pan-latinidad in this medium, staff writer Ronin
Ro, a Puerto Rican from the South Bronx, is an important figure. The
magazine itself introduced him as an “eccentric character [that] has
churned out some of the most controversial and exciting pieces in The
Source” who “describes himself as a ‘fast livin, shit talkiny, freelancin,
(Source 1993a: 14). Ro
made a name for himself in The Source but also wrote for other hip-hop
publications and authored several books. His debut, Gangsta: Merchan-
dising the Rhymes of Violence (1996), a collection of essays about gangster

”

rhymin’ hip-hop maniac from the South Bronx

rap on the West Coast, included journalistic work published in The
Source, Rap Pages, and Spin. In contrast to Rivera’s (2003) examples for
pan-latinidad in hip-hop journalism, Ro did not seem to feel this kinship
and thus did not portray Latino artists on the West Coast in a particu-
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larly good light. In The Source’s June issue 0f 1992, Ro (1992a: 56) authored
a review of Frost’s second studio album East Side Story (1992), stating:

Frost understands his people on the West Coast and speaks to them
about things they can understand: police harassment, drive-by’s [sic],
dying young, jail and trigger happy gangbangers. But musically the
album suffers from too many melodies, sung choruses, familiar sam-
ples and old sounds. ... Maybe it's a West Coast thang and I'll never
understand but methinks [sic] Frost could use some new breakbeats
and a more exciting lyrical delivery ‘cause as it stands now, not many
outside of East LA will catch the vibe of this record.

The album received two and a half microphones out of five. Musical re-
views are subjective and while Ro is acknowledging that “maybe it’s a
West Coast thang” [that he]ll never understand,” he also assumes that
Frost’s music could only be successful in East LA, an unincorporated part
of LA County with a Mexican American demographic of 95 percent in
1990 (Los Angeles Times 1991). While it is a common misbelief that East LA
is the only part of Greater LA to produce Mexican American art and mu-
sic, it demonstrates Ro's East Coast stance and just how little he under-
stands of the rising Chicano rap scene on the West Coast that included
Chicano and Latino artists from all over LA County, San Diego, and the
Bay Area. Ro also clearly differentiates between himself and Frost (“his
people on the West Coast,” my emphasis) and does not seem to register
any “pan-Latin” commonality between them.

Shortly after this review, Ro was assigned a think piece on Frost
and flew out to LA. The feature article entitled “Riding Shotgun” was
published in the September issue of 1992 and is a Gonzoesque account
of an interview trip to Los Angeles in the aftermath of the LA riots. The
piece chronicles a day with Frost and some of his fellow artists, with
stops at Frost’s home in Van Nuys and a lowrider car show and concert
in Pomona, California, including gang violence at the scene. In his book
Gangsta, Ro (1996: 14) voiced his concerns about what Frost might have to
say about his critical review in more detail than in The Source, and even
included a backstory of why he did not want to cover the story in the
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first place, wondering “why, one month after dissing Frost’s album in
the The Source review section, I accepted this assignment.” He goes on to
describe a conversation with the then editor-in-chief Jon Shecter, urging
him to cover Frost, even though Ro wanted to cover Public Enemy: “Just
he [Jon Shector] laughed. ‘But no

one wants to read about this guy! I countered. ‘Nobody likes his shit!

»

do your Kid Frost story for “La Raza,

‘Frost has a large regional audience in parts of Texas, I was told. What
would I write about? I thought; Frost’s whole ‘Mexican Chuck D’ schtick?”
(ibid.) The editor seemed to assume that Ro as a New York Puerto Rican
was a perfect fit to cover a Mexican American artist on the West Coast
and that Ro shared the interest for “la raza.” Clearly, he was mistaken.
The mention of the “regional audience in parts of Texas” points to the
fact that Chicano hip hop developed as a phenomenon in the Southwest
throughout the 1990s (McFarland 2006; Mausfeld 2021) and that its
audiences were not based in New York—which for Ro obviously made it
less interesting for a feature article. This again demonstrates the New
York-centeredness of Ro's perspective and that pan-latinidad was not
a given among hip-hop artists and journalists. Ro mentions that the
Samoan American group Boo-Ya Tribe also complained about record
reviews published in The Source, establishing the impression that West
Coast artists and The Source did not seem to have the best relationship
at the time. Mellow Man Ace, however, who is covered only in passing
in the “Riding Shotgun” article but has his own chapter in the book
Gangsta, remembers Ro as a “really good dude [who] loved hip hop.””
Interestingly, he has no recollection of Ro’s ethnicity, only that he was
from the East Coast.

Overall, violence and tensions are the main sentiments in the four-
page article Riding Shotgun—a play on words of Ro’s front-row seat to
the events and actual use of arms—within the city of LA as well within
the Latino hip-hop community. Announced on the cover of the magazine
with the teaser “Kid Frost and Latino Gang Culture,” the article focuses
on Kid Frost’s (alleged) link to gang culture, not his music. The pull quote
on the third page of the article reads: “At the car show, I watch someone

19 Mellow Man Ace, interview by author, Hacienda Heights, CA, March 18, 2022.
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get stabbed up five feet away from me. I watch him bleed as the victors
run by me smiling” (Ro 1992b: 34). In the text, the stabbing is described
more vividly, yet Ro trivializes it, noting: “I almost have to laugh at this
senseless violence” (ibid.). Despite the raw violence that he experienced
onhistrip to LA, Ro (ibid.: 32) was not shy to broadcast what fellow Latino
artists thought of Frost, quoting one group as saying: “It seems that Kid
Frost is at war with other rappers. ... Particularly Latinos.”

While I can corroborate the tensions within the Chicano hip-hop
community, as I was confronted with them throughout my fieldwork, I
am very careful with this information and would never print any names.
I therefore find it highly troubling for Ro to publish these rumors in
a nationwide magazine as he clearly did not reflect upon what might
happen to the artists who now went on record speaking out against
Frost. It also opposes the notion of pan-latinidad, while at the same time
contributing to negative stereotypes about Latinos and Chicanos. While
his article is certainly an interesting account of LA shortly after the riots
and the heavy gang problem that LA was dealing with at the time, Ro is
putting the tension in the city and in the music industry on the same
stance as the unbridgeable gap between hip-hop culture in New York
and LA.

In comparison to the extended version in Gangsta, Ro's piece in The
Source was harmless, but it was still not well received by Latino/a read-
ers. Several issues after the article, a letter by Luis from New Jersey was
published in the “letters to the editor” section (Source 1993b: 11), entitled
“Latino Love,” criticizing Ro for not being “conscious” of Latino issues in
the magazine:

When are you going to hire a Brown conscious Latino(a) writer to do
the knowledge from our perspective? | know you don't think Ronin
Ro is it, because he’s not. The brother is a good writer, don't get me
wrong, but you need a Latino who is conscious about the state of his
people, a Brown nationalist. .. Queremos Justicia! [We want justice]

Inspired by Luis’ letter, Pequena (also from New Jersey), sent in a let-
ter that was printed three issues later under the title “Latino Lessons”
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(Source 1993c: 16). She views the lack of awareness for Latino issues in The
Source as a mirror of overall society and particularly references the “Rid-
ing Shotgun” article:

| also feel that Latinos are stereotyped, trivialized and in general ig-
nored by not only our society but by your magazine as well. Barring
the shameful piece on Kid Frost last year, which basically concluded
that all Chicanos are vatos locos [gang members] out to kill each other,
I have never seen a feature or interview with a Latino artist. How many
people out there know that the lowriders that Dr. Dre and Ice Cube
drive around in their videos were invented by the Chicano members
of La Raza?

It is interesting that these letters were written by East Coast Latinos/as,
but in the case of Pequena, advocated for the involvement of Chicanos
on the West Coast. She is addressing an issue that came up repeatedly in
my ethnographic interviews as well: that lowrider culture was in fact cre-
ated by Chicanos but is often wrongfully attributed to African Americans
because of its popularization in Black gangster rap. In the August issue
0f 1997, Roberto “Cuba’ Jimenez 11, from Hawaiian Gardens, California,
complained that: “THE SOURCE doesn't cover any Latino artists. I also
wanted to add that LA isn't only filled with Crips and Bloods. The major-
ity of LA is Latin or cholos—Ese’s’ [Mexican American gang members].
All 'm saying is recognize the majority from the minority” (Source 1997:
22). Similar to Pequena, Roberto felt the need to educate other readers
in his letter, since The Source did not. His clarification of the presence of
Chicano gang culture shows that the misunderstanding of LA culture by
The Source is two-tiered: not only does the East Coast not understand the
West Coast, but it also fails to comprehend the ethnic diversity of hip hop
and gang culture in LA—which is highly intertwined. In Gangsta, Ro ded-
icates a section to Chicano gang culture and its impact on gangster rap,
yetonly African American artists can be seen on the cover of the book. The
Source readership seemed to band together in lamenting the lack of cov-
erage of Latino issues, and in this sense are somewhat expressing pan-
latinidad.
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To be fair, one issue prior to Pequena’s letter, in July 1993, The Source
had put Cypress Hill on the cover (maybe her letter had not yet arrived at
the magazine). Cypress Hill had been regularly mentioned in The Source
even before their cover and feature story in this issue. It is important
to remember, however, that Cypress Hill were not primarily promoting
themselves as Latinos and rather performed at cross-genre festivals
like Lollapalooza and Woodstock than lowrider car shows. The title of
the story, “The Cypress Hill Experience,” alludes to “The Jimi Hendrix
Experience” and puts the group closer to psychedelic music from the
1970s than to hip hop (Gonzales 1993: 54). Author Michael A. Gonzales,
focuses on the group’s DJ-producer Muggs’ New York roots, but does not
mention the other group members B-Real’s and Sen Dog’s Latino eth-
nicity at all: B-Real (Louis Freese) is of Mexican and Cuban descent and
Sen Dog (Senen Reyes) of Afro-Cuban descent.*® This could be linked
to the group’s desire to be “mysterious” and not be judged based on
their ethnicity alone, something which they have mentioned on several
occasions.”

The late 1990s saw an increased Latinization of the hip-hop indus-
try (Rivera 2003; Pacini Hernandez 2010). Rivera (2003: 116) notes that
“[bly 1998, not only had they been accepted and legitimized within hip
hop, but Latino images and artists had become somewhat of a fad.”
This development was also reflected in hip-hop media and there is a
noticeable change in the way Latinos are being portrayed in The Source,
both in frequency and tone. In August 1997, an interview with Frost by

20 Theliteratureis full of inaccurate ethnicities for the members of Cypress Hill, so
| confirmed with B-Real and Sen Dog’s brother, Mellow Man Ace, to verify thisin-
formation. | was notable to meet Eric Bobo, son of Latin jazz legend Willie Bobo,
who joined the group in 1994 and, according to several sources, is of Puerto Ri-
can descent (Smithsonian n.d.).

21 See for example B-Real on American Latino TV (Pacheco 2012) and D) Muggs
on the footage of Industry Insider Magazine’s Latino summit (Kemo the Blaxican
2023). In my personal interview with B-Real, however, he ascribed their strategy
to stay mysterious to their heavy-metal influences, not their unwillingness to
reveal their ethnicity (B-Real, interview by author, April 16, 2022, Los Angeles,
CA).
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Soren Baker showed Frost (who officially dropped the “Kid” in 1995), as a
matured rapper and responsible family man and father, whose “place as
one of hip-hop's West Coast legends is secure.” Baker, a White journalist
from Maryland who has written for several hip-hop publications and
newspapers such as the Los Angeles Times, strikes a much more respectful
tone than Ronin Ro did in the early 1990s. It is possible that Baker was
more cautious, precisely because he is White and comes from neither LA
nor New York, and therefore is 2 more neutral player than Ro.** In the
same issue, two Chicano hip-hop albums are credited with three micro-
phones in the Record Report section: Psycho Realm’s debut Psycho Realm
(1997), reviewed by Baker, and Frost’s fourth studio album When HelLA
Freezes Over (1997), addressed by Latino staff writer Rigoberto Morales.”
Morales (1997: 156) starts his critique of Frost’s album with a nod to the
regional differences in Latin rap: “Depending on where you live, when
you think of Latin rap acts that have made a name for themselves, Frost
might not be the first name that pops out your mouth.” Yet he acknowl-
edges that Frost “has been on the forefront of West Coast and Latino
hip-hop for a decade-plus” and that with this album he “attempts to
expand his audience with a change in lyrics, beats and style,” no longer
exclusively catering to “the low rider section of hip-hop” (ibid.: 158).
Morales closes his critique far more diplomatically compared to Ro's five
years earlier: “Although Frost’s musical style is surely not everyone’s cup
of tea, one cannot dismiss his significance in the rap world” (ibid.).

In 1998 and 1999, The Source published several issues with Latino top-
ics. In March 1998, Carlito Rodriguez’ article “Vamos a rapiar” (Let’s rap)
examined the Latino involvement in hip hop, even challenging the Afro-
centricity of the culture, opening with the line: “They call hip-hop Black

22 InhisepicHistory of Gangster Rap (2018) that focuses on gangster rap on the West
Coast, however, Baker mentions hardly any Latino artists.

23 Rigoberto, better known as “Rigo” or “Riggs,” Morales started his career asa mu-
sic journalist for The Source, XXL, and Vibe among others before he became in-
volved in music production and Artist & Repertoire. He is currently Executive
Vice President of A&R at Def Jam Records (Morales 2023).
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music. But is it?” (Rodriguez 1998: 152). Rodriguez is of Cuban and Do-
minican descent and, like Ro, grew up in the South Bronx. He joined the
staff of The Source in 1996, had his own column “Carlito’s Ways,” in which
he “wrote about upcoming music but also dropped in some cultural com-
mentary” (King 2021), and even became editor in chief, before he left the
magazine in 2002. Given the positive tone towards Latinos in this arti-
cle, I assume he played a vital role in pushing Latino issues at The Source,
besides pressures from readers and the overall Latinization of the music
industry in the late 1990s. Big Pun received four microphones for his de-
but album Capital Punishment (1998) in the June issue of 1998, which was
also the first album by a Latino rap artist to go Platinum.* In an arti-
cle entitled “Spanish Fly” on Latino celebrities in sports, movies, and hip
hop, author Kevin Baxter pondered: “If society hasn't changed, why has
Latin culture suddenly become so hot? ... why are bicultural and bilingual
acts such as Noreaga, Fat Joe, Big Punisher and Cypress Hill, los padri-
nos [the godfathers] of crossover hip-hop suddenly on top of rap’s most-
wanted list?” (1999: 138) The same issue entailed a feature article on Big
Pun by Riggs (formerly Rigoberto) Morales (1999: 154—58).

The Source’s readership showed appreciation for this turnaround and
specifically rallied behind Big Pun. In the August issue of 1998, Jesus
Rivera from Milwaukee wrote: “Much love goes out to THE SOURCE for
finally giving props to Latino artists. It was a dream come true to see Big
Pun receive four mics, and appear in the Best Buy section. Maybe one day
we'll get a little piece of the front page” (Source 1998: n.pag.). The same
issue entailed an article on Big Pun’s album debut Capital Punishment. In
April of 1999, Chris from Orlando, Florida, complimented the increased
coverage on Big Pun, arguing that “Pun could be the next Biggie if people
would stop limiting his abilities to the Latino community” (Source 1999a:
33). And Shorty, again from Milwaukee, expressed his happiness with
Baxter’s “Spanish Fly” article, especially because it entailed so much

24  This issue of The Source is available on THMK, a blog published by Vincent
Lopez (http://thimkingman.blogspot.com/2010/01/source-june-1998-issue-fea
turing-big.html).
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Latino history. The letter concludes: “It’s really refreshing to see Latinos
make it in the industry. Viva la raza!” (Source 1999b: 33).

Regardless of the increased frequency of Latino issues in The Source,
it is important to point out that New York Latino artists such as Fat Joe
and Big Pun were featured more frequently than West Coast Latinos.
This may not only be grounded in locale, but also in success as East Coast
Latino/a artists were (and still are) far more successful than Latino/a and
Chicano/a hip-hop artists from the West Coast. After the untimely pass-
ing of Big Pun in early 2000, the May issue of The Source did finally put
him on the cover, a decision that was made shortly before his death, as
Carlito Rodriguez explains in the editorial (2000: 32). The issue also fea-
tured a lengthy “Rest in peace” photo article focusing on the murals that
were painted in his honor all over New York City. Rivera (2003:174) writes
about the big crowds that attended Big Pun’s funeral and that he was
posthumously covered in a wide range of media, from the New York Post
to New York Magazine and EI Diario/La Prensa (which had previously disre-
garded him completely). So, without diminishing Big Pun’s talent or his
presence in hip hop, this broad coverage also needs to be considered in
the context of his passing.

Despite this regional focus on New York Puerto Ricans, most readers
appreciated the acknowledgment and the newfound “Latino presence”
as a success for Latinos in general. In some instances, however, inter-
nal group animosities were still quite apparent. A letter from Sergio,
a “Cuban-American mc” from Miami, for example, thanks The Source
for the recognition but also points out that “Cubans are overlooked
by Dominicans and Puerto Ricans when it comes to hip-hop, but we
appreciate it just as much” (Source 1998). In Roberto “Cuba’ Jimenez’s
above-mentioned letter, “Vanishing Latino Acts,” he enquires about
Mellow Man Ace, Sen Dog, and Skatemaster Tate—all Angeleno rap
artists of Cuban descent—and why they were not being covered in The
Source. Judging by his precise interest in Cuban artists and his nickname,
“Cuba,” it is conceivable that this reader is himself of Cuban descent;
regardless, he does not appear to dwell on it. Rather, his letter primarily
aims to set the record straight on the Latino presence in LA, implying a
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critique of The Source’s East Coast stance that overlooks Latinos on the
West Coast hip-hop spectrum (Source 1997).

Pan-Latinidad—Fact or Fiction?

Latino hip-hop artists were not a part of the East Coast/West Coast beef,
but they were affected by it, nonetheless. ODM emphasized that it was
twice as hard for Latino artists to overcome the differences between the
coasts: “Even to this day, it's tough for the East Coast to understand and
respect West Coast hip hop, because of the whole West Coast/ East Coast
thing. And then being Latino—again, it was even double the struggle.””
I argue that Latinos/as in hip hop can neither be considered a homoge-
nous group nor be categorized in this binary opposition of east and west.
Instead, Latino/a and Chicano/a hip-hop artists form a complex network
of alliances, musical influences, and media representation that do not
necessarily run along the lines of an assumed sense of belonging to an
ethnic group. Pan-latinidad is a complex and contradictory concept: LA
Latino artists strongly identified with Latinos in the east and their con-
tribution to hip hop, and vice versa, yet bicoastal collaborations rarely
occurred in the 1990s.

In addition, on the West Coast especially, the considerable tensions
within the Chicano/Latino hip-hop scene undermine the notion of pan-
latinidad on a smaller scale. The Latino readership of The Source, however,
mostly rallied behind “Latino issues,” felt the need to educate on the het-
erogeneity of the Latino community, and complained about the nature
of the coverage of Latinos altogether, regardless of their origin in the
US. The examples from The Source suggest that Latinos in hip hop were
not considered crucial figures until the late 1990s, when rap “went Latin”
(Flores 2000: 132). Putting Latino writers on assignments did not neces-
sarily change that. To clarify: it is not my intention to disparage Ronin
Ro—his book Gangsta is a great read and his position on gangster rap

25  ODM, phone interview by author, May 9, 2019.
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very compelling. The point I want to make here is simply that pan-la-
tinidad in hip hop during the 1990s was a myth—in music as well as in
music journalism. The increased coverage of Latino issues in The Source
toward the end of the millennium also needs to be considered in the con-
text of the overall Latinization of the music industry. And while Fat Joe’s
involvement in the BET Awards 2022 proves that this trend is still ongo-
ing twenty-five years later, the social media turmoil following his open
acknowledgement of Latino/a hip-hop pioneers demonstrates that these
issues are not a thing of the past and Latino/a artists are still fighting for
acknowledgment of their rightful place in hip-hop history.
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Dianne Violeta Mausfeld: “Double the Struggle”

Power 105.1 FM. Posted on October 5, 2022, YouTube video, 49:24. ht
tps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xL3RV6SHY4E&t=1457s.
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“Where the Rhymes at?”

How Contemporary Artists are Transforming Notions
of Liveness in Hip Hop

Kevin P. Green

Abstract Artists in popular music who are media-constructed “stars,” have his-
torically been granted live performance opportunities where lip-syncing or the
use of performance tracks is employed. Although hip-hop performance practices
originally shunned this value system, the eventual mainstream acceptance of
hip hop, plus the current state of gaining traction within the popular music in-
dustry, through the advent of social media and digital streaming platforms, has
prompted a transformation. As a vesult, the widespread adoption of performance
tracks or TV tracks, with audible lead and background vocals, has altered notions
of liveness in hip hop for both younger and established artists. In this study, I
explore the cultural shift that has taken place that led to the use of performance

tracks during hip-hop performances. By explaining how artists construct them-

selves as consumable brands, which are mediated by fans through television,

social media, and streaming audio interaction, 1 display how the practice of
using performance tracks is a natural conclusion to hip hop transforming from a

countercultural entity to a mainstream fixture. However, I also identify places of
defiance to this phenomenon, through critical assertions of hip-hop authenticity.

Concepts from popular music and media studies allow me to contextualize newer
and older aspects of liveness for multiple generations.
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During a 2017 interview with New York’s Power 106 Breakfast Club crew
(18:47), New Jersey-bred MC Redman (Reginald Noble) described his
pathway to a successful career. He cited his ability to deliver memorable
live performances as being a primary reason for his longevity, with KRS-
One's (Lawrence “Kris” Parker) mastery of breath control, lyrical clarity,
and vocal stamina being his exemplar. He warned that a “hip-hop rule”
dictates that you never perform after KRS-One, and that his real-time
vocal delivery factors into him being “phenomenal” onstage (ibid.: 19:10).

Afterwards, a pivot point in the discussion occurred. Redman pro-
ceeded to juxtapose his historically rooted performance style with the
current trend of hip-hop artists employing what's known in the music
industry as performance, backing, or TV tracks.

Where the f**k do all this lip-synching be coming from with these
artists? That’s the fad? You throw on a record [that] got the lyrics
playin’ and you [rhyme] on top of it? So when you rockin’ they can see
you pause while the lyric is still goin’? That's horrible. Y'all need to
cut that s**t out... Stop lip-synching. Hip hop wasn't based [on that]...
Co to the gym. Get your wind up. (ibid.: 19:37)

In theory, performance tracks/TV tracks are defined as a version of the
song with the lead vocals removed, but background or ad-lib vocal ma-
terial included. If lead vocals are incorporated, they are used to bolster,
not replace, the voice of the artists and are brought down to a relatively
low dynamic level in the mix. Presently, rappers perform over completed
versions of songs without any dynamic adjustments to the vocal levels.
The underlying perspective in Redman’s assertion, even while using the
term “lip-synching” erroneously in this context, addressed the alleged
changing notions of liveness in hip hop.' His statement accomplished

1 “Lip-synching” is comparable to another term that will be introduced in the ar-
ticle: “pantomiming.” This is when one moves their lips along with the vocal
material of a track without any audible sound emanating from the individual’s
throat. Popular examples occur in drag performances or the 1980s television
program Puttin’ On The Hits.
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multiple objectives: it created a fixed methodology in hip-hop vocal per-
formance, based upon historical notions of liveness in the genre, and it
contributed to the generational divide amongst hip-hop practitioners by
suggesting that it is younger artists who are primarily guilty of engaging
in this practice.

In this chapter, I detail the specific factors that have helped usher in
new ways practitioners and aficionados think about performance prac-
tices in hip hop. The influence of commercial music and access to its
trappings, which was once closed to hip hop, begs for a comparison be-
tween historical notions of liveness between hip hop and popular music.
There is a marked difference in the acceptance of backing tracks, or lip-
synching within pop music which was not always true of hip hop. Prac-
titioners’ eventual access to media outlets, like broadcast television pro-
grams or music video airplay, contributed to the overall mainstreaming
of the genre and the acceptance of vocal practices employed in pop per-
formance.

Presently, changes in all media consumption, creation, and contex-
tualization that have transpired in the digital age are concurrent with an
absorption of hip hop as part of the general entertainment business. Mil-
lennials and Gen Zers, who grew up with this depiction of the genre, have
been influenced by reality or “self-help” television shows, and use audio
streaming portals, social media, and other forms of participatory culture
to rework all media content to either construct themselves as celebrities
and influencers, or anoint others as so.> The live performance has be-
come just one of many ways to interact with a “content creator,” regard-
less of the use of real-time vocals or not.

Redman, and others that support his sentiment, present dichoto-
mous arguments to an issue based on performance practices tied to
historical constraints but fail to consider how societal influences both
within and outside of hip hop have engendered a reality that is not
simple to codify, but rather layered and complex. I contend that it is
better to allow one’s ears and eyes to assess the ways artists negotiate

2 Generational distinctions can be defined as Gen X, born between1960 and 1979,
millennials (1980-1994), and Gen Z (1995-2010).
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newer and older aspects of liveness, and more interesting to find out
how and why this practice became an acceptable and typical mode of
live hip-hop presentation.

Historical Notions of Liveness: A Comparison

What is or isn't deemed a live musical performance isn't a universally
accepted idea. Early hip-hop acts had to deal with multiple audiences.
Openly hostile crowds that correlated liveness with singers and bands
who associated what they were witnessing with a maligned disco scene,
differed from hip-hop insiders who demanded skillful displays of
turntable and MC virtuosity (Toop 2000; Chang 2005). Although his
definition for musical performance is derived from Western Art Music,
Theodore Gracyk (1997: 139—-140) provides one that is sufficient:

A public situation in which an audience attends to the actions of one
or more performers, during which specified sounds are intentionally
generated for the express purpose of being attended to as music by
the audience... It is also a necessary condition of a musical perfor-
mance that the sounds to which the audience attends are sequenced
and coordinated by human performers in real-time, in the presence
of an audience, for that audience.

Liveness not only has different connotations between genres, but “[it] is
[also] a fluid concept, contingent upon historical context, cultural tra-
dition, implicated technologies, and various other factors for its exact
articulation” (Sanden 2013: 3). By using this framework, we can compare
aspects of liveness between hip hop and pop music to understand how it
has been standardized in each genre.
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Hip Hop as a Subculture

Regarding performance practice methodology and the centrality of real-
time music making in the live space, the concept of liveness in hip hop is
partially descended from Jamaican sound system culture. As Hess (2007:
20) says, “the precommercial culture of [hip hop] focused on musical
skills in live performance rather than recordings.” Similar to perfor-
mance practices in Jamaican music making, non-vocal sounds from the
DJ centered on making new musical statements by manipulating the
once fixed recorded object in real-time. This occurred in conjunction
with musical contributions from vocalists being made through recit-
ing party-rocking rhymes and chants, or by making music using vocal
percussion sounds, aka “beatboxing.”® First generation hip-hop acts
like Grandmaster Flash (Joseph Saddler) and the Furious Five and Doug
E. Fresh relied on these musical devices to entertain patrons during
notable performances (Toop 2000: 93-94).

Traditionally, rhyming in real-time was a necessary component of
an MC’s development. It implies a certain required vocal mastery before
getting a chance to “bless the mic,” and be heard over the sound system.
One needed to be able to display lyrical prowess in the live space before
the DJ would allow them to “rock” during their DJ set. MCs had to per-
fect their craft. This would sometimes occur in public settings by partic-
ipating in cyphers (ciphers/ciphas), regardless of whether an audience is
present or not.

These sessions take place on street corners, in school lunchrooms,
in between acts at venues, or at any locale where MCs are in attendance.
A cypher isn't an open mic, where you may have one person performing
to an audience, but it is a collection of individuals, usually standing
in a circle, trading pre-written or improvised rhymes over a beat. Ob-
servers usually listen standing outside of the circle. The MC Ras Kass
(John Austin IV) emphasizes, “it ain’t really fans in the [cypher]” (Alim
2006: 97). In his in-depth study of hip-hop linguistic and performance

3 The song “La Di Da Di” (1985) by Doug E. Fresh (Douglas E. Davis) & The Get
Fresh Crew, feat. Slick Rick (Richard Walters) being a prime example.
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traditions, scholar H. Samy Alim (ibid.) paraphrases testimony from
well-respected MCs, like Kurupt (Ricardo Brown), about the pedagogical
and communal, but sometimes competitive nature of these sessions.
“Several skillz are developed in the cipha. Rap delivery, reacting under
pressure, verbal battling... The cipha is like Hip Hop's classroom, where
one studies to learn the tricks of the trade” (ibid.: 98).

Beyond cyphers, open mics, house parties, or talent shows were seen
as places to rhyme. Performances in these situations were considered
stepping stones on the path from novice to professional (Harkness 2014:
139—-66). The rapper Snoop Dogg (Calvin Broadus Jr.) has emphasized
that an MC’s skill was measured by their ability to rhyme in these per-
formance situations. He implores that proving oneself in cyphers and
battles were mandatory steps for an MC to take before getting on the
mic in public, and he details what could happen if you had not done so.
Snoop informs that “I started rappir’ [in 1984],’85...I had to battle about
a hundred ni**as before I even got to a microphone... And when I got
to a microphone... if you ain't sayin’ the right s**t, they [take the mic
away]... I've seen ni**as get shut down at a house party” (Thompson et
al. 2021: 00:31:01). Busta Rhymes (Trevor Smith Jr.), as one-third of the
group Leaders of the New School, was asked to spit bars while running
laps at a high school track to build stamina and gain breath control
when training with Public Enemy’s Chuck D (Carlton Ridenhour) and
The Bomb Squad (Talib Kweli et al. 2020: 00:05:23).* Embracing liveness
was part of the mentoring process that distinguished amateur versus
professional practitioners.

Second generation pioneer Kurtis Blow (Kurtis Walker) speaks to the
importance of this ethos at a time when hip hop was unproven as a main-
stay and was considered a fad by the music industry, “We had to actually
be good on stage. That was... important to the success of the culture...
It was... important for us to rock the house. That was key to my experi-
ence in New York City... playing the clubs... the block parties and the park
jams. ... I just thank God I had that experience... before I made my first
record” (Thompson et al. 2019: 00:35:05). Kurtis makes it clear that one’s

4 The Bomb Squad was the production group of Public Enemy.
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ability to perform live prepares an MC to make a recording and is clearly
tied to professionalism in hip hop.

Pop Music/Popular Mainstream Culture

Mainstream musical practices in American traditional pop music come
from minstrel shows, vaudeville, Broadway, MGM (Metro-Goldwyn-
Mayer) musicals, and vocalists connected to swing bands. I agree with
Andrew Goodwin’s assertion, when he emphasizes that pop music has
“always been a multi-discursive cultural form in which no one media
site is privileged” (1992: 26). The musical activity of artists like Judy
Garland and Frank Sinatra moved in between film roles, television
appearances, club dates, and live radio broadcasts. While this type of
performer/celebrity became more prominent in the American con-
sciousness during the 1940s and 1950s, one’s celebrity status did not
excuse performers from having to prove their vocal mastery in live
settings. In the 1950s, the maturation of pop and commercial music,
and the emergence of rhythm and blues being rebranded as rock ‘o
roll, coincided with a fermenting, symbiotic relationship between mu-
sic and television at a time when the first generation of children who
were weaned on television were becoming teenagers (Austen 2005:
5). Programs targeted at teens and young adults were used as visual
vehicles for artists to promote their music. Singing in real-time with an
instrumental TV track or lip-synching were both techniques exploited
by artists at varying points of time.

Murray Forman in his text, One Night on TV Is Worth Weeks at the
Paramount, offers fresh analysis when “addressing the conjoined his-
tories of popular music and television during the earliest phase of TV
broadcasting,” (2012: 3) and sharing the processes of each industry in
the “breaking” of new artists. He highlights the adjustment process of
executives, musical artists, media critics, and the viewing public to the
new medium in the 1950s and explains that it steered executives towards
presentations that were tame, safe, and predictable (ibid.: 170). This
led to “implementing pre-recorded vocal tracks as a means of ensuring
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vocal quality during live broadcasts” (ibid.: 214). Although established
vocalists like Dinah Shore refused to comply, in general, television crews
and network executives were not yielding to the wishes of the performer.

This type of power was wielded by executives of the teen and young
adult dance programs American Bandstand and Soul Train (Bruenger 2016:
172). American Bandstand, which first started in 1953, with Bob Horn as
host, was taken over by entertainment industry mainstay Dick Clark in
1957 (Austen 2005: 28—29). Lip-synching was standard fare for reasons
of production, time, and costs. At first, the practice was unfamiliar to
the young dancers, but Clark sold it to his audience by saying it was a
technique often used in motion pictures. He insisted that “we used the
(lip-synch] primarily because it was cheaper, but also because it was im-
possible to duplicate the sound of the record—and it was the record that
kids wanted to hear. That was what they bought” (Clark and Robinson
1976: 72). Notable artists who refused to lip-synch on the program were
blues musician B.B. King, who played in real time, and Syd Barrett of
Pink Floyd, who declined to move his lips while the rest of the band pan-
tomimed playing to the track (Shore and Clark 1985:16, 110).

Soul Train, which started as a local Chicago broadcast in 1970, was
soon syndicated to six other cities in 1971 (Questlove 2013: 15, 29). This
program was conceived for African Americans, by its creator Don
Cornelius, and was meant to portray a positive African American me-
dia presence. It was a prominent showcase for Black musical styles
throughout its run, with artists, and sometimes political figures, work-
ing towards the goal of “racism, poverty, and social justice issues being
addressed through both words and song” (Lehman 2008: 31, 33). Both
textual analysis of Soul Train videos and archival research reveal that lip-
synching was the preferred method of presentation for the program.
Cornelius insisted on lip-synching, or at least a song rendering that mir-
rored the recording, because of an incident in January of 1972. Guitarist
Dennis Coffey performed his hit instrumental “Scorpio” (1971) for the en-
thusiastic dancers, but his lengthy improvisation altered the production
schedule (Danois 2013: 58). Perhaps due to feelings of resistance from
artists, a flexible and fluid approach to liveness, with artists singing
live to instrumental backing tracks or instrumental accompaniment,
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or by choosing to lip-synch, became standard. However, as the show
transitioned from the 1970s to the 1980s, live presentation was blatantly
phased out. Video evidence shows Bill Withers performing in real time
with a full band in the 70s but visibly disengaged while lip-synching to a
track in 1980.

The emergence of Music Television (MTV) in the 1980s provided
record companies further opportunity to promote artists without them
having to perform in real-time. With the expectation of videos being
part of the music consumption process, a marked shift to the visual and
away from the aural had occurred. The new state of things was solidified
on March 25, 1983, with Michael Jackson's performance of “Billie Jean”
during the Motown 25 anniversary television broadcast. Despite Jackson
choosing to reenact his music video through movement and dance
while lip-syncing, it was still described glowingly by critics from Rolling
Stone and Black Beat magazines (Kooijman 2006: 119, 122). It was this
performance, and the airing of his “Thriller” music video on MTV that
ushered in his “King of Pop” status. Jackson embraced an aesthetic that
was focused more on the visual image, rather than the music itself.

A Period of Adjustments for Commercial Music

As hip hop began to infiltrate mainstream media spaces in the 1980s,
practitioners were reluctant to incorporate popular music performance
practices. Hip-hop artists on Soul Train were encouraged to lip-synch.
Kurtis Blow was the first hip-hop act booked on the show and was
shocked when he found out artists had lip-synched during broad-
casts. Correctly, he knew hip hop did not hold a position of esteem
to consumers and felt lip-synching would feed into assumptions of
practitioners lacking talent. “I am not gonna lip-synch. That is not what
I do. This is hip hop. This is live... I didn't want to have that reputation
[of lip-synching]” (Thompson et al. 2019: 00:40:47). Eventually, hip-hop
performers on Soul Train had to compromise. Big Daddy Kane (Antonio
Hardy) re-recorded his verses and crowd participatory ad-libs without
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reverb, and at a higher volume, to make his TV track for his lip-synched
performance (Danois 2013: 142).

Touring musicians and sound technicians estimated that, by the
1990s, 25 percent or more of what the audience hears in a pop, rock, or
R&B arena show is prerecorded, with audience members being aware
of the process (Handelman 1990: 15). However, expectations of vocal
liveness for hip hop were still aligned with its own cultural mandates,
as Eminem (Marshall Mathers III) found out. After being informed of
the visceral reaction to the disclosure of him rapping over his lead vocal
tracks during a 2013 appearance on Saturday Night Live, it remained
clear that even the most accomplished rapper still had to contend with
rhyming in real time being the only acceptable vocal practice in hip hop,
until it wasn't (Gracyk 2020: 151). Other factors coalesced that shifted the
landscape in general, which affected all commercial music making.

Music, Media, and Attention Capital

In 2001, educational consultant Marc Prensky (2001) coined the terms
“digital immigrants” and “digital natives” to describe the differences in
learning styles between individuals who were born in a pre-, versus post-
digital age. These distinctions fall across generational lines, with natives
born at a time where the creation and access to content via the inter-
net and mobile devices, and engagement with social media is ubiqui-
tous in their daily interactions. Children as young as two demonstrate
the means to take a mobile device and access desired content. It doesn’t
take them much longer to figure out how to create media, even if it’s as
simple as a selfie, regardless of whether they choose to distribute it or
not.

My use of the media term “content” is deliberate here. Keith Negus
(2019) elaborated on the act of musicians making, posting, and consum-
ing content. Distinctions between amateur and professional level mate-
rial is unclear, as is the criteria that people use to define these bound-
aries, mainly because the perceived value of recorded music is nebulous.
The concepts of prosumerism, participatory culture, or producerism are
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ideas formed by media scholars that all encompass the notion that fan
engagement with content is interactive, and the need for quality control
is antiquated. As William Deresiewicz illuminates in The Atlantic, “[w]hat
we're now persuaded to consume, most conspicuously, are the means to
create... and the democratization of taste ensures that no one has the
right (orinclination) to tell us when our work is bad” (2015). Content mak-
ers can move from social media platforms like SoundCloud, which can
be classified as an amateur site of participatory culture, to revenue gen-
erating, streaming services like Spotify in an instant, regardless of the
supposed quality of the music.

Generation-X aficionados didm't anticipate changes in the media
scape, and mistakenly felt hip hop would be immune to these develop-
ments when they started to occur. Roy Shuker in Understanding Popular
Music Culture (2008: 129), lists three key pieces of evidence addressing
hip hop's transformation from underground status to the American
mainstream: the 1999 Time Magazine cover story with Lauryn Hill; hip
hop becoming the highest selling genre in America, with its growth in
sales starting in the 1990s; and the marriage of hip hop to corporate
culture by rappers and entrepreneurs, like Sean “Diddy” Combs and
50 Cent (Curtis Jackson III), which eventually led to Forbes magazine
publishing a yearly top-ten earners in hip hop.” Now, the Millennial
and Generation-Z hip-hop participant prefers to be called an artist, or
even a rock star, and is seemingly more concerned with their brand than
their ability to write and spit rhymes effectively. The use of vocal-laden
performance tracks should not be perceived as a shock, but more as
a foregone conclusion as part of a modern-day hip-hop persona. This
negotiation between aesthetics is ongoing because the larger idea of
celebrity and attention capital has altered the importance of liveness for
artists and patrons who consume and make content through the digital
space.

5 It doesn’t get more mainstream than a toy doll, and a children’s animated pro-
gram with (MC) Hammer (Stanley Burrell); The Forbes list displays hip-hop as-
sociated individuals earning in the millions and billions.
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SoundCloud and Spotify

Simon Frith, as early as 2000, forewarned about the transformational
state of affairs brought about by the nexus of technology and media use
when stating, “[t]hrough ‘upload ability’ music, people who have never
performed in a live setting have means to global distribution... Posting
things online is akin to a kind of electronic cottage industry. [Hip hop]
no longer relies on the live event as it did in its pre-recorded or post-
recorded era” (391-392).

The combination of digitally downloaded or streamed audio has be-
come the primary source for US consumer audio consumption accord-
ing to year-end-2020 revenue statistics published by the Recording In-
dustry Association of America (Friedlander 2020). Although download-
ing is different from streaming, and statistics are accumulated differ-
ently, many platforms, such as Amazon Music, YouTube Music, and Ap-
ple Music, combine the two services. Two platforms in particular, Sound-
Cloud and Spotify, have been used in a manner that has resulted in a de-
crease in the demand for real-time rhyming in hip hop. An exposé writ-
ten by Craig Marks encapsulates how Lil Uzi Vert (Symere Woods) gained
prominence in the music industry through SoundCloud and Spotify.

In the three years since he uploaded his first song on to the DIY
streaming platform SoundCloud, he collaborated with everyone
from Gucci Mane [Radric Davis] to Pharrell [Williams], built a 4
million + Instagram following, and racked up a Billboard Hot 100
number one record with his featured verse on Migos’s viral smash
‘Bad and Boujee'... [His song] ‘XO Tour LIif3’ became a sensation on
SoundCloud first, and then a success on [streaming services] Apple
Music and Spotify.® (2017)

6 The Migos were a rap trio from Lawrenceville, Georgia consisting of Quavo
(Quavious Marshall), Offset (Kiari Cephus), and Takeoff (Kirshnik Ball). At the
time of writing, Ball is deceased, and the remaining two members are not work-
ing together.
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SoundCloud, a site created in 2008, became a huge part of the DIY rap-
per ecosystem because it enables anyone to upload and share audio with
friends. The price model allowed users to load up to two hours of content
for free and features embeddable players that integrate with social me-
dia sites like Facebook and Twitter (X) (Giannetti 2014: 499). The portal
became so omnipresent as a medium for Gen-Z rappers to share music
with each other, that a somewhat pejorative term, “SoundCloud Rap,”
became part of the cultural lexicon, but in essence, many rappers with
various styles and aesthetics were using the site.” An MC named Russ
(Russell Vitale) was releasing physical copies of music independently and
doing shows in Europe before using SoundCloud, but he decided to use
the site to amplify his presence by switching from an album-based dis-
tribution approach, to focusing on singles (Miller et al. 2016: 00:02:38).
Russ’s attorney Josua Binder detailed the results of this strategy: “The kid
was dropping a song on SoundCloud every week and was able to get over
100,000 plays within a 24-hour period... At first, he was touring 500-per-
son rooms, then 1,000, then 2,000. By that time there was a five-label
bidding war over Russ. We ended up signing a ridiculous [original em-
phasis] deal with Columbia Records” (2017).

$not (Edy Edouard) is a rapper who is the aesthetic opposite of Russ.
He has described himself as “just having fun” when starting to rhyme,
without having any allusions to a career (Kennedy 2019; Inman 2020).
He found himself in demand for live shows in 2019, after only two years
of actively loading music onto SoundCloud. His breakout record “Gosha”
(2020) had accumulated over 45 million streams between SoundCloud
and Spotify, and his music gained placements on the cable television
program Euphoria (ibid.). As an indicator of Friths’ point, none of his suc-
cess was tied to live performance. An analysis of a show during the 2019
Rolling Loud Music Festival, reveals that $not was using finished ver-
sions of his songs as performance tracks. It is noticeable that the voice
for one of his hype men was clearly audible, but his own voice was not

7 “SoundCloud Rap” or “mumble rap” became shorthand for a sound and style
where lyricism has been diminished and auto-tuned vocals are prominent.
Sounds and content take cues from emo rock and recreational drug use.
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cutting through the mix. In an interview, $not described his relation-
ship with performance by “admitting that he had only performed once
prior to Rolling Loud, that he was essentially a novice and was routinely
forgetting the lyrics to his songs” (Gengo 2019: 42, 40).

Edouard was the recipient of his song graduating from SoundCloud
to Spotify, which is characterized in the industry as a step forward for
artists. Spotify, which launched in the US in 2011, is not a DIY portal and
represents a type of curated professional distinction that rappers want
their music associated with, along with potential earnings from streams.
Status and revenue that artists seek are generated through company-
compiled playlists (Eriksson et al. 2019: 120).

Reports indicate that “values and identities are contextualized
through the crafting of playlists, which constitutes a politics of con-
tent where the delivery of music implicates prescriptive notions of the
streaming user” (ibid.: 115). In other words, there is an exchange of
cultural cache, or a certain type of “coolness” reinforced between the
artist, who is included on the playlists, and the user, who is an official
follower of said list. As Money Bagg Yo (DeMario White Jr.) insisted,
“Spotify is the new street” (Marks 2017).® No playlist offers this more so
than the portals’ 50-song, hip-hop juggernaut, RapCaviar.

Created in 2017, and with over 10 million followers, RapCaviar
siphons songs from feeder lists and assembles them under one um-
brella. The formula was so successful, it was decided by the company to
transform and extend RapCaviar from a playlist to a cultural sub-brand.
The concept was created and curated by executive Tuma Basa, with the
visual branding designed by Tal Midyan.® Rappers whose songs have
performed well metrically on the RapCaviar playlist become featured in
print ads, other forms of media, and in branded live performances.

8 The “street” represents authenticity in hip hop. If one is popular, or “hot in the
streets,” that means your music is acceptable and notable with hip hop’s sup-
posed African American and Latino core audience.

9 Basa is no longer employed by Spotify. His current position is director of Black
music and culture for YouTube.
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Vibe magazine reporter Stacy-Ann Ellis wrote a concert review of
a 2017 RapCaviar Live event in Toronto. This provided an opportunity
to examine modern day liveness. She described the event as “lit” and
that rappers like Playboi Carti (Jordan Carter) and Baka Not Nice (Travis
Savoury) “delivered the goods” to adoring fans. After viewing an In-
stagram video linked to the story, it is clear that the DJs injected vocal
exclamations to excite the crowd, but the rappers themselves didn't
need to rhyme in real-time to elicit such reactions. The crowd was fully
engaged and rhyming along with Playboi Carti’s lyrics-laden version of
“Magnolia’ (2017), while he jumped, danced, and peppered them with
occasional sounds of his voice. Huge streaming metrics have given
concert promoters reason to book millennial or Gen-Z rappers to large
stages based on user engagement with the recorded object. Company-
curated playlists notwithstanding, platforms such as SoundCloud and
Spotify are considered part of the shareable and embeddable social
media matrix that has emerged as part of identity, or perhaps celebrity
construction for artists.

The Lox on Verzuz and Megan’s Multi-Styled Performances

Comparative examples of performance style, and the aforementioned
generational shift, can be found through media analysis of two cases:
The Lox and Dipset in-person/virtual Verzuz battle, and post-event
reflections, and iterations of Megan Thee Stallion (Megan Peete) em-
bracing various methods of performance.”® In fact, material from
Megan supports a strong case for employing newer and older methods
of liveness.

Succinctly, the Verzuz platform is a live streamed, music showcase
first consumed by millions of music aficionados on Instagram Live (IG)

10  The Lox are Jada Kiss (Jason Phillips), Styles P (David Styles), and Sheek Louch
(Sean Jacobs). Dipset, or The Diplomats, consists of Cam’ron (Cameron Giles),
Jim Jones (Joseph Jones II), Freekey Zekey (Ezekeil Giles), and Juelz Santana
(LaRon James).
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and Apple TV, starting in March 2020 (Cochrane 2021; Kennedy 2021).
Producers Timbaland (Timothy Mosley) and Swizz Beatz (Kasseem
Dean) began Verzuz not as an event, but as an impromptu, song-for-
song playback challenge while they were each isolating at their resi-
dences during the unprecedented shutdown of live music events due
to the COVID-19 pandemic. Eventually, vocalists were included in the
forum, with some electing to just play their songs. Others chose to sing
or rhyme over their pre-recorded vocals on the track. As pandemic-
related restrictions began to be eased, and the platform was sold to
Thriller Network, individuals were able to experience Verzuz as both a
virtual and in-person concert (Yoo 2021).

This new format set the stage for a battle between The Lox and
Dipset, where the former rhymed in real time, and the latter group used
performance tracks. Arguably, the highlight of the night transpired
during a Jadakiss (Jason Terrance Phillips) freestyle he performed over
a Trackmasters produced, Notorious B.I.G. (Christopher Wallace) af-
filiated, “Who Shot Ya” (1994) beat.”™ He used several tropes to assert
hip-hop authenticity: his status as a native New Yorker still accessible
to residents in his neighborhood; acknowledging the importance of
mixtape culture; a full integration of the DJ into the performance; and,
most importantly, embracing historical notions of liveness by rhyming
in real time. Before he began, Jadakiss discredited Dipset by implying
that using performance tracks in New York was inappropriate. “Why
these n***as keep rhymin’ over the words? Y’all could’ve stayed in the car
and listened to Apple Music. These n***as is cheatirt... This is hip-hop.
We in the Mecca of New York” (YungWillieWill 2021: 00:29:59)."

A few bars into the freestyle, and after receiving an explosion of adu-
lation that erupted from the audience and Instagram commenters, Jada
stops at a significant punchline. Again he displays a high working knowl-
edge of hip hop, when cuing Technician, the DJ, to stop and rewind at

11 The Trackmasters are the production duo of Poke (Jean-Claude Oliver) and Tone
(Samuel Barnes), who made beats for Bad Boy Records, among others.

12 There are several ways to access this media. | chose this posting because of the
visible Instagram comments.
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an impactful place in the song—a classic performance practice imported
from Jamaican sound system culture. He then reasserts his authority by
specifically targeting social media and Dipset’s reliance on that medium.
“We ain't playin’! This is New York. This what these n***as want, right? I
dor’t do Instagram! I don't do Twitter! I dor’t do none of that s**t” (ibid.:
00:31:20). Throughout the night, The Lox continued with barbs, with Jada
saying, “Them n***as is lip-syncing,” Sheek insisting that, “They don't
got no freestyles,” and Styles P insisting that Dipset is unable to meet
his challenge after he rhymed acapella. The rapper Russ expressed the
general opinion of practitioners in the Instagram comments when stat-
ing, “Lox not rappir over the vocals so the performance cuttin’ thru way
cleaner” (ibid.: 00:19:27).

Reactions at the event’s conclusion were extensive and drove a large
amount of discussion. Again, individuals are not making clear distinc-
tions between lip-syncing and rhyming over vocals, but both are openly
disparaged. The overwhelmingly positive reaction to the Lox is seen as
reaffirming an unadulterated, unfiltered brand of hip hop, especially for
an older audience, who feel the younger audience hasn't widely experi-
enced this style of performance.

During their podcast, rappers and hosts Lord Jamar (Lorenzo
Dechalus) and Rah Digga (Rashia Fisher) discussed how they should
digest and merit what they witnessed.

Rah Digga: “Did they do such a phenomenal job for a stage show, or
have we just seen the quality of performance deteriorate? | feel like...
you not rhyming over the vocals, knowing your words, breath control...
Aren’t these things normal? At least all the shows that | go to. I'm like,
‘Have you been to a Black Thought show?’ This is normal s**t”

Lord Jamar: “This is not normal anymore. These kids are rhyming off
the words. People like Lil’ Wayne have made them feel like you can
be a superstar. It’s ok to rhyme off the words. I've seen some of the
biggest rappers out here get on stage, get paid $100,000, and then
go out there and... rhyme over the words. And then let the crowd say
most of the s**t for them... That’s the kind of s**t that it’s deteriorated
into with this new generation. So yes, | think it’s a little bit of both of
what you're talkin’ about” (2021: 00:23:00)
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In a post-event interview on The Breakfast Club (2021) the Lox explained
their performance mind-set to host DJ Envy:

Jadakiss: “We planned on goin’ live. Goin’ off the instrumentals. Given
em’ live things, and doin’ the freestyles. You gotta rock for the cam-
era and you gotta rock the crowd... We can go live, [but Dipset] wasn’t
gonna do that”

D] Envy: “How did y’all know that [they would rap over performance
tracks/TV tracks]?”

Jadakiss: “People is doin’ that at iHeart shows, the biggest platform of
shows. Unless it’s a certain caliber of artist, TV tracks is what they giv-
ing you. It just became a thing. But we came from, that’s no [good].”
Styles P: “And actually, they switched that around, [because] the TV
track used to just kinda have the [background or adlib vocals] here
and there. Now they say ‘TV track’ and it’s the whole verse.” (09:05)

The difference between performance concepts is explained in detail here,
with The Lox indicating the type of show they prefer to give. In actuality
however, when looking closely into the history and performance prac-
tices of Megan Thee Stallion, it would be hard for The Lox to compare
her level of performance with Dipset, even though she does use perfor-
mance tracks at times, and engages with social media for performative
purposes.

She has built her brand by combining newer and older ideals of
manifesting hip-hop performance in the popular space. This duality
is in reference to an ethos she formed as a teenager, citing her own
(now deceased) mother, Holly “Holly-Wood” Thomas, as her primary
writing and rhyming influence, which operates in tandem with social
media engagement that was originally independent of her music-mak-
ing activities. While in college, she became known for posting twerk
videos featuring herself and friends, but also received attention after
a video of her verse over a Drake (Aubrey Graham) instrumental went
viral (Gracie 2019; Holmes 2020). Perhaps it is easy for Jadakiss, a Gen-X
digital immigrant to insist he doesn't use social media, but for Megan it
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is a manifestation of how she expresses herself in the wider world, both
within and outside hip hop.

There are several examples of her employing various modes of per-
formance onstage. When conducting a close reading of a show during
a 2019 North Carolina Central University homecoming celebration, she
uses finished versions of her songs as performance tracks (Megan Thee
Stallion 2019a: 00:00:42). Megan rapped and rocked the crowd in the
arena-sized venue, in the style of The Lox."” However, her live vocals were
not easily distinguishable from the lead vocals on the track. She chose
to voice the words in some, but not all instances, because she chose to
initiate performative gestures that gave new layers to liveness. Twerking
in lieu of rapping, inviting patrons onstage to twerk, or grabbing a
concert-goer’s phone to take a selfie or video of herself rapping into the
device all added value to the concert experience for the students. She
understood her college-aged audience and provided a memorable show
tailored to them.

Understanding the ways her fans engage in media has been as im-
portant to building her brand. Scholar Keshia Jennings argues this real-
ization has spawned a “re-imaging of black women in hip hop in digital
spaces,” where similar to Taylor Swift or Beyoncé, “rappers like [Megan],
Cardi B [Belcalis Almanzar], and The City Girls have deemed it appropri-
ate to adopt [original emphasis] their fans” (2020: 51-52)." This symbiotic
relationship, forged via social media, between Megan's “Hottie’s” and the
artist helped contribute to the success of her single “Savage” (2020).

In early 2020, Megan’s management team contacted executives at
TikTok, which is now universally recognized in the entertainment in-
dustry as a primary means for promoting music. The short-video, mo-
bile device, social media platform, has been embraced by marketing ex-
ecutives and fans since the “Old Town Road” (2019) success of Lil Nas X

13 The “Golden Era” is a time marked in hip hop from roughly 1988 to 2000, when
the balance between a high standard of music making, and access to wealth via
a career in hip-hop music was at its pinnacle.

14 The City Girls are a duo composed of Yung Miami (Caresha Brownlee) and JT
(Jatavia Johnson).
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(Montero Hill) and is used alongside SoundCloud and Spotify (Millman
2020: 24—25; Beau 2022). Although the campaign for her song “Captain
Hook” (2020) was effective, the song “Savage” (2020), became a social me-
dia phenomenon, due to the creativity of a fan named Keara Wilson.
Wilson used TikTok when ushering the #SavageChallenge after creating
choreography to the song and “challenging” others to learn it. Partici-
pants included Justin Bieber and Janet Jackson, and despite using In-
stagram, Megan herself, helped furnish a viral moment (Hill 2020). It
was reported in Rolling Stone that “the song has now appeared in more
than 31 million clips on the app [and] it garnered in excess of 4 billion
views” (Millman 2020). Megan repaid Wilson by using her image, like-
ness, and choreography in an animated lyric video posted on YouTube in
April 2020, which to date, has over 113 million views.

While YouTube and TikTok engagement metrics don't assess the
quality of the content, or gauge an MC’s performance prowess, a Na-
tional Public Radio (NPR) Tiny Desk Concert Series performance by Megan
does complicate criticism one may have of her approach. Historical
notions of liveness were pre-built into the manner of presentation: it is
meant to be an intimate affair, with performances from the office space
livestreamed on Facebook and YouTube. And the iconic stereo-shotgun
condenser mic is not handheld, which dictates that vocal talents of
artists are laid bare. Megan's use of breath control, and clear recitation
of verses and ad-libs displays an understanding of classic methods of
real-time vocal hip-hop delivery (Megan Thee Stallion 2019b: 00:00:25).
In addition, her ability to gel with first-time live band collaborators,
Phony Ppl, is a testament to her adaptability to perform in a manner
appropriate for the situation. Evidence proves that newer and older
aspects of liveness can coexist in a highly skilled individual.

Conclusion

Practitioners deemed worthy of praise in countercultural movements
such as hip hop have always been defined by the participants, but the
rule of who is and who isn't “relevant,” is now subject to what is valued
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according to popular and social media metrics. SoundCloud, Spotify,
Instagram, and TikTok are free and user friendly on home and mobile
devices, and younger listeners tend to invest their attention capital
based on an artist’s presence on these platforms. It is naive to believe
that hip-hop musical techniques would be unaffected by this era’s mar-
riage of music, media, and technology. The ability to perform real-
time rap vocals at a high level has retained a shred of value for younger
fans, but it is no longer a major determining factor for a rapper’s said
“relevance,” when being a prominent presence in the mainstream media
space is deemed equally or more important than live show performance
prowess. Generation-X aficionados need to heed the wise words of
Snoop Dogg when he reflects on the present state of the culture: “This
ain't what it used to be... You can't expect them to be on the level of the
game that ain't the same” (Thompson et al. 2021: 00:30:33).
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Atlanta Hip-Hop Dance and the Subversion
of Expressing “Your Energetic Explosive Klimax”

Kevin C. Holt

Abstract This chapter focuses on Atlanta’s yeek community in order to elucidate
historical and social linkages between yeeking, Atlanta hip hop, and subversive
embodiment as a means of expressing political resistance. Yeeking is a hip-hop
dance format that emerged in Atlanta during the 1980s. By the 1990s, yeeking be-
came one of the foundational tenets of Atlanta’s hip-hop aesthetics. While it began
in the roller rinks as a form of coordinated skate-dancing, eventually dancers be-
ganto form (un-skated) competitive troops that would move in perfect synchronic-
ity as they battled for prestige and belonging. Dancers on the yeek scene began
producing/performing music specifically to fit their movements, ultimately lead-
ing to the formation of several Atlanta hip-hop party formats. This happened dur-
ing a time when the city of Atlanta increased policing surrounding Black youth,
especially in limiting when and how they were allowed to occupy public space;
Black youth were pressured to remain relatively unseen and unheard in public.
In response, much of Atlanta’s hip-hop party music brought focus back onto Black
bodies expressing catharsis, which, this chapter argues, constituted a kind of per-
formative resistance to aggressive policing tactics that were used specifically to re-
strict the recreational behavior of Black youth.

Throughout the 1990s, as the political wit and funky flows of artists like
OutKast and Goodie Mob began to establish the city of Atlanta as the

center of hip hop’s “third coast,” Atlanta’s local party music expressed
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political resistance by other means: by means not fully legible to the lo-
gocentric search for meaning often applied to hip-hop analysis. Atlanta
bass, an offshoot of the more nationally recognized Miami bass, domi-
nated Atlanta’s party culture and the signature dance style that matched
its high energy and fast pace was known as yeeking. Yeeking is arguably
the corporeal catharsis thathaselectrified Atlanta hip-hop party aesthet-
ics since the earliest days of the city’s hip-hop scene. And yet, yeeking
remains under-documented. Despite this, there is something viscerally
familiar about the language and embodiment of yeeking. Yeeking is a
high-energy hip-hop dance style that is performed in sync. Sometimes
it's fully choreographed, and others a leader builds an emergent rou-
tine from a vocabulary of dance moves that are called out to ensure syn-
chronicity is maintained.

Yeeking is a hip-hop dance format that formed in Atlanta during the
1980s and became one of the foundational tenets of Atlanta hip-hop aes-
thetics. It began in the roller rinks, as a form of coordinated skate-danc-
ing, but eventually, dancers began to form (un-skated) competitive crews
that would move in near-perfect synchronicity as they battled for pres-
tige and belonging. This happened during a time when the city of Atlanta
increased policing of Black youth, particularly to dictate the ways they
were allowed to occupy public space. This chapter expands the discourse
about meaning in hip-hop music and dance to encompass the subject
of the identities that are overlaid onto bodies, and the meaning that is
formed between performing bodies within shifting contexts. Yeeking be-
came part of the embodied language of resistance as the first generation
of Atlanta hip hoppers brought focus on the presence of their bodies as a
means of claiming the right to congregate publicly. Dancers on the yeek
scene laid the foundations for the core aesthetic elements of Atlanta’s
party scene, which had an impact on the sound of Atlanta hip hop over-
all. Consequently, much of Atlanta’s hip-hop party music brought focus
onto yeeking and its vocal and dynamic audience, which collectively con-
stituted a kind of performative resistance to the confining respectability
politics that sought specifically to restrict the recreational behavior of
Black youth. The following offers an overview of yeeking and its sociopo-
litical subtext by outlining histories collected from members of Atlanta’s
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active yeek community in order to explore the linkages between yeeking,
Atlanta hip hop, and subversive embodiment as a means of expressing
political resistance.

Yeek: An Etymology

The vocalization of the audience is an important part of the experience.
The name of the dance style came from these vocalizations. As the
dancers did their routines, audiences would yell words like “yeek” and
“yued,”* which don't really have a specific meaning, but worked to mark
skillfully performed cadential moves.

On several occasions, I asked my interlocutors to define “Yeek!” They
always replied, in almost rehearsed fashion, “YEEK stands for your ener-
getic explosive klimax” (klimax defiantly spelled with a“k”). I understood
the packaged answer as a part of an effort to introduce yeeking to the
world; a mnemonic device to convey to outsiders what this thing called
yeek might be about. The people from the scene are constantly thinking
about what it means to market the music, dance style, and the culture
that it is connected to, and, for that reason, many of those with whom
I spoke made sure they were on one accord with how they express their
ideas, to be united as ambassadors of yeek. They have good reason to try
to control the narrative surrounding yeek culture. As many of my con-
versations with these “yeek ambassadors” indicated, there’s a sense that
yeeking had already been mishandled, stolen from, or otherwise abused

1 | want to note that words like “yeek” and “yued” are, first and foremost, audible
and, as such, resist being coded into written language. | have elected a spelling
for “yued,” though | could have spelled this word in many different ways: U-wed,
you-ed, or Ued. The centrality of orality in this scene means that the sound of
the word surpasses its spelling. This is not to downplay the significance of the
transcription process, especially for academic purposes, but to highlight that
my choices here are less about asserting a specific spelling as definitive and
more about capturing an imperfect semblance of the vocal gesture.
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by outsiders who got a glimpse of it.> Even artists who were once steeped
in yeek culture or stood at its fringes failed to introduce yeeking to the
national hip-hop scene in a way that resulted in material social, cultural
and economic benefits for participants.> And since being on one unified
accord about the parameters of yeeking mightliterally yield material and
social gains for participants, it's important for these dancers to maintain
consistency in marketing.

As outlined above, the dance style known as yeeking did not have a
name when it began and, according to people from the earliest era, it
took years, some even say decades, before the dance style would be uni-
fied under the moniker “yeek.” Even still, the term “yeek” was a defining
partof the dance and its surrounding culture. The centering of this excla-
mation at once highlights the significance of the dynamic audience-per-
former engagement in defining the scene and its soundscape. Elsewhere
I have argued that this vocal performance laid down the aesthetic foun-
dations for subsequent hip-hop party music genres like Atlanta bass and
crunk, both of which liberally incorporate chanted interjections (Holt
2018). And, just as those chants signify a kind of metacommunicative re-
sistance defined more by the act of the performance than the meaning of
the words, so too did the word “yeek” simultaneously resist reduction to

2 Though currently unverified, one of the oft repeated stories | came across de-
tailed how Bobby Brown and his dancers would hide in the back of roller rinks
videotaping yeek crews in order to plagiarize the moves in concerts and music
videos.

3 T-Boz, a member of the 1990s girl group TLC known for her funk-adjacent con-
tralto and pristine dance moves, was a part of the yeek scene before her musi-
cal career. The opening scene of the TLC biopic film CrazySexyCool: The TLC Story
shows T-Boz, portrayed by Drew Sidora, yeeking at the Jellybean roller rink. The
movie depicts T-Boz as an excellent dancer who is unable to find a yeek crew
because of a general culture of sexism; moreover, the movie implies that this
exclusion inspired T-Boz to investigate other creative outlets, eventually lead-
ing her to join TLC. Other Atlanta-based artists like Ciara, Usher, Lil Jon, and
OutKast, hired yeek dancers in their music videos and, even occasionally, incor-
porated yeek dance moves into the lyrics of their songs. For instance the 1,2 Step,
the A-Town stomp and the muscle from Ciara’s “1, 2 Step” and Usher’s “Yeah” all
come from yeeking.
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a strict definition and come to represent race, place, subcultural affilia-
tion and, importantly, a specific syntactical and performative function.
In short, to yell “YEEK!” meant something, but that meaning was more
performative than semantic in nature.

It is possible that the word “yeek” has phased into the national
lexicon for a younger generation without their direct knowledge of its
origins in the word “yeet.” In 2014, a YouTube user who went by the
moniker Milik Fullilove released a video that featured Milik doing an
impromptu dance, accompanied by his cameraman’s syncopated utter-
ances, among them “ooh” and “yeet” (Ritzen 2023); consistent with how
Atlanta dancers used “yeek,” “yeet” marks the last beat of an 8-count
(GWA Liko 2014). Arguably, the word “yeet” really became anchored in
youth speech when another video by user “Lil’ Meatball” went viral on the
platform Vine, amassing over 40 million views (Ritzen 2023). The video
shows the young man dancing while walking forward on, what appears
to be, a high school running track. His movements were punctuated
with metered vocalizations, usually “ah’s, and on the rhythmic cadences
of his improvised choreography, he made a gesture akin to throwing
an invisible object and yells “YEET,” or possibly “YEEK.” It is difficult to
parse out.

As anybody who has spent time basking in the lilting melodies of a
Jawja* drawl, the last consonant phoneme of a word is sometimes more
suggested than articulated. So, a viewer of this video hears an undeni-
able “Yee-” with an abrupt stop, implying a hard consonant ending, but
the specifics of which consonant are somewhat elusive. Rather than as-
sociating the sound with punctuating the dance, the internet fixated on
the throwing gesture. Additionally, given that social media necessitates
encoding audible elements into a readable format, the spelling of “yeet”
was established in the collective lexicon. There is no evidence that these
dancers were part of the yeek scene. Despite the similarities in the voca-
bles and their relationship to marked gestures in dance, the actual move-
ments are distinct from yeeking. This does not, however, preclude the

4 A spelling of Georgia (US state) that evokes a sense of the accent with which
many residents of the state pronounce its name.
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possibility that yeeking and its related music indirectly seeded these viral
performances. But beyond these parallels, it’s possible that any defini-
tive connection, if there is one at all, is lost to time, leaving at most the
ephemeral signature of an underground pop cultural phenomenon that
escaped in-depth documentation.

Since then, yeet has taken on the meaning “to discard an item at
a high velocity” which reflects the gesture in Lil Meatball’s viral Vine
video, but its usage connoted more than that; it became a generational
signifier. As is the case with most new slang, those who used the term
“yeet” expressed a kind of insider knowledge that signaled to those
around them their familiarity with internet culture. The term perme-
ated internet memes and punctuated videos until eventually, it lost its
novelty, as slang tends to do, but it remains part of the social media
lexicon.

The popularity of the term “yeet” constituted a crisis of sorts for
people on the yeeking scene. Despite there being evidence, circumstan-
tial though it may be, that the two terms are the same, or, at the very
least, that they are etymologically linked, yeek dancers worried that
their decades-long tradition would be misinterpreted as an attempt
to appropriate and capitalize off an internet trend. More importantly,
given that the term yeet was symbolically affixed to younger millennials
and Gen Zers, people on the yeek scene expressed concerns that their
work in marketing yeeking to the national hip-hop scene would be
derailed or dismissed by people confusing yeek for yeet. This genera-
tional distinction is important for the yeek community because yeeking
represents Atlanta’s hip-hop aesthetics during the 1980s-1990s, a cher-
ished era in hip hop which offers a sense of prestige that might not be
extended to more contemporary movements in hip hop, like trap and
drill. During my fieldwork, these apprehensions were expressed during
a yeek performance that included a short skit wherein a young actor, as
a surrogate for younger hip hoppers, confidently announced that they
knew all about yeet, to which an older actor/dancer responded “I'm not

5 This definition was pulled from the first result on the publicweb forum for slang
(Urban Dictionary 2017).
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talking about yeeT, I'm talking about yeeK” after which dancers took the
stage to demonstrate Atlanta’s hip-hop dance history beginning with
yeeking and ending with more contemporary popular dances like the
nae nae® (personal observation, 2016). The capitalization here repre-
sents an intentionally exaggerated emphasis on the closing consonant
sound to highlight the velar plosive of the K, not to be confused with the
alveolar plosive of the T, thereby symbolically heading off any potential
misinterpretation. The message of the performance is clear: to confuse
yeek with yeet is an affront to Atlanta hip-hop history.

Too Busy to Hate, but Not Too Busy to Regulate

The city of Atlanta holds a cherished symbolic space in African Ameri-
can history. It is one of few urban centers in the nation to consistently
symbolize Black upward mobility and middle-classness, earning it
the occasional moniker “Black Mecca” (Hobson 2017: 2; Hunter and
Robinson 2018: 178).” There is good reason for Atlanta to be held in

6 The nae naeis a dance whose invention is credited to the Atlanta hip-hop group
We Are Toonz and their song “Drop That #Naenae” (2013), but it is most affili-
ated with Silentd'’s song “Watch Me (Whip/Nae Nae)” (2015). The dance move is
performed by putting one hand in the air and rocking the body back and forth
with feet planted.

7 In the US, the term “Black Mecca” refers to a city that becomes an epicenter for
migrating African Americans relocating specifically for opportunities related
to socioeconomic ascension. It should be noted that this term has been used
in reference to many cities, including Atlanta, Chicago, (the neighborhood of)
Harlem, and others. The important assertion here is that a city referred to as
a Black Mecca draws in and maintains a Black population that seeks to repro-
duce a middle-class experience regarding economic stability, education, prop-
erty ownership, and professional opportunities. The evocation of Black Mecca
here is not meant to flatten the city’s complicated race and class history, but to
indicate that for many, Atlanta, like all the other Black Meccas, became a sym-
bol of African American wealth and cosmopolitanism in defiance of national
trends of racial inequality.
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such high esteem regarding its Black history. For over a century, At-
lanta has had a stable and thriving Black middle class, bolstered in part
by its unique bounty of collegiate institutions aimed at training and
supporting Black professionals. Atlanta is the location of the Atlanta
University Center Consortium (AUC),® which is the oldest and largest
consortium of historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs). This
cluster of prestigious Black colleges drew in leading figures in radical
Black philosophy, like W.E.B. DuBois (who taught at Atlanta University)
and produced world-renowned figures in activism like Rev. Dr. Martin
Luther King, Jr., who attended Morehouse College. Additionally, the city
of Atlanta has a long history of Black engagement in politics, evidenced
in part by Black representation in high offices as far back as the 1960s
and its consistent election of Black mayors since 1973 (Hobson 2017:
66—67). All these facets of Atlanta’s relatively progressive record for
Black socioeconomics are doubly unique given Atlanta’s location in the
American south. While racism was never an issue confined by region,
the US south was notorious for its political and legislative commitment
to the subjugation of Black civilians throughout most of its history.
That a southern city successfully established and maintained a Black
middle class during the Jim Crow era stood as both a point of pride
for Atlanta and a beacon of hope for a region grappling with the long-
echoing influence of chattel slavery. And Atlanta’s thriving economy
was referenced as a testament to the pragmatic benefits of (at least
professional) integration.

Mayor Ivan Allen Jr., who was in office from 1962 to 1970, announced
that Atlanta was “a city too busy to hate” as a part of his initial mayoral
campaign in 1961, and he later adopted the phrase as the city’s unofficial
slogan. This assertion was made during a time when White supremacist
terrorism was rampant across the American south in response to Civil

8 The AUC consortium currently includes Morehouse College, Spelman College,
Clark Atlanta University, and Morehouse School of Medicine, but in the past has
also included Morris Brown College and the Interdenominational Theological
Center.
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Rights organizing aimed at ensuring that equality, access, and protec-
tion would be made available to Black people. Atlanta had relatively few
widely known incidents of anti-Black violence and when questioned
about what the city had done differently to avoid the violence of its
neighbors, Mayor Allen offered a simple reply: Atlanta is a city too busy
to hate. On the surface, it was true. Atlanta was a racially diverse city
with a growing economy. But the city was also cross-cut by a series of
invisible barriers that could be freely permeated by White residents,
but not Black ones. Black people crossing those invisible barriers could
result in arrest, harassment, or worse.

Just one year after Mayor Allen first declared the city was too busy
to hate, an incident reminded Atlantans of the prematurity and naiveté
of the claim. In Peyton Forest, a White and at one time legally segre-
gated neighborhood on the Westside of Atlanta, residents successfully
lobbied the city to commission the building of a physical barricade, a
wall, to clearly demarcate the edges of the neighborhood (Allen 1996: 137).
In doing so, they hoped to create a marked boundary beyond which Black
people would neither be welcome nor tolerated. Local Civil Rights ac-
tivists understood the wall’s erection as a hostile gesture and, one night,
a group of unidentified people tore it down and threw its remnants into
a nearby stream. The Peyton Forest residents responded by re-erecting
the wall with trees and nearby debris. This pattern of tearing down and
rebuilding persisted until the courts deemed the wall an illegal segre-
gatory structure and ordered it be taken down in 1964, citing the pass-
ing of the Civil Rights Act as the guiding legal precedent. The incident
was so profound for the city that it is sometimes referred to as “Atlanta’s
Berlin Wall” (Allen 1996:137). In response to the wall’s official destruction,
within a year many of the homeowners in that neighborhood fled, some
publicly lamenting that the court’s support of the wall’s destruction was
an assault on their safety and their way of life, leaving the neighborhoods
that they felt were most susceptible to integration (Allen 1996: 137-138).
The fast drain of wealth from this community and others like it caused
an abrupt shift in demographics; once wholly White middle-class sub-
urbs were inhabited, dominated even, by poor and working-class Black
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residents within three decades, creating a unique topography of Black
suburban poverty.

This instance, and undoubtedly countless undocumented and less
dramatic scenes like it, demonstrates a lot about the spatial politics of
race that germinated in Atlanta. In fact, it has been suggested that I-20,
the interstate highway that runs through Atlanta, bifurcating it into two
regions, was constructed strategically to strengthen the social and topo-
graphical barrier between the mostly White neighborhoods of the north-
ern sector of the city and the mostly Black neighborhoods in its south
(Rutheiser1996: 84). While the Peyton Forest incident hinged on the pres-
ence (or absence) of a barrier, allowing courts to focus on a specific physi-
cal entity in upholding the Civil Rights Act, in most other cases the barri-
ers were less tangible but were no less palpable. Segregatory tactics, like
the use of aggressive policing, gerrymandering, and real estate redlin-
ing, fused with civic and regional authorities’ hostility to Black Atlantans
and effectively limited Black residents’ and sojourners’ ability to safely
travel through and/or occupy public space in the city.

These social trends were exacerbated for those who were socio-
economically disadvantaged. As stated earlier, Atlanta has had a robust
Black middle class for quite some time, but that doesn't negate the
experiences of poor and working-class Black people. Those who did
not have middle-class status or whose presentation of self did not
align with middle-class respectability were further subjected to having
their presence interrogated or policed. Paradoxically, the presence of
a Black middle class can facilitate the further marginalization of poor
and working-class Black people when policymakers and other officials
conflate the desires and lived experiences of the Black middle class with
those of less socioeconomically advantaged Black civilians (Hunter and
Robinson 2018:180).° This is not to suggest that intraracial solidarity did

9 For more on this discussion, see Michelle Alexander’s book The New Jim Crow:
Mass Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. This text dedicates considerable
space to arguing that the discursive emphasis on middle-class and wealthy
Black individuals and communities facilitates racial inequality on the macro
level because of a related and false implication that anti-Black racism can-
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not exist across class lines, but simply to highlight that the discussion of
racial equality in Atlanta and elsewhere necessitates critical interroga-
tions about intersecting identities and experiences that render equality
conditional, rather than innate. In short, despite its reputation as the
city too busy to hate, Atlanta was never a city too busy to regulate its
delicate invisible barriers, its interracial peace revolving around Black
citizens reproducing respectable selves and never crossing into de facto
White areas.’® This tension would bubble to the surface again decades
after the Peyton Forest wall came down when one of the city’s darkest
chapters was exacerbated, if not fully enabled, by the city’s propensity
to restrict and ignore its poor and working-class Black residents.

White Flight, Black Space, and the Search for a Safe Place
to Play

In the year 1981, Wayne Williams was arrested for murder. While he was
charged and convicted of two murders, he was publicly declared the
person solely responsible for dozens of missing and murdered Black
children in the city of Atlanta over the previous few years. The case
of Atlanta’s missing and murdered children highlighted disconnects
between the city’s poor and working-class Black communities and
its political leadership. Dozens of children went missing and theories
abounded about why. Many in the local communities suggested that
White supremacist terrorist groups were responsible. Others blamed

not coexist with Black socioeconomic stability, which then negates any discus-
sions about systemic racism and ultimately impedes legislative and political at-
tempts to combat racial inequality.

10  Segregation falls into two categories: de jure, or legally enforced segregation,
and de facto, or socially enforced segregation. While de jure segregation was de-
termined to be unconstitutional with the Supreme Court decision on Brown v.
Board of Education in1954, de facto segregation endured. In fact, despite the many
decades since the official end of legally enforced segregation, many public in-
stitutions and neighborhoods/districts remain racially segregated.
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sex trafficking rings. And still others argued that it was the police them-
selves, either working alone or in service to one of the other theories
(Hobson 2017: 127-130). At the very least, many people in those commu-
nities felt that police forces and the media were apathetic and that their
responses were too light and misguided.

The parents of these children were often derided as irresponsible
or negligent or the children themselves were called “runaways and
hustlers” (Hobson 2017: 100). The focus of the public responses to these
cases brought attention to a failure of Black children to behave and
Black parents to keep their children contained. A curfew was put in
place for unaccompanied youth, though it should be noted that it was
essentially enforced in the poor Black neighborhoods of the inner city.
This is briefly referenced in CeeLo's verse in Goodie Mob's “Cell Therapy,”
where he laments “you know what else they trying to do? Make a curfew
especially for me and you.” Parents were encouraged to drop off and
pick up their children directly to and from school. This, of course, was a
problem for many of these parents whose working schedules and access
to transportation lacked the malleability to accompany their children to
and from school. If children or teens were found in violation of curfew
or were unattended in public, they could be detained by police, and their
parents could be arrested or fined, a potentially devastating penalty for
poor and working-class people who worked diligently and strategically
to cover their family’s costs of living. For my interlocutors, this moment
was a huge part of their relationship to public space. Their formative
memories were haunted by a sense that when they were in public, they
could expect to be watched by different kinds of threatening forces with
the knowledge that if they went out to play or socialize, even in the best-
case scenarios, they and their parents could be arrested. And in the
worst case, they could disappear.

The framing of these murders as ultimately the result of cultural
pathology placed life-or-death stakes onto Black youths’ recreational
behavior. Said another way, the implication was that these young people
falling prey to violent crime was a result of an inability or unwillingness
on their part to be inaudible, restrained. It still took nearly two decades
into the 21™ century for these victims to garner much sympathy or



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Kevin C. Holt: YEEK!

acknowledgment. In 2019, Mayor Keisha Bottoms announced that the
case had been reopened (Dickson 2019) and at the time of writing this
chapter, its reexamination is ongoing.

The impact this moment had on the Black youth who survived it
remains underacknowledged; these young people who became Atlanta’s
first hip-hop generation were haunted by the looming shadow of a
boogie man who could take them at any time. This moment is part of
the reason why so many Black youth of this generation would cram into
roller rinks. The rinks were one of the few semi-public spaces where
Black youth had access to each other outside of school; the only place
where they had a great deal of agency in defining the contours of their
cultural experience. It was a literal safe space. But beyond that, it was
the only place where Black youth felt free of the weaponized hyper-
surveillance of the state and could react, unencumbered, to the multi-
valent pressure to be confined and unseen. And in that space, with time
and effort, they developed the dancing and eventually the music of yeek
culture.

By the 1980s, Atlanta, like many cities, had several roller rinks that
catered to young people. They existed at a liminal crossroads between
the playground and the nightclub. Roller rinks had DJs whose job it was
to mix (and remix) dance music to keep the crowd satisfied; they also
lacked an age minimum, so young people, even those younger than the
legal age to attend other types of club spaces, were able to enter and en-
joy, to actively evaluate and engage with new music in large gatherings.
This positioned roller rinks as important nodes in Black youths’ social-
ization in the metro-Atlanta area." Roller rinks like Jellybean in Ben Hill,
Cascade in the West End, and The Golden Glide in Decatur were flooded

1 Roller rinks were important for American youth culture at large and Black youth
culture specifically in many places outside of Atlanta. The specificity with which
the claim that roller rink culture is an important facet of Black youth experi-
ences in 1980s Atlanta is not meant to negate the social role of the roller rink
elsewhere; however, the interlocutors that helped construct this oral history
spoke specifically of Atlanta roller-skating and the claims made here are bound
by that.
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with Black youth on weekends in the 1980s and 1990s. These were some
of the few spaces in Atlanta that were defined exclusively by Black youth
culture.

On weekends and over summers, school-aged Black youth would go
to these rinks and stay there for hours; it was one of the few ways in
which young Black people were able to create connections across school
district barriers. While there were established school rivalries, particu-
larly regarding sports and marching bands, roller rinks as a space pro-
vided a kind of interaction that was at once much broader, i.e., more tied
to a local construction of “Eastside” or “Westside” of the metro-Atlanta
area, and more personal. In some cases, rivalries would arise by affili-
ated roller rinks as attendees would argue that their preferred rink had
the best music or the best skaters. Regardless, the experience of attend-
ing an Atlanta roller rink came with a kind of ubiquity: they each featured
alarge oblong skating rink with an elevated DJs booth on one side, stand-
ingbetween a gaming and dining area at one end near a small accessories
shop and skate rental booth at the other. Another pervasive facet of the
roller rink scene was the way the patrons related to and transformed the
space, which would, eventually, become a driving force in Atlanta hip-
hop aesthetics.

Dance-skating was a seminal feature of these spaces. The purpose
of the rink was not simply to travel the circle en masse, but to do so with
considerable style and flair; it was, in essence, a dance floor on wheels.
Those who were able to skate backward, do spins, splits, and steps,
who could incorporate popular dance moves in their skating, maintain
balance and momentum while weaving through the crowd, had a great
amount of cachet in the rink.

Throughout the 1980s in metro-Atlanta, the most skilled skaters
formed competitive crews at the roller rinks. These groups, usually con-
sisting of between two and six members, would zip around the rink in
highly choreographed unison. There was little room for improvisation in
this format as the prestige of the group hinged on its ability to maintain
formation and to move as one. The best crews circulated through all the
rinks, challenging other crews in other areas to better them in coordina-
tion, style, creativity, and athleticism. Around this time, something else
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began to happen. Some of the crews began to transition their routines
from skates to sneakers. While some crews zipped around the rink,
others would be on the sidelines or in the center of the rink, practicing
or performing routines as (un-wheeled) dance moves.

A Brief History of Yeeking

There is currently no literature on yeeking and there is very little on the
roller rink culture from which it emerged. Much of my research, there-
fore, relies on the stories of my interlocutors to construct an account of
a moment, a culture that eluded decades of documentation in an effort
to restore prestige and material gains to the people who created yeeking
and who keep the scene alive today. This effort to produce, perfect, and
capitalize upon yeeking as the definitive Atlanta hip-hop dance style ex-
tends back to the early years of Atlanta hip-hop history. The story of yeek
is bound to the story of Atlanta. The following is a composite of oral his-
tories put forth by people from the scene.

When questioned about the history of yeeking, participants identify
specific waves or eras that are affectively tied to important moments and
spaces. The first wave was sometimes referred to as the roller rink era.
This era, temporally assigned to the early 1980s, was defined by the first
attempts to establish a dance culture in the roller rinks of Atlanta. Dur-
ing this wave, the first competitive skate-dancing crews were created,
establishing the roller rinks as a central space for Atlanta’s budding hip-
hop culture. This would have also been the time that crews, after practic-
ing their routines without their skates, began engaging in the signature
coordinated dances that would later be known as yeeking.

The second wave/era, the late 1980s to early 1990s, is sometimes
referred to as the talent show era. During this time, politicians and
schools invested in talent showcases for Black youth to incentivize high-
school-aged Black youth to refocus their leisure time on “productive”
efforts; this was especially important since national conversations about
social health, especially regarding recreational drug use and violent
crime, placed the blame squarely on under-stimulated antisocial Black
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youth as the central culprits. The sudden presence of talent showcases
allowed yeek dancers to reconceptualize their routines for the stage and,
importantly, raised the stakes for rivalries between competing crews
and/or neighborhoods. Recordings of these showcases provide some of
the earliest video evidence of yeeking.

The third wave/era encompasses the early-to-late 1990s and coin-
cides with the peak years of Atlanta’s largest Black youth party event,
Freaknik. While Freaknik began in 1982 (Thompson 2007: 27), it would
not emerge as one of the city’s largest events until the mid-1990s, with a
peak of about 200,000 attendees in 1994 (ibid.: 28). During these years,
yeeking and its accompanying music, Atlanta bass, dominated the city’s
hip-hop party scene, which increased interest in the style. Many of the
music videos and concert performances coming out of Atlanta during
this era featured yeeking. There was no discussion of a fourth wave of
yeeking as its popularity went into decline in the late 1990s with party
culture shifting to the more mosh-oriented movements of crunk. But
there is a concerted effort to revive yeeking today. Dancers from the
original three waves perform and offer classes to younger people in
an effort to keep the dance style alive, to highlight the ways that it is
responsible for some of the elements of contemporary hip hop and to,
hopefully, inspire a new generation to yeek.

As interest in the dance moves intensified, more crews emerged
to compete against each other for bragging rights, each with its own
name, brand, and style. Spontaneous contests would emerge in the
center of rinks and, at some locations, would temporarily take over the
entire rink for dance battles. Audiences gathered around these ciphers,
at the center of which groups would be executing their routines with
perfect synchronicity. Onlookers would cheer and chant along with the
music, calling upon an emergent vocabulary of heretofore nonsensical
exclamations with a particularly impressive move or sequence was exe-
cuted. Dancers and watchers alike would yell “‘AY!”, “YUED!”, and “YU!”
to affirm the people in the center and, most importantly “YEEK!” when a
concluding move hit just right, usually on the final beat of the sequence.
To get the audience to yell “YEEK!” was tantamount to a victory knell—a
collective declaration of the dancers’ virtuosity, if not triumph, in the
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moment. So, it is fitting that later, the dancers who engaged this style
would take on this word as its name.

As indicated by the name of the second era of yeeking, talent shows
were another important performance site that ultimately shifted the
performance format again. While schools commissioned some of these
contests, it seems that others were more spontaneous or youth-orga-
nized events where the audience evaluated the talents of competitors
and voiced their approval, or conversely their disapproval, with their
immediate responses. This amplified the stakes for performance. While
there is theoretically some cover when crews performed at the rink, with
skaters circling and people there enjoying the arcade and gift shop, tran-
sitioning to a stage meant creating a kind of showcase that necessitated
absolute focus. This new context brought with it a desire to amp things
up, in terms of the moves, the music, the costuming, and the intensity.
By the mid-1990s, yeeking was a central feature of dance showcases,
public party events, Atlanta-based music videos, and nightclubs: at that
point, it epitomized Atlanta hip-hop style.

The Movements of Yeek

The basic movement of yeeking is a side-to-side step. At the opening
of every dance routine (whether improvised or pre-choreographed)
dancers begin with the same left-to-right motion, the pendular mo-
ment of which generally continues throughout the routine. This motion
is a holdover from yeek’s start in roller dancing. Just as skaters propel
in a zig-zag pattern as weight shifts from one leg to the other, so too
does yeeking. In maintaining that central motion, even in relatively
neutral positions, yeeking harkens back to its origins in the roller rinks
of Atlanta.

The names of the moves and the moves themselves work somewhat
syntactically, a pool of well-known fragments that can be broken apart
and recombined in new sequences that insiders can perform in unison if
guided by a leader calling them out. To borrow from Saussure’s linguis-
tic frame of langue and parole, yeek dancers pull from a shared “vocab-
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ulary” of movements (langue) that find meaning when they are strategi-
cally and knowingly sequenced in ways that convey meaning (parole), or
more importantly for their purposes, expressions of aesthetic pleasure.
While most yeek competitive routines were meticulously choreographed
and practiced beforehand, this ability to coordinate on the fly expedites
the choreography process. Furthermore, in improvised performances,
the ability to follow a leader’s call and perform in unison would allow a
crew to maintain formation either on the dance floor or skating around
the roller rink. These calls were part of the soundscape. Almost rapped,
they have a rhythm to them that fits with the music and becomes part of
what is expected of the performance. Even at times when the choreogra-
phy is settled upon before the performance, the dancers would interject
vocalizations, not unlike those that the audience would contribute at the
rink competitions, as a means of articulating their moves. In short, yeek-
ing is a kind of dancing, but a major component of the performance is
the voice, both as a communicative tool in emergent choreography and
as an exclamatory punctuation. On different occasions, the established
yeek dancers offered some historical context for the moves they taught,
usually referencing a specific person that was known for the move. The
implication is that the canon of yeek movements grows directly out of
the competitive dancers’ drive to put forth something new; however, as
most of these histories indicate, one crew/person might have invented
the move, but it was often transformed and standardized by another.

While both improvised and pre-planned routines are specific re-
garding the unison sequencing of movements, the music seemed to be
somewhat interchangeable. I witnessed the same routine performed
with different songs, even with different tempos. Sometimes, the
dancers would go through several songs searching for the right tempo
and feel to match their energy for the night. If the song had a 4/4 time
signature, had a moderate-to-fast tempo, and a strong bass line, any
yeek routine, improvisational or through-choreographed, could be
performed to it.

As carefully crafted as the choreography is, and as rigidly synchro-
nized as the dancers must be, yeeking maintains a sense of explosive
spontaneity. Most of that comes from small gestural amendments each
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dancer makes to the moves, enough to express a kind of individuality.
These decisions, nearly imperceptible to those unfamiliar with the for-
mat, are a part of how the dancers in this scene evaluate each other.
In a dance where everybody moves in unison, where every group pulls
from the same pool of movements, the how becomes a central means
of earning prestige, a method of formulating a signature. Addition-
ally, this latitude for micro-adjustments allows for a slight imprecision
that ultimately adds to the feeling that each dancer is truly expressing
their “every explosive klimax!” in a way that is incapable of being fully
contained.

One additional consistent component of the dance style is the big fin-
ishing move. It manifests differently each time, but usually represents
some forceful gesture: a stomp, a jerk to one side, or a full body crunch.
But its purpose is to punctuate the sequence. To follow our syntactical
metaphor, the closing move is the exclamation point that marks the end
of the sentence. This move is always accompanied by a collective vocal-
ization by both performer and audience; aloud and full-chested “YEEK!”
This exclamation preceded the official naming of the dance style; in fact,
as indicated earlier, what became known as yeeking existed without a
specific name for years. But the importance of this moment in the per-
formance imbued the word “yeek” with special significance, which is how
it eventually became the defining referent.

Yeek Musicality

In my interviews, dancers who were on the scene when it first emerged
spoke nostalgically of songs that were played on heavy rotation at the
rink. The ones that they selected for practice most frequently included
“Planet Rock” by Afrika Bambaataa, “Din Daa Daa’ by George Kranz,
“Panic Zone” by N.W.A. and “Set It Off” by Strafe. To my surprise, the se-
lected music only occasionally included more local, i.e., Atlanta, artists.
This mix, however, makes sense for referencing the genesis of yeeking.
Atlanta did not have a well-established hip-hop party sound in the first
half of the 1980s and roller rink DJs would have, undoubtedly, pulled
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dance records from non-local artists to establish and maintain the
party. The early yeek dancers skated to this music, but as the dance style
broke free of its skate-dancing origins, performers began to demand
something different from the standard roller rink repertoire. According
to the dancers I spoke to, the first musical shifts for yeeking occurred
when some dancers complained that the tempo of most music was too
slow. Since the dancers no longer had to coordinate moves with the
pragmatics of skating, they were free to incorporate more acrobat-
ics, more elaborate footwork, and, importantly, faster speeds. Crews
resolved to get somebody to physically force records to play faster by
pushing the record along with their fingers. The familiar hip-hop and
R&B songs would become faster, hovering around 140-175 bpm, higher-
pitched, and timbrally tinnier. Additionally, the acoustics and crowd
noise, or more appropriately the vocal contribution of the audience and
performers, combined to create the unique sound of yeek. The desire
for this musical aesthetic and this tempo drove many yeek dancers to
branch into music making.

Many of my interlocutors from the yeeking scene had at some point
become involved in making hip-hop music, be it as singers, rappers,
producers, or DJs, but the driving force behind their music always re-
volved around creating something to dance to. There were several music
producers that started out as crew members. For example, DJ Taz and
DJ Kizzy Rock, two of Atlanta’s local celebrity producers, were central in
forming and producing the subgenre of Atlanta bass; they credit yeeking
with inspiring their composition methodologies. At a public forum on
yeek’s history, Atlanta hip-hop artist and producer Kizzy Rock spoke
specifically of a yeek dancer who inspired the texture of one of his most
successful hits, “Whatz Up Whatz Up,” performed by Playa Poncho and
LA Sno:

The first record | produced.. ‘Whatz Up Whatz Up'.. the whole con-
cept came from yeeking and the dancers. It was about the talk. You
heard what [Ted, a yeek dancer] just did? When he came out here?
‘Got damn. Unh. What's up [performed with yeek-style hand gestures
with a sparse rap-style vocal].. it came from that and that one lit-
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tle thing... so when Playa Poncho [the featured artist] talking about
ideas and shit, he a lying muthafucka. That's some real shit.. The
dance-offs. That’s where it came from. | got it from Ant [another yeek
dancer]. That nigga talk like a muthafucka. More than anybody. He'll
be like ‘What’s up... Ya grandmamma too.. Get some... Unh!... Suck
a dick nigga..! [performed as before]. | could give it to you over and
over. But | got the whole concept of ‘Whatz Up Whatz Up’ from the
dance talking. For real. (Personal observation February 2016)

Kizzy Rock’s track for “Whatz Up Whatz Up” is typical of Atlanta hip-
hop party music of the mid-1990s. The beats featured extended sections
of chant and/or voiced interjections that mirrored the yeeking sound-
scape; it was part of the underlying sonic texture of Atlanta’s hip-hop
dance music. The incorporation of the sonic and performative features
that are specific to yeeking marked the style as distinctly Atlanta hip-
hop party music. The patterns of call-and-response in this song and oth-
ers bring focus onto the role of the audience’s performance in hearing.
“Whatz Up Whatz Up”is essentially yeeking disembodied, packaged, and
redistributed for hip-hop dance styles, yeeking and others, to be per-
formed and vocalized with.

Kizzy Rock’s contention that Playa Poncho is a “lying muthafucka”
for claiming to be the driving force behind the song’s format highlights
a fundamental rift between perceptions of creation/ownership in tradi-
tional hip hop and the collaborative/democratic gestural and composi-
tional methodologies that were most prominent on the yeek scene. As
the primary rapper on the song, Playa Poncho is the one most credited
with it, just as the vocalists on many mainstream hip-hop songs are often
considered the “owner” or the individual most responsible for the song’s
gravitas. The notion that meaning and impact are most attributable to
the rapper is, at least in part, due to a text-centric evaluative approach
that likens hip-hop music to poetry. From this perspective, the impor-
tance of the chanted section and its connections to the scene to which
it refers is diminished if not disregarded; or conversely, such a section,
as is the case of “Whatz Up Whatz Up” is understood as an extension of
the rapper’s creativity. In asserting that the composition of the song is
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based upon the sonic experience of yeeking, the vocalizations of both
the dancers and the crowds, Kizzy Rock directly challenges the focus on
a singular narrative-style vocal performance of the rapper. In this sub-
tle way, Kizzy Rock articulates that Atlanta bass was about two things: a
cathartic body and collective voicing.

Conclusion

Dance has always been central to discussions of meaning in hip hop.
From its earliest moments, the presence of people moving acrobatically,
audaciously was an important part of the establishment of hip-hop
space. Accordingly, from the earliest writings that would eventually
form the area of hip-hop studies, the rhythms and gestures of breaking
and b-boying have been seminal inclusions to theorizations of hip hop’s
cultural intervention. And yet, breaking and b-boying are far from the
only iterations of social dance that hip hop yields. As our theoretical
scope expands ever farther beyond the hip hop that germinated in 1970s
New York, so too must our frames for theorizing and historicizing hip-
hop embodiment and dance.

Yeeking is a manifestation of hip hop’s radical embodiment that
somehow fell through the cracks; it evaded much documentation or the-
orization throughout the decades, despite its impact on Atlanta’s hip-
hop party aesthetics. That could possibly be attributed to how visually
different yeeking is from breaking and b-boying. Or perhaps it is be-
cause hip-hop scenes in the US South have only recently garnered much
focus in academia, and even still that focus remains primarily concen-
trated on rappers. Whatever the reason, the elusiveness of yeeking has
not lessened its potency.

Given that yeeking has eluded being the subject of research or even
much journalism, how does knowledge of yeeking contribute something
useful to hip-hop discourse? The answer is threefold. First, yeeking is
arguably at the core of Atlanta hip-hop party music. It was the driving
force behind many Atlanta hip-hop artists’ first foray into music-mak-
ing and led many of them to form compositional techniques that became
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signatures of Atlanta’s style. Atlanta-based hip hoppers have been a ma-
jor force in the market in the 21*° century, so understanding contempo-
rary hip hop necessitates delving into this movement. The second reason
yeeking must be entered into discourse has to do with the investment of
the people on the scene. Many of the interviews I conducted included
some summation of yeek’s importance to their lives or, in some cases,
their survival. A recurrent theme was the extremely limited opportuni-
ties in poor and working-class Black neighborhoods for Black youths’
recreational time. They each shared a sense of malignant stagnancy, a
feeling that had it not been for yeeking, they might have succumbed to a
more treacherous path. In a city that sought to restrict, rather than pro-
tect, Black youth during a crisis of missing and murdered children, yeek-
ing in roller rinks and at talent showcases was one of the few activities
through which the Black youth of Atlanta could express a sense of agency
in defining space and cultural particularity. And the third is that yeeking
offers an apt case study for entering embodiment in discussions about
meaning in hip-hop music, which has implications for other subgeneric
movements in hip hop.

What I offer here is not an exhaustive history, but rather a brief
sketch of some of the sociopolitical phenomena that imbue yeeking
with its performative resistance. Each of these moments fundamentally
impacted a generation of Black Atlantans’ relationship to the right to
occupy public space for their own purposes. Atlanta’s own Civil Rights
era slogan, “a city too busy to hate,” falls back on a neoliberal idea
of capitalism as a meritocratic equalizer; one which notably stood in
stark contrast to the lived experience of Atlanta’s first generation of hip
hoppers. For them, safety and freedom were leveraged against their
willingness to navigate life in respectable silence, diminishing their
(raced and classed) presence, and they responded by creating music
and dance that was purposefully loud and grounded in the Black body
expressing “Your Energetic Explosive Klimax,” YEEK!
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Identity Transgressions as Transgressions
of the Art Form
The Case of Frank Ocean

Martina Bratic¢

Abstract Hip-hop culture, known for upholding heteronormative values and
sometimes displaying homophobic tendencies, is also notably characterized by
its strong focus on masculinity, which can be attributed to different historical,
social, and cultural factors. Heavily influenced by traditional notions of mas-
culinity, this cultural circle primarily revolves around vesilience, assertiveness,
and a confrontational stance of rebellion; the one that discourages expressions of
gentleness, sensitivity, and tenderness.

Frank Ocean’s persona and artistic contributions paved the way for an alterna-
tive male presence within the hip-hop realm. This marked a departure from the
established norms of (Black) male identity in performance, giving rise to fresh
creative horizons, novel modes of artistic creation, and diverse forms of engage-
ment and audiences. The noteworthy aspect of Frank Ocean’s case in particular
lies predominantly in his act of transgression: defying conventional gender norms
on one hand and breaking free from artistic genve constraints on the other. Just as
queer identity vejects fixed definitions, Ocean’s music resists easy categorization
within a specific genre.

This chapter seeks to emphasize Frank Ocean’s nonconformity in the context of
resistance culture, wherein the experience of the marginalized becomes the new
artistic- and identity currency.
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Frank Ocean is one of those figures in popular music who has built his
fan base almost as much through his award-winning music as through
the prism of an artistic persona, of a personality Ocean gathers and per-
forms in the realm of his own notion of a celebrity.

His musical beginnings are today the object of a romanticized idea
of a Black creative youngster, whose creative zeal was there in the back-
ground of many performers of stellar status at the time. Christopher Ed-
win Breaux, the artist Frank Ocean, was born on October 28, 1987, in
Long Beach, California. At the age of five, his family moved to New Or-
leans, where he spent a significant part of his childhood. Ocean became
deeply involved in NOLA’s vibrant jazz music scene and its rich history
from an early age, and his biographies regularly highlight the influence
of his mother’s love for R&B on his music.

In his teenage years, Ocean ventured into producing music and
took on several odd jobs to finance his studio sessions. Following his
high school graduation in 2005, he enrolled at the University of New
Orleans, though his time there was short-lived when the region was hit
by Hurricane Katrina in August of that same year, causing widespread
destruction, with Ocear’s recording studio severely damaged by flood-
ing and looting. It was at this point that he decided not to pursue further
academic endeavors, but to turn the rudder towards his future musical
career. Immediately after this event he departed to Los Angeles, another
decisive turning point, where he recorded demos in the studios of his
friends and acquaintances. This secured him a songwriting deal that
would soon lead to him ghostwriting for Brandy, Beyoncé, Justin Bieber,
and John Legend (Kellman, n.d.). Under the songwriting alias Lonny
Breaux (he legally took the name Frank Ocean in 2015), he had already
established himself as a creator with incredible attention to detail,
including his vivid and relatable lyrics touching on universal themes,
with harmonies that leave “listeners entranced” (Blanchet 2020). Still,
Blanchet recounts that his writing, which had significantly influenced
those who worked with him during his earlier prolific period, could
be seen as presaging Ocean’s later approach to work: characterized
by secrecy, seclusion, and enigma, occurring in distant realms, whose
manifestations remain unpredictable in terms of timing and content.
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This more restrained mode of presentation continued for Frank
Ocean through his affiliation with the LA-based hip-hop collective Odd
Future, of which he was a member from 2010 until 2014. In its rotating
roster of performers, with a prominent inclination towards the DIY
principle of creative work, Odd Future provided Ocean with a safe and
creative zone of action, but also a direct entry point into the pop-culture
domain, which, almost paradoxically, gave way to a proportionately
invisible, secretive story of existence. As time has shown, the mode of
personal secrecy permeated deeply with the reception of his music, of
him as an artist and of his every artistic expression. In hindsight, it can
be said that the professional steps in Frank Ocean’s career was carefully
aligned with impulses from his private life, in a mutually reinforcing
nexus that stands at the center of this chapter.

The chapter aims to shed light on the interdependent relationship
between Frank Ocean’s personal life and his artistic output, by explor-
ing the possibility of the narrative of Ocean’s (sexual) identity having in-
fluenced his music and artistic expression. By analyzing his lyrics, in-
terviews, public appearances, and general artistic presence, the chapter
seeks to provide a deeper understanding of how Ocear’s personallife and
transgressions in relation to normative (Black) masculinity have shaped
his artistic identity. This text will delve deeper into the topic of masculin-
ity from a socio-psychological perspective, while specifically exploring
the various connotations and implications of the term within the context
of hip-hop culture, which serves as a unique platform for the construc-
tion and practice of diverse sexual, racial, and class identities.

Moving forward, my attention will be centered on the song “Bad
Religion” (2012) from the album Channel Orange. Through an original
in-depth analysis of the song’s musical and textual elements, I aim
to explore how it addresses and challenges conventional notions of
gender and sexuality, asserting that the song can serve as a poignant
reflection of Ocean’s personal identity—or at least, what he chooses
to serve us as this enigmatic artistic persona.’ Here it is worth out-

1 I would like to emphasize that the scholarly output on the study of Frank Ocean
so far is not significant. It mostly consists of individual articles that mainly ex-
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lining the methodological framework of this study, which is based on
the textual and musical analysis of Frank Ocearn’s original material,
which with the exception of primary sources, are mostly found online.
A principle platform in this regard is the Genius website—formerly Rap
Genius—an online community that focuses on annotating and explain-
ing song lyrics, poetry, and other forms of text. I use these annotations
as telling insights into the meaning, wordplay, cultural references,
and background information behind the analyzed materials proved
fruitful for this study. In this regard, I primarily draw upon content
analysis, examining the themes and language—as well as narrative
analysis—that focuses more on the storytelling aspects of lyrics; that
is, their potential in character creation and plot development. In this
sense, the Genius platform is used as a valuable starting reference point
for further analysis in the chapter.

Deconstructing Masculinity in Hip-Hop Culture:
From Hegemony to Resistance

What it began as is a story of secrecy, of the inability to articulate one’s
own self, of the incapacity to send it out to the world in all its identity
networks and meanings. This identity cross-linking and networkedness
is what determines each of us,” it is what reassembles the particles of

amine him with a focus on racial narratives (e.g., B. Lewellyn-Taylor’s 2018 arti-
cle “The Free Black Artist: Frank Ocean Through a Decolonial Lens”) and narra-
tives related to his sexual orientation and coming-out. Interestingly, the latter
topic is most prevalent in bachelor and master-level papers, which attests to
the fact that the youngest generations have chosen to approach it from a the-
oretical perspective in an effort to gain a more nuanced understanding of the
ways in which Ocean’s identity can influence his musical expression. This chap-
ter therefore tries to respond to the gaps in the understanding of the music of
Frank Ocean through the prism of identity and sociocultural contexts.

2 The existent discourses on these matters are wide-ranging and multifaceted,
for example, in: Foucault (1976); Butler (1990); Harrison and Cooley (2012); and
Kaufman and Powell (2014).
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our identity, our own sexuality, and sexual preferences as what we are.
However, some intrinsically ‘agreed’ arrangements are more or less cor-
respondingly molded into a sociocultural given or, better said, construc-
tion. Within this constellation, the heteronormative framework encom-
passes sexuality which does not necessarily need to be emphasized or
talked about because it is normal, standard, as well as normalizing and
standardizing. On the other hand, everything outside the matrix of the
heterosexual blueprint is unnecessary to hear for one side (the norma-
tive one), unnecessary to mark and acknowledge, and is yet nothing less
than vital for the other.

Such dynamics are further fueled within the context of same-sex,
or any other ‘non-normative'—or let me go with the over encompassing
term queer, here—desire. This context is framed largely by this idea of
resistance to hegemony, by its rejection of dominant power structures
and norms, including those related to race and social class, in addition
to gender and sexuality. In particular, the breeding ground of hip-hop
culture significantly draws from the heteronormative, hypersexual,
and hypermasculine concept of the Subject,> namely, the male subject.
With prevalent elements of vulgarity, bravado, and braggadocio, the
homophobic, misogynistic, and violent undertones* set the foundation

3 Herein, | refer to the philosophical definition of the concept of the subject,
which denotes the individual self, self-awareness, and identity, and which as
such should not inherently reflect any truth about gender, but which in the
(Western) history of society is almost synonymously equated with the mascu-
line identity, as a result of many historical and cultural biases. In the same vein,
Simone de Beauvoir writes in her seminal book The Second Sex (1949): “[Woman]
is determined and differentiated in relation to man, while he is not in relation
to her; she is the inessential in front of the essential. He is the Subject; he is the
Absolute. She is the Other” (2011 [1949]: 6).

4 Here one could highlight Juvenile’s track “March N***a Step” (1999); Nelly's
remix “Tip Drill,” particularly the music video that was criticized for its themes
of misogyny; or Eminem’s The Marshall Mathers LP album (2000), which themat-

ically and lyrically feeds on the themes of violence, misogyny, and homophobic
slurs.
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for the “toxic forms of masculinity,” as Christal Daly (2019) argues.’
Further, Matthew Oware contextualizes these forms of demeanor as
“a particular presentation of self” that “emerges due to the limited
opportunities that many Black males face in their daily lives” (2011:
23). He continues by referencing Mark Anthony Neal (2006) and Ma-
jors and Billson (1992) in disclosing how the masculine aesthetic of the
“Strong Black Man” started with its genesis 400 year ago “due to the
enslavement, violence, and continued economic exploitation of this
group. As a result, black males created a ‘functional mytl’ to help them
handle their plight. ... [A]lthough black males defined their manhood
similarly to white males—provider, breadwinner, procreator, and pro-
tector—they did not have the necessary resources to fulfil those roles”
(Oware 2011: 23). This results in a form of masculinity that is ritualized
and created in a chain of “carefully crafted performances” interwoven
with “unique patterns of speech, walk and demeanor,” among other
instances (ibid.). An additional stream to this discussion can be found
in Raewyn Connell’s thoughts, who, in referring to Robert Staples and
his 1982 book Black Masculinity: The Black Male’s Role in American Society,
writes that “the level of violence among black men in the United States
can only be understood through the changing place of the black labor
force in American capitalism and the violent means used to control it.
Massive unemployment and urban poverty now powerfully interact with
institutional racism in the shaping of black masculinity” (2005: 80).
Taking a few steps back from these ideas and considering masculin-
ity as a kaleidoscope of socio-psychological factors, which are neverthe-
less subject to a certain systematization, could allow us to break down the
particularities of each individual group or their intersections. A starting
point can be taken from the most common reference for the classifica-
tion of masculinity, that of the above-mentioned Raewyn Connell, in-

5 Of course, here it is necessary to refer to the fact that it is difficult, especially
with more contemporary performing practices and aspirations, to subsume all
hip hop under the above-mentioned categories. And it would be unfair not to
keep in mind the antipodes in the form of conscious and political hip-hop sub-
genres.
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cluded in a more general discussion of gender and power models in her
1987 book Gender and power, with a more comprehensive approach in the
1995 publication Masculinities.

For Connell, masculinity branches out into four tenets (2005: 76—81);
the hegemonic form, as the dominant one, one that is implied and expected
by Western society, then the complicit form, where the subject may not fit
into all the features of the hegemonic form and norm, but still tries to
somehow reflect it. The third type for her is the marginalized model of
masculinity, in which the dominant feature is the inability to penetrate
the hegemonic norm, due to specific instances such as race. The last form
is the subordinate masculinity, with the subject projecting characteristics
in polar opposition to the ones proscribed by the hegemonic model. Still,
itis important to have in mind that Connell’s proposed nomenclature by
no means implies absolute qualities. She argues that these are “not fixed
character types,” but rather “configurations of practice generated in par-
ticular situations in a changing structure of relationships. Namely, any
theory of masculinity worth having must give an account of this process
of change” (2005: 81).

Further, especially through considering the latter two forms—the
marginalized and the subordinate practice of masculinity—their pre-
carious positions are what constitutes them in a greater sense. Yet,
Connell’s understanding underlines one big difference, and this is the
fact that marginalized groups are specifically engaged in changing the
narrative, while strongly adopting the dominant features of the hege-
monic model. Additionally, in trying to compensate for the inability
to penetrate this domain, the marginalized and subordinate groups
will amplify features such as aggression and combativeness, and at the
same time suppress emotions and overall self-reflection, as Connell
argues (2005: 46, 102—103). Somewhere within this cleft of attempting
to reshape the narrative while simultaneously embracing hegemonic
aspects, we should consider the dominant masculinity trait of hip-hop
culture, which, from the 2000s onwards has nevertheless changed in
some ways: it became less violent, on the one hand, but on the other,
there are practices of oversexualization of women that are still very
much pronounced through its cultural production, as many authors



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

192

Remixing the Hip-Hop Narrative

have noted.® This phenomenon in particular, may be interpreted as re-
flecting a certain compensation for one’s own marginality in relation to
hegemonic male Whiteness. The relation of the positive and its negative
other, in the discussion of gender identities in hip-hop music, can be
broken down on many levels. Kai Arne Hansen explains the logic of their
precise pairing well:

At the extreme, the dichotomy between hegemonic and nonhege-
monic—or negative and positive—masculinities adhere to a binary
logic that resembles the one that underpins the naturalization of
masculinity and femininity as opposing categories. The shortcom-
ings of any dichotomy relate to its exclusionary dimensions, by which
| mean that dichotomies tend to hide from view whatever does not
correspond to either of their mutually exclusive parts. (2021: 18)

In relation to this, besides urban structural inequalities paired with sys-
tematic racism, one needs to keep in mind that Black hip-hop culture
emerged in part as a response to the Black masculinity crisis,” begin-
ning in the 1970s. The initial currents of hip hop not only provided essen-
tial social commentary but also served as a significant platform for male
rappers to respond to the multifaceted challenges facing Black men of
that era. These challenges encompassed social, economic, and political

6 I will herein point to articles by Adams and Fuller (“The words have changed but
the ideology remains the same: Misogynistic lyrics in rap music,” 2006); Aubrey
and Frisby (“Sexual objectification in music videos: A content analysis compa-
ring gender and genre,” 2011), but also to songs such as Major Lazer ft. Tyga,
2Chainz, Bruno Mars et al’s 2013 “Bubble Butt,” 2Chainz ft. Kanye West and
their track “Birthday Song” (2012), and Future’s “My Collection” from 2017. Addi-
tionally, the issue of hypersexualization should not be unequivocally attributed
to male rappers. Female rappers, such as Cardi B or Megan Thee Stallion, have
embraced sexual objectification and promote it themselves. On the one hand,
this can be interpreted as a common advertising tactic of ‘sex sells, but also as
a strategy for female empowerment and sexual self-awareness.

7 Among many sources writing on this matter, | would highlight Robert Staples’
Black Masculinity: The Black Male’s Role in American Society (1982), and Mark An-
thony Neal's New Black Man, with its first edition in 2006.
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issues, particularly prevalent in urban America. It is important to recall
the stark realities of that time: rampant poverty, soaring unemployment
rates, pernicious negative stereotypes, and the consequential dearth of
opportunities afflicting Black communities, with a particular impact on
Black men in The Bronx from the 1970s on.® This crisis may not have been
acknowledged or recognized by mainstream society at the time, which
could have contributed to the development of hip-hop culture as a means
for Black men to express their experiences and assert their identities in
ways that were not otherwise available to them. Having to come to terms
with the fact that the Western society’s cultural notion of the dominant
form of masculinity or manhood in the first instance is that of “a white,
heterosexual, largely middle-class male” (Ezeifeka 2019: 389), the subor-
dinated classes or ethnic groups’ marginalized position is always read as
“relative to the authorization [original emphasis] of the hegemonic mas-
culinity of the dominant group” (Connell 2005: 80-81).

The divide between the normative male subject and his subordinate
counterpart presents a complex narrative that touches upon the realms
of both marginality and relativity. However, this very rupture simulta-
neously serves as a fertile ground for individuals to express themselves
and assert their identities.

8 This interpretation must not be understood unilaterally when it comes to the
gender structure of hip-hop culture in its beginnings. Namely, early female
participation in hip hop, which undeniably existed right from the outset and
had its share of valuable social commentary, carried a distinct and predomi-
nantly female perspective (Roxanne Shanté or Queen Latifah might be refer-
enced as perhaps the most well-known names that marked this early wave). It
functioned, in essence, as a counterpoint to the prevailing male narrative, pre-
dominantly celebrating themes of empowerment and self-expression. These
trailblazing women in hip hop presented a compelling perspective, highlight-
ing the resilience and strength of females as they established their distinct
presence in a genre undergoing rapid evolution, often diverging significantly
from the predominant ‘male voice. A good overview of such streams can be
found in publications such as Kathy landoli’s 2020 book God Save the Queens:
The Essential History of Women in Hip-Hop or Clover Hope’s The Motherlode: 100+
Women Who Made Hip-Hop (2021).
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Identity Negotiations I: Textual Analysis of “Bad Religion”

From this summarized overview of Raewyn Connell’s schemata of mas-
culinities in Western societies, I believe it becomes evident that the hege-
monic model is taken as the model towards which the other three forms
relate and establish themselves in a more or less direct way, with the
latter mostly considered unfavorable derivatives. Drawing from this re-
lation between the dominant, hegemonic image, and its resultants, all
the non-hegemonic forms of masculinity are therefore seen and prac-
ticed as a specific deviation from the norm. Such a system of hierarchy,
in whichever cultural-political context, builds its internal structure on
the principle of strictly limited spaces, practices and identity markers. It
is a system that is unfavorable to ‘let’ the spokespeople of one’s culture,
in this particular context that of hip-hop culture, to transgress the pre-
scribed or expected gender/sexuality norms.® Yet, in the case of Frank
Ocean, this transgression was indicated first, ostensibly by chance, by al-
luding to his own non-hegemonic Black male sexuality, only to turn him,
with time, into a destroyer of the dam that clearly marked the bound-
ary between hip-hop culture and the territory of non-normative sexual
identities and desires.

The first such transgression is evident in the track “Oldie” by Odd
Future from 2012, where Ocear’s verse includes a line in which he says
that he is high, and he is bi, but wait—he will say—I meant to say I am
straight,’® a play on words, for which an annotation on Genius" (Odd
Future 2012) claims are a triple entendre. The reference reads:

9 XinLing Li claims the consequences of such prospects are far reaching: “homo-
phobia in hip-hop survives on the dearth of out rappers, a phenomenon that
has its roots in gay men’s lack of participation in traditionally masculinised
sites of sociopolitical discourse” (2019: 11).

10 Owing to copyright issues, this chapter exclusively paraphrases song lyrics. See
0dd Future (2012) for direct lyrics.

11 The last edited version of the annotation was written in 2018, by the user An-
drewGar.
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a) “I'm hi and I'm bye” refers to the way he is with people (women),
where he just gets in and gets out no drama;

b) However, it could also be, “I'm high and I'm bye,” as in high and drunk
(“I'm bye” as in “I'm so gone”); and

¢) With the recent news of Frank Ocear’s bisexuality this line is a refer-
ence to that as well.

The annotation continues, “This line was Frank casually putting one over
all of our heads. Most people when they heard that song just thought it
was a witty play on words, rather than an allusion to his actual bisexual-
ity. Frank Ocean basically came out in this verse, and it went unnoticed
because no one really believed that he meant it at the time.”

Such a hint to his sexuality, albeit accidental and not semantically ex-
clusive, experienced its full actualization in the further professional step
Ocean made that same year with the release of his first commercial al-
bum, Channel Orange, on Def Jam Records, an event that coincided with
the singer’s coming-out letter posted on Tumblr, entitled “thank you's”
(Ocean 2012a). However, here it is important to note that he never explic-
itly made a statement, or put a precise label on his sexuality, a concept he
strongly rejected whenever asked about it. However, the groundbreaking
Tumblr post should nevertheless be considered as a specific statement in
expressing his same-sex desires in the public arena. In his GQ interview
from 2012, published some four months after the post, when asked di-
rectly if he is bisexual, Ocean gave a response provided here in part:

You can move to the next question. I'll respectfully say that life is
dynamic and comes along with dynamic experiences, and the same
sentiment that | have towards genres of music, | have towards a lot
of labels and boxes and shit. .. People should pay attention to [the
following] in the letter: | didn’t need to label it for it to have impact.
Because people realize everything that | say is so relatable, because
when you're talking about romantic love, both sides in all scenarios
feel the same shit. As a writer, as a creator, I'm giving you my experi-
ences. But just take what | give you. You ain’t got to pry beyond that.
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I’'m giving you what | feel like you can feel. The other shit, you can't
feel. You can't feel a box. You can't feel a label. (Wallace 2012)

Despite a certain impression of detachment and objectification of such
a strong identity instance as one’s sexual orientation, such a bold state-
ment has stuck an unbreakable patch on Ocean’s persona that marks his
semantic field of sexuality as the primary identifier. In other words, by
legitimizing his sexuality as out-of-the-norm, that specific identifier be-
came synonymous with his public figure, making him a paragon of the
queer hip-hop artist. How significant and influential that move was, not
only for the perception of his public significance, but also for the broader
discussion of hip-hop culture, can certainly be witnessed by one example
from his direct circle of activity; it is Lil Wayne’s (Dwayne Michael Carter,
Jr.) track “Turn On the Lights” from the same year (2012), where he raps
in the last hook about how he skateboards like a real man. Basically, he
is not Frank Ocean; he is straight (Lil Wayne 2012).”

Exactly this need to stay out of the boxes, out of the categories our
surroundings and other more formal structures prescribe, can be argued
is present in Frank Ocear’s creative expression as well, where eluding any
clean categorizations becomes the imperative. Beyond the binary norms,
beyond the hegemonic masculinity grid, beyond the one-way Black rap-
per’s expression,” beyond the violent, homophobic, or sexist matrix hip-
hop culture was long characterized and reprimanded for. On the other
hand, what makes the issue of gender in the case of Frank Ocean even
more surprising, or simply confusing, is its relative absence as a major
theme or narrative in Ocean’s oeuvre. Namely, the role of gender in his

12 See Lil Wayne (2012) for direct lyrics.

13 The one that is inescapably “constructed in white-supremacist capitalist pa-
triarchy” (hooks 2004: x). Although she would point to the “undeniable sense
of freedom hip-hop manages to provide to Black men, ... tied to intellectual
growth and camaraderie,” Crystal Belle would also agree that “an unemotional
persona lies at the heart of Black masculine performances. This is often an act,
a performance of sorts that asserts a manhood that is dominant and deviant,
attempting to define itself in a world that has often tried to deny the very ex-
istence of Black men” (2014: 288—289).
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work remained relatively unimportant and was by no means elevated to
a central theme or a platform for activism. In other words, one might
expect that such a bold step of disclosing his non-normative sexuality
would make gender more than a nominal category for Frank Ocean. Tiq
Milan (2016) underlines this as the following:

His art centralizes a queer sensibility while queer identity is still be-
ing navigated as a margin. It doesn’t feed the social media frenzy or
follow a cookie cutter formula. His music betrays genres in the same
way queers challenge gender. There are few gender signifiers in his
love ballads but that doesn't make it any less poignant.

Nevertheless, Frank Ocean’s characters can generally be viewed through
an intersectional lens. However, even the ‘unfavorable’ aspects are inte-
grated into his writing, serving as reflections of his own experiences and
the collective consciousness shared by his entire generation. Namely,
even though “Ocean’s production of a vulnerable musical space subverts
the hypermasculine, hypersexual, hyper violent stereotypes of Black
men in hip hop that define emotional vulnerability as a weakness,” as
Josephine Blanchon (2020: 83) claims, I would point to the fact that
this vulnerable, honest, self-reflective man is not a one-sided position
Ocean speaks from and to. His man is also the ruthless pimp (in the
song “Pyramids” from Channel Orange, the narrator switches between
the voice of the affectionate lover to his beloved queen, Cleopatra, to be-
coming a manipulator who is only concerned about his stripper paying
his bills), and using the derogatory term “bitch” in the song “Chanel,”
in a way “conforms to the expectation of misogyny in heteronormative
masculinity from the 1990s” (Blanchon 2020: 83). Namely, “by using this
term, Ocean attempts to draw on traditional expectations of strength in
masculinity ... by conforming to his audience’s expectations” (ibid.).**

14 In all fairness, the term “bitch” in “Chanel” might also be interpreted as a
metaphor for the music industry, as Ocean wants to conquer it, to humiliate
it; therefore, it/she should grind on his belt, as the lyrics say. Also, one of the
reviewers of this article, to whom | am very grateful, directed me to the lyrics of
Jack Harlow’s track “Churchill Downs” (2022), featuring Drake, who in his verse
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Alex Layton (2017) also forewarned about Ocean’s “using of females
as social capital” as reproducing the sexist rhetoric. Herein, I would also
point to the song “Chanel” (2017), which has become an emblematic topic
in discussions about the gendered statements in his oeuvre. With the
hook saying how he sees both of the two sides, just like Chanel, and, fur-
ther, how he, sort of, operates on both sides, " the track was unanimously
accepted among scholars as a statement on Ocean’s bisexuality, a sort of
a bisexual anthem of a generation.’ In the subsequent discussion, how-
ever, I direct my focus to the track “Bad Religion” (2012), from the Chan-
nel Orange album, the musical and textual organization of which I believe
approaches the issue of gender and sexual identity through a multi-lay-
ered intersectional filter.”

In his storytelling manner, Frank introduces us to the story through
a self-perspective. He sits in the taxi driver’s car and asks, in complete
anonymity, for him to act as his shrink for an hour. He makes it clear to
the taxi driver that he has demons to deal with, setting “the song’s over-
all tone of reflective, pseudo-religious angst,” as the user Elizabeth Ayme

raps, “When | say bitch I'm very rarely referring to women, Most of the bitches
| know are n****s they not even women.” However, the term ‘bitch’ as an inter-
changeable currency again carries the asymmetry of power and even so when
it is addressed to men or boys, ‘bitch’ takes on a different connotation and be-
comes a derogatory term implying subservience, weakness, or cowardice; that
is, being/acting as a woman would.

15 See Ocean (2017) for direct lyrics.

16  Among the authors who have tackled the duality of the lyrics and the musi-
cal setting of the song, | would point readers to the honors thesis of Josephine
Blanchon from 2020 Representations of Black Queer Masculinity in Contemporary
Popular Music: A Close Analysis of Tyler, The Creator and Frank Ocean. Furthermore,
Blanchon’s text can serve as a good delineation in outlining individual Frank
Ocean songs from the perspective of gender and masculinity (I rely on her du-
alistic reading of the song “Chanel” in my text), although she focuses on illumi-
nating the changes and developments that the category of Black masculinity
has undergone in the last fifty years in contemporary popular music, which
significantly diverges from the aims of my chapter.

17 See Ocean (2012) for direct lyrics.
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(Ocean 2012) in the annotation on Genius suggests. His taxi driver, how-
ever, comes from a different religious background, and Ocean responds
to his “Allahu Akbar” with a plea not to curse him, ruminating out loud on
this ever-thematized topic of unrequited love: be it his lover, be it society,
beitreligion in this example (possibly as a metaphor for society in a more
general sense). One of the most potent lines in the song, the chorus line
that reads: that, which brings someone to their knees, cannot be but bad
religion (Ocean 2012), touches on the topic of the weight of endurance
of what faith puts before us: the weight of dealing with the expectations
of the society which assesses the strength of one’s faith or belonging to
areligion and its practices in general. It is a line applicable to the widest
possible notion of ‘deviation’ from that same set of rules; it might refer
to the dialectic of sin and forgiveness, which from the angle of one’s sex-
uality and in the realm of religion, can be considered a painful and trau-
matic experience. In that sense, our protagonist’s love for God becomes
an unrequited one. This line echoes some of the sentiments from Frank
Ocean’s 2016 open letter that was published in response to the Orlando
mass shooting in a gay club (released on June 21, the same day the shoot-
ing occurred). The Genius annotations also discuss this, and the letter
questioned why “some religious people believe that God wants them to
hurt, even kill, others for not following what they believe to be God’s law”
(user Elizabeth Ayme [Ocean 2012]).

The question of determining what this love means for him, that is,
towards whom it is directed and from whom it is unrequited, he once
again decides on ambiguous strategies of expression. Further, how he
can never make him love him (Ocean 2018: 02:18) says the line from the
last chorus, which is the most downright allusion to his love for another
man on Channel Orange, one could argue. Be that as it may, playing many
sides in his lyricism and allusions, this “him” may also be interpreted as
“Him,” with a capital “h,” alluding to Frank being unable to make “a God
that frowns upon homosexuality love him” (user Ashley Chittock on Ge-
nius [Ocean 2012]).

In verse two, Ocean admits to the taxi driver how he balances three
lives, three different living experiences, as a heavy burden, a precarious-
ness which he compares to steak knives lingering just above a person’s
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head. This is another line that points to the impossibility of reaching an
equilibrium between the roles he must fulfil and the lives he wants to
live: the private Frank seen from the prism of publicity, the Frank who
is someone’s love/lover and the Frank whose love life may not be in ac-
cordance with hegemonic-normative social expectations and the public
eye. This is especially telling in the context of him still not having written
the infamous Tumblr post when this song was recorded, “hence his ‘dis-
guise that he mentions in the next line,” as user Elizabeth Ayme believes
(Ocean 2012). And this confession is another powerful vehicle in trans-
mitting what lies deeply hidden within him; Ocean says he cannot tell
the driver (or the listener?) the truth about his identity, that is, about his
disguise, as he cannot trust anyone. This loudly underlines the predica-
ment he is in, where everyone becomes an enemy with even the slightest
blunder or slip of the tongue, leaving him vulnerable to exposing his true
self.

Identity Negotiations II: Musical Analysis of “Bad Religion”

Musically, Ocean depicted this confessional Lacrimosa statement accord-
ingly. In terms of form, it is a perfect formula of a verse-chorus-verse-
chorus-outro. In a procedure we find very frequently in his music, we
have an intro, this time the sound of an organ in a descending major (al-
most) tetrachord (as he shifts to the subdominant), announcing some-
thing solemn, frightening, but worthy of celebration. The protagonist
entering the taxi and having to confess something echoes the frighten-
ing church space and the daunting organ resonance, recorded in two-
channel. This sets the tonal and melodic foundation for the verses, with
Ocean’s confession and appeal to the taxi driver. In this call, Ocean’s voice
is on the brink of breaking, conveying the intensity and anguish he feels,
as well as the weakness of his spirit.

Of note is the musical arrangement of the chorus, questioning what
compels Ocean to fall on hisknees and then immediately offer a response
to this quandary. Namely, this melodic ascent unfolds along secondary
dominants (Ocean 2018: 0:44-0:48) culminating in a resolution in the
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antithesis, asserting that only a bad religion can evoke such a surren-
der, beautifully captured in the tonic (ibid.: 0:49-0:52). This musical jour-
ney symbolizes the author’s ultimate acceptance and harmony with the
seemingly unacceptable aspects of the environment, society, and reli-
gion as awhole. The verse, I would say, breaks in two, which Ocean marks
by an overall change in his voice: from a full-blooded throat singing rem-
iniscent of a church call, he switches to a barely audible, uncertain, and
timid conjecture about unrequited love and the question: can he become
worthy of his, that is “His,” with a capital “h,” love?

This overt depiction of same-sex desire is musically hinted at in a
concealed manner, as if he poses a question to himself and God, that
he hopes his shrink on four wheels will not hear. On this aspect of em-
ploying two voices, as in two levels of vocal delivery, in her analysis of
the song “Chanel,” Josephine Blanchon sees a duality “that might be seen
as representing two facets of Ocean’s sexuality as the listener hears his
voice from two perspectives; the two voices depict him as part of ‘both
sides’ literally” (2020: 80). Later, Blanchon notes how “the two voices can
be understood as alluding to his attraction to both men and women and
as portraying Ocean as a man divided within himself” (ibid.).

In its second delivery, this exact place in the second portion of the
verse (Ocean 2018: 1:52—2:00) is accompanied by bass and amplified
strings, and the mechanical rhythmic bass has this metallic sound that
evokes the coldness of the ostinato death march. Herein, supported
musically, Frank opens up completely, and reaches the finale in the
highest tone of the song, through a throaty falsetto (ibid.: 2:26). These
“belting notes that reach the outer threshold of his chest voice,” is for
Blanchon “another musical decision that is often seen as weak” (2020:
82). Their intention, she states, is to “express his vulnerability regard-
ing his love interest,” but to stretch it a bit further, she claims these
“higher notes also have a sexual undertone due to the strain involved in
reaching [them]” (ibid.), to which I would not agree. Rather, I see these
uncontrolled vocal gestures as a reflection of the impossibility of con-
trolling one’s own subject before what is above us: either our sexuality,
or religion.
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In the outro, Ocean still ruminates on his predicament, in a melodic
scope of a third, with a full voice that has given up on the subject of their
desire. The sentiment spreads to unrequited love fo anyone, really, in the
line from the outro, which points to the hurdle of harboring affection
for someone who could never reciprocate another person’s love (Ocean
2018: 2:31-2:37). The “someone” is apostrophized, the only part of the text
recorded in a multiplied voice, as a sign of universality, in a plagal har-
monic relationship of tonic and subdominant. This harmonic correlation
is in fact another framework Ocean’s music stays within, often avoid-
ing the relationship of tonic and dominant, culturally, and historically
charged with, gender tension dualism and polarity. Another good exam-
ple would be the track “Pink Matter” from Channel Orange, which, once
again, touches upon the difference between the male and female subject,
as a terrain of his desires and social norms that are put upon him and
stays almost completely in the framework of the aforementioned har-
monic relationship.

Navigating Identity, Ambiguity, and Social Commentary:
Concluding Remarks

In the pursuit of a postmodern paradigm and the goal of exposing cul-
turally gendered practices, particularly within the genre of pop songs,
Frank Ocean diverges from subgenre categorizations and instead exper-
iments with form. This allows him to expand the meaning of his work
beyond traditional boundaries and explore topics such as educational
content and critique of toxic masculinity and violence against women,
all from a deeply personal perspective. Ocean’s approach has earned him
the label of “carefree-masculinity” (Milan 2016); but also, criticism for his
lack of political engagement, particularly in light of the Black Lives Mat-
ter movement (cf. King and Powers 2016).

One, of course, needs to look at his work in the context of maneu-
vering the boundary between the commercial artist and the indie scene:
Ocean opted for a “non-traditional route when promoting his music, by
not participating in the major social media platforms such as Twitter,
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Instagram, or Facebook” (Gardias 2019: 30). In addition, it should not be
overlooked that his project trajectories always seem to follow the same
route: taking as much time as he needs for delivering a new album or
new track, this “young man [is] on no one’s timeline but his own” (Scott
2016), while at the same time leaving his audience cryptic messages on
his Tumblr account or Instagram,”® catering for specific user groups.
In general, one could argue that Frank Ocean’s “deliberate ambiguity”
(Blanchon 2020: 81) potentially contributes to the increased market ap-
peal of his creations. This notion aligns with Josephine Blanchon’s argu-
ment, where she highlights a conventional trope within hip-hop culture,
that of materialism, through her analysis of the song “Chanel.””
Certainly, Frank Ocean’s enigmatic and elusive persona in the realm
of pop culture, coupled with his unconventional marketing tactics, has
led to a significant increase in his overall marketability. This leads me
to my final point, which is somewhat alluded to in Blanchon’s text, and
has caused me to reconsider the potential impact of Frank Ocean’s iden-
tity crisis as a means of speaking out on social and political issues, as
well as creating art that is heavily influenced by this experience. Namely,
the most forthright signal of this symbiosis came hand in hand with the
mass-marketing 101 lesson, as Ocean posted about his same-sex love on
his Tumblr six days before Channel Orange came out. I bring this text to a

18  Despite Katharine Gardias pointing out Frank Ocean’s departure from contem-
porary social media promotion practices, particularly on Instagram, it is worth
noting that the singer did create an Instagram account in 2017 under the user-
name “blonded.” To date, this account has amassed 4 million followers, yet
there has not been a single post retained on the account. Occasionally, Frank
does share cryptic or suggestive posts or stories when he chooses to engage
with the platform; these are either deleted or expire after twenty-four hours.

19 Toturn the focus toward the gender discussion, | will herein quote Nayo Sasaki-
Picou, who also evaluated Ocean’s statement about his sexuality as unprob-
lematicin his further perception, precisely because of his performance of mas-
culinity which does not take away from the desired, hegemonic form: “Frank
Ocean’s public performance of hegemonic masculinity suggests that this con-
structed version of black masculinity remains as the socially acceptable norm,
despite his ‘coming out” (2014: 103).
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close with a quote by Matt Donnelly, and his Los Angeles Times article that
rather provocatively opens up the possibility of Ocean’s intimate lament
which thereafter became his “exclusive right” (I am here referring mainly
to GQ magazine’s abrupt refusal to discuss it further): “Maybe his fans
enjoy the coded morsels in his song lyrics about heartbreak or Ocean is
learning in advance to keep the juicier parts of his identity close to the
vest. But if his sentiment on ‘prying makes anything clear, he’s holding
the cards—along with cash, industry cred and a GQ Man of the Year title.
Content indeed” (Donnelly 2012).

In hindsight, now more than ten years after his bombastic coming
out, it seems more than justified to discuss these pivotal events in the
light of a broader marketing strategy. To this day, his coming-outs (in the
sense of appearing in the publiclight, because let us remember—fans of-
ten wonder if Frank Ocean is alive at all) still happen in amplitudes, like
some seismological panorama of his public pulse. Sometimes it is here,
sometimes it is not, but mostly nowhere to be seen or found. Yet, when
he does emerge, he engages in discussions on significant topics, whether
personal or societal. The buzz around him consistently arises as a re-
sponse to what Ocean chooses to share in a particular moment, includ-
ing the strategic elements of marketing. Ultimately, Ocean has main-
tained a deliberate ambiguity surrounding his sexual identity, resisting
being confined to labels or categories, but also mixing different perspec-
tives of sexual orientation and interests, never giving us a clear and un-
ambiguous answer. This refusal to conform has had a significant impact
on Frank Ocear’s public image, on how he is perceived, and what is ex-
pected of him in advance, making him a prominent figure in the discus-
sion of pop-culture icons, and queer hip-hop artists in particular.

Discography/Videography

Ocean, Frank. 2018. “Bad Religion.” Blonded. Posted on October 30, 2018.
YouTube video, 2:55. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=]Mpypbtr
cCg&ab_channel=FrankOcean-Topic.
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Afro-Cosmopolitanisms
Discourses on Race and Urban Identities
in Brazilian Hip Hop

Eliseo Jacob

Abstract Hip hop is a cultural practice in which Black youth in Brazil’s working-
class, urban communities have explored and expressed their lived experiences. For
this chapter, I will examine how contemporary hip hoppers have developed an
urban cosmopolitanism characterized by a Black aesthetic rooted in a working-
class ethos that responds to the racial discrimination and social marginalization
they experience. These hip hoppers, in particular during the 2010s and 2020s, in-
corporate expressions of Blackness into their work as they seek to not only pub-
licly denounce racial and class prejudices, but espouse new forms of Black pride:
they call upon the American notion of the ghetto to espouse a Black urban cultural
identity rooted in their lived experiences in the favelas (slums) and periferias
(working-class outskirts); they frequently reference Afro-diasporic historical fig-
ures and Black pop culture; and they follow in the practice of Afro-Brazilian cul-
tural productions from previous generations by calling upon African-based cul-
tural, veligious, and spirvitual traditions as a way to celebrate their ethnic heritage.
Ultimately, this newer generation of Brazilian hip hop problematizes how Black-
ness has been minimized and marginalized in Brazil through meta-narratives
like racial democracy by situating itselfwithin a global Black urban cultural prac-
tice.
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On May 13, 2012, Afro-Brazilian rapper Emicida was arrested in the
Brazilian city of Belo Horizonte at the conclusion of his show. He sent
out a tweet regarding the incident stating that “I was arrested for disre-
spect to authority after a show in BH [Belo Horizonte] due to the song
‘Dedo na ferida [Finger in the Wound]” (@emicida: 2012). The song was
dedicated to the victims of the favelas (slums or shantytowns) of Moinho,
Pinheirinho, Cracolandia, Rio dos Macacos, and Alcintara (the majority
of whom are Afro-descendant and working class) who were displaced
by violent police action in S3o Paulo. A spokesperson for the military
police claimed Emicida was arrested for inciting the public to make
obscene gestures to the police who were policing the event as well as
politicians. Emicida was eventually released the next day; however, the
incident along with the song at the center of the controversy—which
was released on Emicida’s blog in March of that same year—speaks to
larger power dynamics related to race and social class imbued within
Brazilian society. The rap song and the police’s violent reaction to it,
in a way reveal what anthropologist Jodo Vargas identifies as the hy-
perconsciousness of race, in which Brazilians and the Brazilian state
go to great lengths to repeatedly deny the central role race has played
in the country’s social formation even though ideologies like racial
democracy' have been used to create the myth of harmonious social
relations between different races and social classes (2005: 15). Emicida’s

1 Racial democracy was an idea developed during the 20 century to describe
racial relations in Brazil. It was advanced by scholars, in particular Gilberto
Freyre, who wrote about racial formations in Brazil in his 1933 book Casa Grande
e Senzala (The Masters and the Slaves). The idea of racial democracy is rooted
in the notion that Brazil is beyond racism and racial discrimination due to the
mixing of different races and ethnic groups throughout its history. Contempo-
rary scholars have pointed to the problems of racial democracy in that state ap-
paratuses have used this ideology to argue that while other forms of discrimi-
nation may exist, racism is not an issue for Brazilian society, thereby making it
difficult for individuals and organizations to effectively address problems to do
with racism in civil society. For additional analysis on the relationship between
race and national identity in Brazil, see Thomas Skidmore’s seminal work Black
into White: Race and Nationality in Brazilian Thought (1992).
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song and performance speak to how Brazilian rap is disrupting these
social norms by addressing issues relating to racism and inequality in a
direct manner by evoking Afrocentric cultural traditions and histories
that create a Black identity not limited to the dictates of hegemonic
cultural norms that have a vested interest in maintaining existent racial
and social hierarchies.

Emicida’s body of work represents a larger trend taking place among
certain sectors of contemporary Brazilian rap in the 21° century, namely
achieving commercial success while staying committed to an Afrocentric
aesthetic that situates it within the larger African diaspora both within
and beyond Brazil. He, along with other contemporary Brazilian rap-
pers like Baco Exu do Blues, Rincon Sapiéncia, Drik Barbosa, Tassia Retis,
and BK, compose raps that center the Black experience in Brazil by fo-
cusing on issues that range from racism, state violence, and social in-
equality to topics that celebrate the importance of their African ancestry.
Like the Golden Age of hip hop in the United States (mid-1980s to early,
mid-1990s),” they are currently part of the mainstream hip-hop scene in
Brazil but continue to experiment with different rhythms and frequently
use rap as an artistic and poetic medium that addresses important so-
cialissues and cultural traditions related to Afro-Brazilian communities
through an Afrocentric lens.

Hip hop has a long history in Brazil, going back to the early 1980s
and changing through different phases during the last thirty-five years.
Because Brazil has the largest Afro-descendant population outside of
Africa, hip hop has always been framed by concerns with racial in-
equality and reaffirming pride in one’s ethnic identity. Hip hop has
been a space where Afro-descendant youth in Brazil's working-class,
urban communities have been afforded the opportunity to explore and
express their experiences as marginalized citizens. One of the foremost
scholars on Brazilian hip hop, Derek Pardue, has observed how this

2 See Tricia Rose’s Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America
(1994) and Imani Perry’s Prophets of the Hood: Politics and Poetics in Hip Hop (2004)
for a more detailed analysis of the social and cultural impact of rap during the
Golden Age era in the United States.
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musical genre and cultural practice has brought race to the forefront in
Brazil through the categorization of what he views as the four phases
of negritude® in Brazilian hip hop (2011: 98). For this chapter, I will be
examining how hip hoppers that have emerged during the fourth phase
(1999—present), which is characterized by a Black aesthetic rooted in
a working-class ethos, employ a dialectical response to the racial dis-
crimination and social marginalization they experience (Pardue 2011:
115-16). I would even argue that there is a fifth stage, which combines
Afro-Brazilian roots, rhythms and references to other Afro-diasporic
icons, images, and new forms of rap like trap with a strong political
message that now has commercial success through self-created record-
ing labels.* These hip hoppers, in particular during the 2010s and early
2020s, incorporate what I observe as three key types of expressions of
negritude, or Blackness, into their work as they seek to not only publicly
denounce racial prejudices, but espouse new forms of Black pride: they
call upon the image of the American Black ghetto as a way to address
poverty and social inequity in Brazil’s major cities; they reference key
historical figures from the African diaspora and Black American pop
culture, which they have developed into what I label as an urban Afro-
cosmopolitanism; and they follow in the practice of Afro-Brazilian cul-
tural productions from previous generations by calling upon African-

3 Derek Pardue argues that there are four moments of rap music in Brazil tied
to discourses on negritude, or Blackness: The first takes place from 1987 to 1992
and promotes a unido (unity) ideology. The second takes place between 1992
and 1996 and focuses on using a resistant Afro-Brazilian ideology, which gener-
ates a negritude discourse in working-class Black communities. The third takes
place from 1996 to 1999 and shifts to a marginal aesthetic with narratives about
periferia (urban periphery) life. Moment four takes place between 1999 and the
present, in which a tension between periferia narratives and negritude ideology
can be found in Brazilian rap.

4 Emicida created his own record label, Laboratério Fantasma (Ghost Lab), in
collaboration with his family. Baco Exu do Blues also created his own label,
999, to increase the representation of rappers from the Brazilian state of Bahia.
Rincon Sapiéncia has the label MGoma, which is a reference to the term ngoma,
which are musical instruments used by the Bantu peoples in Brazil. The term
derives from the Kongo word for drum.
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based religious and spiritual traditions to situate rap and hip hop within
the larger trajectory of Afro-Brazilian culture and history. Ultimately,
the dynamic nature of how this new generation of Brazilian rappers
construct their identity comes about through political rhetoric, which
problematizes how Blackness has been minimized and demonized in
Brazil through meta-narratives like racial democracy and references
to Afro-Brazilian traditions that ultimately situate themselves within a
larger, global Black tradition.

In this chapter, I will be examining the body of work of two rappers
who have emerged as key players in the Brazilian hip-hop scene dur-
ing this fifth phase, and who embody these more complex constructs
of Blackness in Brazil: Baco Exu do Blues and Emicida. Born Diogo Al-
varo Ferreira Moncorvo, his stage name Baco Exu do Blues contains sev-
eral references to Black culture. Exu is an orixa (deity in Afro-Brazilian
religions), who is the messenger that communicates with humans on
behalf of the other orixds and opens paths for humans. Blues refers to
the African American musical tradition, which always interested Baco
due to its history and mythology. He has become a leader of the hip-hop
scene in his hometown of Salvador, Brazil's fourth-largest city, which
is known as Roma Negra, or Black Rome, for having a population that is
over 80 percent Black. His focus on promoting rap music from Salvador
and other areas of Brazil's Northeast region can be seen in the creation
of his music label, 999, and in one of his first recorded songs, “Sulici-
dio” (Southicide), which criticizes how Brazilian rap has historically been
concentrated in the Southeast region in cities like Sio Paulo and Rio de
Janeiro. Emicida is the stage name for Leandro Roque de Oliveira, a rap-
per from Sao Paulo’s urban periphery. His name combines the words MC
and homicide in reference to his ability to destroy his opponents in MC
battles when he was an up-and-coming young rapper. He also has his
own record label, Laboratério Fantasma, which produces not only his
music but other rappers from S3o Paulo. The commercial success of both
Baco Exu do Blues and Emicida via their own labels has allowed them to
maintain a strong focus on themes in their rap music that center the ex-
periences of Afro-Brazilians. However, before examining the three key
elements of how they construct an Afrocentric aesthetic through rap, it
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is important to provide some historical context to better understand the
racial dynamics, political tensions, and hip-hop formations that have oc-
curred in Brazil during the last four decades.

Historical and Political Context of Brazilian Hip Hop

Hip hop's emergence in Brazil can be traced back to the rise of Black soul
and power movements in major cities like S2o Paulo, Salvador, and Rio de
Janeiro in the late 1960s, which were influenced by the transnational flow
of Black music from abroad. Because of the limited economic opportuni-
ties and the political repression of the Brazilian military dictatorship in
1964—85, Afro-Brazilians organized informal parties, which resulted in
the development of a nightclub circuit, particularly in Sio Paulo (Pardue
2011: 36). These dance parties were known as bailes black (Black dances)
where sound system teams would play international Black music, pri-
marily funk and soul music from the United States (Santos 2016: 167). It
was common for thousands of people to show up for a baile black. One of
the most well-known sound system teams, ChicShow, would organize
some of the largest bailes black in Brazil at the time, including one where
James Brown performed in 1978 (Santos 2016: 167). These gatherings be-
came important spaces for the circulation of not only Black music, but
the introduction of ideas related to Black Power consciousness. Ideas
by Black writers like Angela Davis and Malcolm X in the US, images of
Black celebrities both in Brazil and abroad, and even film scenes with
African Americans were projected at bailes black, thereby sharing infor-
mation about Black pride movements throughout the African diaspora
that instilled a sense of Black pride among participants (Santos 2016:
168). The impact of Black consciousness can be observed with the sound
system teams as they took on names like Black Power, Zimbabwe, Soul
Grand Prix, and Atabaque® to reflect an Afrocentric positioning.

5 Atabaque is a drum used to maintain the rhythm for the music and singing per-
formed at a roda, or circle of practitioners of capoeira, an Afro-Brazilian martial
art.
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The circulation and commercialization of rap in Brazil was due to
the sound systems that provided a space for it in the nightclubs. The
nightclubs that initially hosted the baile blacks began to give space and
time for rap music and break dancing. Brazilian sound teams that
hosted bailes black provided opportunities for local MCs to perform as
well. Derek Pardue noted that one of the most well-known sound system
teams, Chic Show, “was the first crew to explicitly incorporate a time slot
for rap during the dance parties called the rap club (clube do rap)” (2011:
36). And some of these sound teams, like Zimbabwe, also proved key in
producing some of the foundational rap records of the late 1980s and
early 1990s, including one of most important early rap compilations:
Consciéncia Black (1989), which included songs by Racionais MCs, one of
the most important rap groups of all time in Brazil (Pardue 2011: 37).

The introduction and circulation of Black music from abroad, in-
cluding rap, coincided with the rise of the Black political movement in
Brazil during the 1970s. The late 1970s and early 1980s in Brazil were
known as the Abertura (opening) as the country transitioned from a mil-
itary dictatorship to a democratically elected government. During this
time, Black political groups like the Movimento Negro Unificado (Unified
Black Movement) became prominent in addressing institutional racism.
Rappers and posses mirrored these political movements by narrating in
their music the everyday problems impacting their communities (Weller
2011; Pardue 2011).

This political militancy can be seen in the early albums of Brazilian
hip hop, in particular with Racionais MCs. The 1989 album Consciéncia
Black (Black Consciousness) in which they contributed two songs, echoes
the bailes black of the 1970s and early 1980s that mimicked African Amer-
ican funk, soul, and rap with names like Grandmaster Rap Junior, Crim-
inal Master, Sharylane, and Frank. In 1990, Racionais MCs released their
first album, Holocausto Urbano (Urban Holocaust), which focused heav-
ily on a militant aesthetic, addressing the stark realities of living in S3o
Paulo’s urban periphery. Their focus was on using rap as a political tool,
and they did not want to mix in Brazilian rhythms or focus on images of
celebration at a time when violence and poverty were negatively impact-
ing their communities. This tension between a focus on the harsh life of
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the urban periphery and the privileging of an Afrocentric lens contin-
ued through the 1990s until the turn of the 21* century, when the fourth
phase as defined by Derek Pardue combined the narratives of urban life
with a negritude ideology (2011: 115).

Emicida and Baco Exu do Blues build on this long tradition in Brazil-
ian hip hop of addressing social inequality while centering Black culture.
Both artists frequently produce songs that address the realities of liv-
ing in favelas® and urban peripheries (state violence, racism, social in-
equality) juxtaposed with a rhetoric that calls upon their African ances-
try and rich cultural traditions. They both created their own record labels
to not only produce their own music, but identify and highlight other
Black rappers, visual artists, and writers. They see themselves not only as
rap artists, but as cultural producers of Black art, music, and literature.
Therefore, the focus of this chapter is to examine how their rap music
reflects a larger trend in contemporary Brazilian hip hop of creating dy-
namic and complex constructs of Black identity in Brazil.

Ghetto/Gueto

The first of the three Afrocentric expressions that I categorize in Emicida
and Baco Exu do Blues’s work, the adoption of the term gueto, has to do
with publicly denouncing racial prejudices and social inequity. Jennifer
Roth-Gordon, in her study of everyday language in urban Brazil in re-
lation to race notes that “the globalization of hip-hop culture has made
urban space particularly salient, and the ghetto (or the ‘hood’) is arguably
one of US hip hop’s most visible exports, iconically linking Blackness to
urban space” (Roth-Gordon 2009: 65). One way in which urban youth do
this is by renaming buildings after the boroughs of New York City. In the

6 Favelas are informal, working-class communities that started to build up in
Brazil’s major cities during the 20™" century as people were displaced from city
centers and others migrated from Northeast Brazil to S3o Paulo and Rio de
Janeiro. These communities historically have experienced income inequality
and state violence.
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case of rappers, they adopt a language that creates a narrative that mim-
ics the experiences of the Black American ghetto to highlight the state vi-
olence that Afro-Brazilians from marginalized communities experience.

Returning to Emicida’s song introduced in the chapter’s introduc-
tion, “Dedo na ferida” (Finger in the Wound), I examine how his use
of language tied to the ghetto references the displacement of predom-
inately Black and Brown communities and calls upon the legacy of
slavery to critique the state’s continued oppression of these commu-
nities. The song starts with Emicida dedicating it to “the victims of
Moinho, Pinheirinho, Cracolandia, Rio dos Macacos, and Alcantara and
all the quebradas devasted by greed.” Meanwhile, the music video displays
clips of actual residents from these communities and police in riot gear
attempting to displace them. Emicidas quebrada, which is equivalent
to the term “the hood” in American English, is a word commonly used
by rappers, artists, and everyday residents from favelas and periferias in
Brazil’s major cities. While it is meant to evoke an urban space that has
experienced social marginalization, the term can also be used as a form
of pride in which the user of the word indexes their community origin.

The first stanza of the song addresses how residents of contempo-
rary quebradas are being displaced due to larger economic interests val-
ued by the state and property development companies and have no po-
litical power to stop the destruction of their communities:

Vi condominios rasgarem mananciais | saw condominiums tear up springs

A mando de quem fala de Under the command of who speaks

deus e age como satanas of God but acts like Satan

(Uma lei) quem pode menos, chora

mais,

Corre do gés, luta, more, equanto
0 sangue corre

E nosso sangue nobre, que a pele

cobre,

(A law) who has less, sobs more,

Run from the gas, fight, die, while
the blood flows
It’s our noble blood, that our skin

covers,

27
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Tamo no corre, dias melhores, We're in the daily grind, better days,
sem lobby no lobbyists

Hei, pequenina, ndo chore Hey, little one, don't cry

TV cancerigena, CarcinogenTV,

Aplaude prédio em cemitério Applaud for the building on the
indigena indigenous cemetery

Auschwitz ou gueto? indio ou preto? Auschwitz or ghetto? Indian or
preto? Black?”

(Emicida 2012)

“Tear up springs” refers to environmental and social impacts of city ex-
pansion, specifically gated communities (known in Brazilian Portuguese
as condominio fechado) being developed in recent years in the suburbs of
Sao Paulo. The suburbs have historically been populated by working-
class communities, but upper-middle-class and wealthy residents have
looked to the outskirts as a place where they can create planned com-
munities that are far from what they view as urban problems like traffic
congestion and crime. However, these new real estate developments
urbanize previously natural areas and displace poor communities that
are forcibly removed from their homes by the police, which Emicida
comments on when these residents must “run from the gas, fight, die.”
He also criticizes the hypocrisy of politicians, in particular evangelical
politicians who have gained political power in recent years in Brazil and
frequently invoke God in their campaigns but support the passage of
laws that favor these condominium and shopping development projects
to the detriment of favela residents. This difference in treatment of
Brazilian citizens based on class, race, and location (periferia and favela)
has a long history in Brazil, especially in S3o Paulo, from the later half
of the 20™ century to the present (Holston 2008).

7 All translations of lyrics to English are completed by the author, Eliseo Jacob.
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“Noble blood” evokes the long history of resistance by Afro-Brazil-
ians fighting against the necropolitical state that has manifested itself
through unjust laws initiated during the colonial period with slavery to
the outlawing of Afro-Brazilian cultural practices at the turn of the 20™
century and the current economic exploitation, and state sanctioned vi-
olence in the urban periphery of S3o Paulo. “Auschwitz or ghetto” is a
powerful image comparing the favelas to the concentration camps and
Black American ghettos. Emicida highlights what many Afro-Brazilian
activists and scholars have observed: that there is a Black genocide tak-
ing place in contemporary Brazil through poor living conditions and po-
lice violence. Jaime Alves refers to this genocide in S3o Paulo’s urban pe-
riphery as the double negation of Afro-Brazilians as citizens (person) and
as humans (individual) (2014: 11-12).

Baco Exu do Blues’ song “Tropa do Babu” echoes Emicida’s commen-
tary on the ghetto as a metonym of Black genocide in Brazil. The song was
included on his third album, Néo tem Bacanal na Quarentena (There’s no
Bacchanalia in Quarantine), which was released during the early months
of the pandemic.® “Tropa de Babu,” or Babu’s Crew, refers to Afro-Brazil-
ian singer and actor Babu Santana, who has played an important role in
promoting Black musicians and artists. Babu was born and raised in the
favela Morro do Vidigal (Vidigal Hill),” which overlooks Ipanema beach in

8 The album was originally titled Bacanal (Bacchanalia), but with the arrival of
the COVID-19 pandemic in early 2020, it was updated to reflect the drastic
changes occurring in the world. All the beats used in the songs and the guest
artists who participated in the album were produced virtually due to the pan-
demic.

9 Many favelas in Rio de Janeiro are located on hills and mountainsides, thereby
including the word morro (hill) in the community’s name like Morro do Vidigal is
common. In the Zona Sul (South Zone) of Rio de Janeiro, there is a stark class
divide between the upper-class communities in neighborhoods like Copaca-
bana and Ipanema and the favela residents who live in the hills above them.
There is a common expression in Brazilian Portuguese that refers to the geo-
graphic divide, which emphasizes the social inequality between the rich and
poor: do morro (from the hill) and do asfalto (from the asphalt).
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the south zone of Rio de Janeiro. He began his acting career with the the-
ater group, Nés do Morro (Us from the Hill), a favela-based company and
school founded in 1986 in the favela where he grew up. The song title ex-
presses a sense of solidarity among young Black men throughout Brazil
who are linked to Babu due to their experiences of being raised in the
favela—Brazil's equivalent of the ghetto. Babu has also starred in multi-
ple Brazilian films and television series with narratives tied to the favela
and urban periphery, including the films City of God (2002), Something in
the Air (2002), City of Men (2007), Maré, Our Story of Love (2008) and the se-
ries City of Men (2002), Mais X Favela (2011-14), I Love Paraisépolis (2015),
and Os Suburbanos (2015—18). Therefore, by referencing him as the name-
sake of the group, Baco Exu do Blues is making it clear that thisis a crew
from Brazil’s ghettos.

The refrain, which opens the song, and the first stanza reiterate a
sense of pride in being from the ghetto and engaging in politics of resis-
tance to outside social and economic forces that attempt to silence the
voices of young Black men from historically marginalized communities
in Brazil:

Todos meus manos s3o preto
Tropa do Babu, tudo preto
Mato esses hippies sem medo
Olha, meuirmao, vim do gueto

Nao me desculpe, negrao mé rude

Vignado amigos, Boyz In The Hood
Tipo Eazy-E, Doctor Dre e Ice Cube
999, pretos com attitude

Ta na minha cidade e me odeia,
entdo se mude

(Baco Exu do Blues 2020)

All my homies are Black

Babu’s Crew, all Black

I kill those hippies without fear

Look here brother, 'm from the ghetto

I don't apologize, super rude Black
dude

Avenging friends, Boyz in the Hood
Like Eazy-E, Dr. Dre and Ice Cube
999, Blacks with attitude

You're in my city and hate me,

so leave
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“I kill hippies” refers to the foreigners that visit and inhabit Salvador.
Despite Salvador being a predominately Black city, Afro-Brazilians have
had little political and economic power there, commonly seen as a pop-
ulation meant to project Brazil’s cordial diversity in the cultural tourism
industry by propping up Salvador as the “capital of happiness,” despite
being one of the most violent cities in Brazil for Black youth (Smith 2016:
3—4). The references to the movie Boyz in the Hood (1991) and the members
of the rap group NWA, several of whom are originally from Compton and
South Central Los Angeles, point to the impact of the image of the Black
American ghetto in the imaginary of Black youth from Brazil’s favelas and
urban peripheries. Baco mimics NWA’s confrontational positionality by
not apologizing for not having a deferential attitude.

Baco Exu do Blues echoes the issue of Black genocide in Brazil that
Emicida addresses in his songs. He concludes the song by using Babu’s
words to discuss the state violence that takes place in the favelas:

O mundo passa por cada coisa The world has experienced everything
Vocé ainda se surpreende com o mun- Yousstill are surprised by the world?
do?

0O qué que foi 0 nazismo? O qué que foi What was Nazism? What was

0 nazismo? Nazism?

O qué que foi a escraviddo? What was slavery?

Voce ainda se espanta com o mundo? Yousstill are surprised by the world?

O qué que sdo as favelas? What are favelas?

E vocé ainda se espanta com o mundo? And you still are surprised by the

world?
N3o se espante! Segure na sua Don't be shocked! Be firm in your
convicgao convictions
Que o mundo precisa de pessoas That the world needs people
com convicgoes with convictions

(Baco Exu do Blues 2020)
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The final verse is an excerpt from an interview Babu gave where he was
commenting on the legacy of genocide in Brazil, the Black Atlantic, and
globally. He links what has been taking place in the favelas to larger scale
mass genocide during the Transatlantic slave trade and the Jewish Holo-
caust during World War II. How he concludes his response is important
in that he recognizes that genocide is a never-ending cycle, and for it to
end we need people to not be silent in the face of such violence.

Afro-Cosmopolitanisms in Brazil

The second characteristic that defines this generation of current rap-
pers and hip hoppers has to do with the creation of an Afro-cosmopoli-
tanism in which they reference key historical and political figures from
the African diaspora, call upon African American pop culture and mu-
sical traditions, and demonstrate a deep understanding of global Black
political movements. I use the term Afro-cosmopolitanism because it
points to these rappers being conscious of shared experiences and histo-
ries with other communities, both within Brazil and abroad, which are
a part of the larger African diaspora.’® They are developing narratives in
their raps that are not confined to the traditional, Eurocentric forms of
cosmopolitanism, but instead focus on alternative forms of cross-cul-
tural exchange, namely Afrocentric in nature, which illustrate the devel-
opment of a diasporic citizenship that goes beyond the confines of na-
tional borders (Koshy 2011: 594).

Emicida makes conscious decisions in the way he frames his songs
to make them connect to a larger body of knowledge tied to the African
diaspora. He accomplishes his goal through the composition of song
titles that reference key historical Black figures, thereby exposing listen-
ers to content related to global Black history. The figures he references

10 Inthearticle “Funk and Hip-Hop Transculture: Cultural Conciliation and Racial
Identification in the ‘Divided City,” Shoshanna Lurie provides insight into how
cassette tapes of funk and hip-hop music from the US were circulated in Brazil
(2000).
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span different corners of the African diaspora from Brazil to Africa and
even Asia. In 2015, the song “Mandume” was released on his second
studio album, Sobre criangas, quadris, pesadelos, e ligoes de casa (About Chil-
dren, Hips, Nightmares and Lessons from Home). The song title is a
direct reference to Mandume ya Ndemufayo, who was the last king of
the Oukwanyama kingdom, which was located in southern Angola and
northern Namibia. He was known for resisting Portuguese and German
colonists until his death in 1917 during battle with South African armed
forces. Interestingly, the lyrics to the song have no direct reference to
Mandume. However, the themes Emicida and his guest artists address
related to cultural resistance tie back to Mandume’s legacy as a figure
of resistance to Western colonial rule. Another song, “Yasuke (Bendito,
Louvado Seja),” was produced for a fashion show Emicida organized
with his brother for their clothing line—also named Yasuke—at the 2016
S3o Paulo Fashion Week." The song was later released as a single in
2017. Yasuke was an African brought to Japan in 1579 by the Portuguese
in service of a Jesuit missionary and eventually became a samurai.
Emicida and his brother chose Yasuke as the name of the song and
clothing line because Brazil has the largest Afro-descendant population
outside of Africa and the largest Japanese community outside Japan;
therefore, they wanted to merge those two important influences on
Brazilian culture into their music and fashion (Emicida 2016). Emicida
also names songs in honor of historical Afro-Brazilian figures. His 2018
single with the eponymous title “Inicio da Catingueira’ gives visibility
to a lesser-known person. Indcio (1843-1879) was an enslaved African
from Northeast Brazil who was known as the “artist slave” or “genius
slave” for his artistic abilities in poetry and music (de Oliveira 2020:393).
Despite being illiterate, he was known for his ability to improvise verses

1 For more information on Emicida’s project at the 2016 SPFW, see the following
report by AfroPunk: https://afropunk.com/2016/11/brazilian-designers-defy
-gender-norms-showcases-body-type-diversity-and-models-with-vitiligo-in
-their-yasuke-collection-at-sao-paulo-fashion-week/ (Boateng 2016), and a
video of the fashion show: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mvgw]f3rpju
&ab_channel=LaboratorioFantasma (Laboratério Fantasma 2016).
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and became famous in his region for being able to beat other poets in
contests known as pelejas (verse exchanges) using the literatura de cordel
(Cordel Literature) poetic tradition (Nunes and Nogueira 2015). Emicida
named the song in his honor since he saw many parallels in his own life
as an artist and rapper producing music in the face of adversity. The
way in which Emicida incorporates references to these historical figures
points to how they serve as a model for how he and other Afro-Brazil-
ians can excel in the face of racial inequality. He is also dialoguing with
these historical figures through his music to position himself within
the larger pantheon of Black leaders and artists found throughout the
African diaspora.

Brazilian rappers have made frequent references to African Ameri-
can culture and history in their music, including the civil rights move-
ment of the 1960s, highlighting important intellectual and community
leaders and Black American pop culture references (Pardue 2011; Santos
2016). Baco Exu do Blues follows in this tradition by centering the contri-
butions of African American music and culture to the African diaspora
in his music. His stage name includes a direct reference to blues music,
which he has repeatedly stated is “the first rhythm to make Black people
rich” (Cavalcanti 2018). The privileging of blues and African American
music can be observed in his second studio album, Bluesman (2018), in
which four of the nine tracks on the album make direct references to
African American music: “Bluesman,” “Me Desculpa Jay-Z” (Excuse Me
Jay-Z), “Kanye West da Bahia” (Kanye West of Bahia), and “BB King.”
According to Baco Exu do Blues, the genesis of the album “was to have
a blues album without playing the blues” (Cavalcanti 2018). Alluding
to blues music and its legacy while maintaining being a rap album,
in particular Brazilian rap music, highlights the shared histories and
rhythmic structures Baco can make between Afro-Brazilian and African
American musical traditions. The first track on the album, the epony-
mous “Bluesman,” functions as Baco's thesis for why blues music is
foundational to Black musical traditions. The song’s first verse functions
as a preface where Baco discusses the importance of Blues music to the
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»12

plays in the background as Baco shares his views on blues music:

Eu sou o primeiro ritmo a formar
pretos ricos

O primeiro ritmo que tornou pretos
livres

Anel no dedo em cada um dos cinco
Vento na minha cara, eu me sinto vivo

A partir de agora, consider tudo blues

Osamba é blues, o rock é blues, o0 jazz

é blues
O funk é blues, o soul é blues
Eu sou Exu do Blues

Tudo que quando era preto, era do

demoénio

E depois virou branco e foi aceito

Euvou chamar de Blues
Eisso, entenda, Jesus é blues

(Baco Exu do Blues 2018)

I'm the first rhythm to form
rich Blacks

The first rhythm that made Blacks free

Ring on the finger of all five
Wind in my face, | feel alive

From now on | consider everything
blues

Samba is blues, rock is blues, jazz

is blues
Funk s blues, soul is blues
I'm Exu do Blues

Everything when it was black was of
the

devil

And later it turned white and was ac-
cepted,

I'll callit blues

That's it, understand, Jesus is blues

12 Born and raised in Mississippi, Muddy Waters is considered the father of mod-

ern Chicago blues.
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Stating everything is blues, Baco is recognizing a shared genealogy of
Black music not just in Brazil, but the larger diaspora. Blues music’s
roots go back to the 19" century in the US American South with the
incorporation of African American spirituals, work songs, and chants.
The call-and-response structure is also key to blues music, which is a
common musical pattern found in musical traditions with ties to Africa.
Blues music did not come before all other musical forms in the African
diaspora, but by stating that “samba is blues, funk is blues, soul is blues,”
and so on, Baco Exu do Blues is making a keen observation that all the
musical forms listed have a shared history in rhythmic structures that
can be traced back to African-based forms. Additionally, the final lines
of the stanza point to the history of Black music being marginalized, but
then experiencing appropriation by White artists, who then circulate
it into mainstream popular culture, which is not unique to African
American culture. Afro-Brazilian musical forms, like samba, have roots
in the legacy of slavery and African rhythms, passed through periods
of criminalization, and then eventually became appropriated and seen
as part of Brazil's national identity. Blues music, therefore, becomes
a metaphor for understanding the complex, rich, and at times violent
history of Black music in the Americas.

Afro-Brazilian Cosmologies

The final characteristic that defines the Afrocentric focus of this current
generation of rappers and hip hoppers has to do with how they situate
themselves in relation to previous generations of Afro-Brazilian musical
and cultural traditions with a common practice of calling upon African-
based spiritual and cultural practices. Different Black artists and mu-
sicians have commonly given reference to Afro-Brazilian cosmologies
through the orixds of Afro-Brazilian religions like Umbanda and Can-
domblé.” Orixis are deities or spirts that were originally rooted in the

13 Umbanda is a hybrid religion that brings together beliefs and practices from
African religions, Roman Catholicism, and Indigenous beliefs. It is common
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religion of the Yoruba peoples of West Africa and are now commonly
found in Latin American religions rooted in the African diaspora, in-
cluding Brazil, Cuba, Puerto Rico, and the Dominican Republic. These
African-based religious practices are currently very active in Brazil and
have become a part of certain aspects of Brazilian popular culture and
music. However, despite their vibrancy in Brazil today, these religions
still experience discrimination by politicians and by certain sectors
of civil society, in particular from specific Evangelical sects that have
gained prominence in Brazil in recent years, especially with the election
of Jair Bolsonaro in 2018. Therefore, incorporating references to reli-
gions like Candomblé has two purposes: to publicly acknowledge their
ethnic identity as Afro-Brazilians and as a form of cultural resistance
against White supremacy.

Emicida’s song “Ubuntu Fristaili” from his 2013 album O Glorioso Re-
torno de Quem Nunca Esteve Aqui (The Glorious Return of Who was Never
Here) positions the idea of the cypher within the context of Afro-Brazil-
ian spiritual rituals. Ubuntu is a well-known African concept—I am be-
cause we are—and Fristaili is the phonetic spelling of the word freestyle
for native Portuguese speakers. The idea of the cypher as a group of peo-
ple who gather to watch an impromptu rap battle or performance par-
allels the gathering of followers of Candomblé in the terreiros (temples or
religious houses), where spiritual rituals and practice take place. Within
the song, Emicida performs a rap that references how followers of Can-
domblé interact with each other and invoke the orixas tied to their reli-
gion:

in this religion for the orixds to have been syncretized with Catholic saints.
Candomblé is an African-based religion that emerged in Brazil during the 19
century. Like Umbanda, it is a mix of West African religious traditions with
Roman Catholicism. Veneration of the orixds is a central tenet of Candomblé.
Each practitioner has a patron orixd that chooses them when initiated into the
religion. For more information on the transnational nature of Candomblé, see
]. Lorand Matory’s Black Atlantic Religion: Tradition, Transnationalism, and Matri-
archy in the Afro-Brazilian Candomblé (2005).

227


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Remixing the Hip-Hop Narrative

A Africa estd nas criangas, e o mundo?
O mundo esta por fora

Entdo sarava Ogum, sarava Xango,
sarava

Sarava vovo, sarava vovo, sarava

Sarava mamae, sarava papai,

De pele ou digital, tanto faz é
tambd

Eu meto essa memo, eu posso

Eu to pr aver, algo valer mais que um
50rriso N0sso

Gragas ao qué, gragas aos raps
Hoje eu ligo mais quebradas do que o

Google Maps

Africaisin the children, and the world?
The world is on the outside

So sarava Ogum, sarava Xango, sarava

Sarava grandma, sarava grandpa, sara-
va

Sarava mother, sarava father,

Made of skin or digital, it doesn't mat-
terit'sadrum

| getinto it, because | can

I'm worth seeing, is something worth
more than our smile

Thanks to what? Thanks to raps
Today | connect more hoods than

Google Maps

(Emicida 2013)

The expression sarava is a common greeting used by followers of Can-
domblé and Umbanda and can be synonymous to other terms like salve
(save) and bem-vindo (welcome). In the song, Emicida is greeting or wel-
coming not only family members, but two important orixds: Ogum and
Xango. Within the Candomblé religion, Ogum is the deity tied to iron,
metal, technology, and war. Ogum is also known among Yoruba religions
as the first orixd to descend to Earth to search for an adequate home for
humanity. Xango is the deity of thunder and fire and is also known as
the founder of the cult tied to the eguns (spirits of the deceased). There-
fore, Emicida’s reference to these two orixds is not by chance due to their
spiritual and cultural importance.

The importance of rhythm and beats in the cypher becomes tied to
the central role of music found in Afro-Brazilian religions as explored
in the second half of the stanza. Emicida alludes to how percussive in-
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struments, whether digital or physical, serve the same purpose in both
hip-hop culture and Candomblé. Drums are used during rituals in the ter-
reiroand are frequently used in Afro-Brazilian musical traditions that call
upon the orixds not only as a spiritual practice, but to express one’s cul-
tural heritage tied to the African diaspora.

The hybrid nature of Afro-Brazilian cosmologies comes to the fore
in Baco Ext do Blues’s raps as he explores the intersections between
African-based religious practices and Western influences. The title of
his first solo album, Esi (2017), highlights the importance of the orixds in
his work as a hip hopper and his identity as an Afro-Brazilian. While his
stage name has the Portuguese spelling (Exu) of the key orixd, the album
uses the Yoruba language spelling of the deity. As previously noted,
Exu is one of the most important orixds due to their role in providing
communication between the orixds and humanity. In the eponymous
titled song, “Est,” Baco makes multiple Afro-Brazilian and Western
cultural references, thereby illustrating that his cultural and religious
identity is syncretic in nature:

229

Componho pra ndo me decompor
Poeta maldito perito na arte de
Arthur Rimbaud

Gargom, traz outra dose, por favor
Que eu t6 entre o Machado de
Assis e 0 de Xangd

Soneto de boémia, poesia,
melancolia

Eu sou do tempo onde poetas ainda
faziam poesia

Saravd, o canto de Ossanha vem

me matando

| compose so | don't decompose
Cursed poet specialist in Arthur
Rimbaud’s art

Waiter, bring another round please
"Cause I'm Between Machado de
Assis and Xangb

Sonnet of Bohemian poetry,
melancholy

I'm from the time when poets still
made poetry

Saravd, Ossanha’s song is

killing me
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Aqui, se escuta o batuque do trovao

Thor e seu martelo, Jorge e seu
dragao

Ciranda do céu, rave de tambor

Os deuses queriam chorar por amor

Aqui, se escuta o batuque do trovao

Os deuses queriam chorar por amor

Here one can hear the thunder’s
rhythm

Thor and his hammer, George and his
dragon

Ciranda from heaven, drum rave

The gods wanted to cry for love

Here one can hear the thunder’s
rhythm

The gods wanted to cry for love

(Baco Exu do Blues 2017)

“Between Machado de Assis and Xangd” refers to Machado de As-
sis—who scholars consider to be the most important writer in the
history of Brazilian literature and was of African descent and partici-
pated in White, lettered society—in dialogue with the orixd of lightening,
fire, and justice. The juxtaposition of these two figures reveals an exis-
tential question that the rapper poses to himself as to how to gauge his
approach to society: be more conciliatory within the norms of White so-
ciety or be more confrontational rooted in an Afrocentric positionality.
This tension between western culture and his African roots contin-
ues throughout the stanza as he makes references to the influences
of French poetry in his education, the Marvel universe, and Catholic
saints. Thor’s role as the God of thunder ties back to the orixd Xangb,
and St. George is frequently associated with the orixd Ogum due to both
figures’ use of metal weapons to combat their adversaries. Ultimately,
Baco Exu do Blues’ ability to juxtapose his exposure to popular culture,
western literature, and Catholicism with his Afro-Brazilian identity
highlights how contemporary rappers belong to the rich tradition of
Afro-Brazilian artists’ evocation of deities and practices tied to African-
based cosmologies.

Emicida and Baco Exu do Blues are just two of many contemporary
Brazilian rappers who engage in an Afrocentric aesthetic and discourse;
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however, by providing an in-depth analysis of their raps, a deeper under-
standing to how these three iterations of Black cultural expression man-
ifest within the current hip-hop scene becomes clearer. While previous
generations of Brazilian hip hoppers have also incorporated a negritude
ideology, what makes Emicida, Baco Exu do Blues, and other rappers of
this current generation unique is the creative control they have through
their independent recording labels that have not only provided commer-
cial success but enabled them to explore what it means to be Black in
Brazil in more nuanced and complex ways. Ultimately, their musical pro-
ductions reflect a hip-hop community in Brazil that sees itself as part of
a larger Black cultural tradition that goes beyond the limits of their na-
tional identity.

Discography/Videography

Baco Exu do Blues. “Est.” Esii. Baco Ext do Blues, 2017, Spotify.

Baco Exu do Blues. “Bluesman.” Bluesman. Baco Exti do Blues, 2018, Spo-
tify.

Baco Exu do Blues. “Tropa do Babu.” Ndo tem bacanal na quarentena, Baco
Exu do Blues, 2020, Spotify.

Emicida. “Ubuntu Fristaili,” featuring Felipe Vassio. O glorioso retorno de
quem nunca esteve aqui. Laboratdrio Fantasma, 2013, Spotify.

Emicida. “Mandume,” featuring Drik Barbosa, Amiri, Rico Dalasam,
Muzzike, and Raphio Alaafin. Sobre criangas, quadris, pesadelos, e ligoes
de casa. Laboratério Fantasma, 2015, Spotify.

Emicida. “Inicio da Catingueira.” Emicida. Posted on September 18,
2018. YouTube Video, 4:01. https://youtu.be/kBIwlvzFlpM.

Emicida and D] Duh. “Yasuke (Bendito, Louvado Seja).” Emicida. Posted
on February 3, 2017. YouTube Video, 5:51. https://www.youtube.com
/watch?v=kvAWTrLUpok.

Emicida and Renan Samam. “Dedo na ferida.” Emicida. Posted on March
7, 2012. YouTube Video, 4:04. https://youtu.be/QdvYAjQYdIs.
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“Ich lebe fiir Hip Hop”
German Hip-Hop Music, Cultural Hybridities,
and the “Berlin Moment”

Martin Lithe

“Wu-Tang and Graffiti on the wall
in Berlin..” (GZA 2000)

Abstract This chapter argues that the performances of hybrid, transcultural iden-
tities mark a cornerstone of hip hop and inform the debates within and about hip
hop as a movement, practice, lifestyle, ov culture. As hip hop is in essence about
belonging and practice, about “doing something somewhere,” it is also crucially
about “doing identity,” about creating a self in a world that is as much for you
as it is against you. In the case of Berlin rap, hip-hop music videos enter a com-
plex relationship with US hip hop and its repository of cultural gestures in their
aspiration to put Berlin rap music on the map (roughly in the first decade of the
21st century). Ultimately, of course, this generational conflict hinges on a notion
of performing and remixing authenticity that hip-hop culture had itself trans-
ported into the world and on the tension that arises when transcultural engage-
ment meets ‘keepin’ it real.’

This contribution looks at the transcultural and transatlantic relation-
ships and connections hip-hop culture has facilitated since it became
a powerful (and global) pop cultural and youth cultural force in the
early-to-mid 1990s. Hip hop allows us to conceive of it as decisively
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transcultural in the way that “it invites us to consider the intermingling
of presumably distinct cultures and the blurry lines between them”
and “individuals, communities, and societies that increasingly draw
from expanded, tremendously pluralized cultural repertoires,” as Afef
Benessaieh (2010: 11) defines transculturality. More specifically, I set out
to enhance our understanding of the significance of a specific set of
performative gestures that have traveled the globe as part of hip-hop
culture’s rise to worldwide mainstream visibility. I use visibility in both
senses of the term: to denote the global recognition of hip hop and, more
specifically, the way the culture came to be represented, and represented
itself, in the audiovisual media of the time.

My focus here is German rap music’s relationship with the United
States, and I relate this connection to the pervasiveness of the hip-hop
music video as a media form. Music videos are themselves entangled
with MTV becoming an international brand and outlet in the 1980s and
1990s, and to the more recent global “YouTube-ification” of pop cultures
since roughly the mid-2000s. In Germany, MTV and its companion
network Viva made the music video available to their target audience
of teenage music fans in the early 1990s, and thus began to disseminate
the performative gestures and styles of hip-hop culture and the hip-hop
music video (Milller 1999: 74£F).

As hip hop is in essence about belonging and practice, about doing
something somewhere, it is also crucially about “doing identity,” about
creating a self, or many selves, through (trans)cultural practice or perfor-
mance. In New York City, Los Angeles, or Berlin, hip-hop culture—and
the audiovisual gestures it disseminates—inform who we are, who we
aspire to be, and how we belong; here, transcultural hybridity reigns
supreme!

1 Early scholarship on hip hop emerged in the early 1990s and the study of hip
hop constituted itself as a field right around the heyday of the boom bap era,
see Gilroy 1993; Bartlett 1994; Rose 1994; and Potter 1995. A second wave of
scholarship began to focus on, among other things, the question of hybrid-
ity, space, and religion in hip hop culture in general, see Forman 2002; Syl-
van 2002; Perkinson 2002; and Miyakawa 2005. For an in-depth exploration
of transcultural hip hop, or hip hop as a transcultural phenomenon in Delhi,
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One of the ways in which hip-hop culture becomes transcultural is
that it takes foot in a variety of heterogeneous locales as it travels the
globe. Germany’s history of hip hop began in close proximity to US army
bases, including Heidelberg, Frankfurt, Stuttgart and then a little later
Hamburg, Cologne, Bochum, Dortmund, and the Ruhr Area. In the Ger-
man hip-hop imaginary of the 1990s, Germany’s capital and largest city,
Berlin, was strikingly absent. This, of course, is not to say that hip-hop
culture had no footing in Berlin, it just did not figure prominently in
how the rest of Germany conceived of the Berlin music scene: the techno
clubs and the Love Parade defined Berlin's place on the German pop mu-
sic map.

Ultimately, however, hip hop in Germany came to be defined by an
emerging scene and style from Berlin, namely its brand of so-called
Straflenrap (street rap, or rap from the streets).> So what happened and
what was at stake, I wonder, when Berlin-style street rap took on the
German scene defined by an earlier generation? Performers like Kool
Savas, Sido, and Bushido accused artists of a previous generation and
from different places of being bourgeois, harmless, and ultimately weak,
specifically because of the previous generation’s affinities with (African)
American styles. This, I will show, took shape through a renegotiation of
crucial signifiers not only of the first and second generation of German
hip-hop practitioners as originators, but also vis-a-vis some of the
formative gestures of hip-hop culture typically associated with African
American styles and an appreciation of so-called “Black style(s)” in the
Black Atlantic World. Ultimately, of course, this generational conflict

India, see Singh 2021. For an earlier example of the role of American-ness or
Americana in Black traveling culture, see Fleetwood 2005.

2 In analogy to, for example, the “post” in postcolonial studies, | believe—with
M.K. Asanti 2008, the younger one—that we find ourselves in a post-hip hop
moment. Not in the sense that hip hop is dead, has vanished, or lost its poten-
tial entirely, but rather in the sense that it might now be harder than ever to
identify where hip-hop culture ends and pop culture starts. That being said,
hip hop is still very much relevant and indeed, its pervasiveness as a pop-
cultural phenomenon makes it all the more interesting to be addressed, an-
alyzed, and criticized form within and without.

237
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hinges on a notion of performing authenticity, which hip-hop culture
had itself transported into the world, and on the tension that arises
when transcultural engagement meets “keepin’ it real.”

The heterogeneous cultural forms and practices we consider hip
hop are themselves embedded within the Black Atlantic and the Black
Pacific. These realms provide a dynamic space for cultural performances
that are distinctly non-textual but put bodies in movement on screens
and make them legible for different audiences across the globe. This
performative realm I consider the complementary sphere of the Black
Atlantic: the “Black(face) Atlantic” within it. I take my cues from the
expansive and interdisciplinary scholarship on blackface performances;
I specifically utilize the principal ideas put forth in Eric Lott’s Love and
Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (1993) and W.T.
Lhamon's Raising Cain: Blackface Performance from Jim Crow to Hip Hop
(2000) and bring them in conversation with each other and with hip hop
itself. To be clear though, I do not attempt to dispute the origins of hip-
hop culture as firmly rooted in African American and (Black) Caribbean
cultural idioms, practices, and performances, or the specific culturally
hybrid locales in NYC in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Rather, I wish
to take seriously the complexities that are at play, once these gestures
travel the globe to different audiences. Global audiences engage with
these gestures to make sense of who they are, and they enact their
identities in close correspondence with what they believe these idioms
and performative gestures signify.

Iwill specifically build on one crucial element of Eric Lott’s argument
here as a point of departure, namely Lott’s assessment of the complex
drive of blackface as a simultaneity of fear and desire, a coinciding vil-
ification and appreciation. According to Lott, it is these “contradictory
racial impulses” (Lott 1993) that blackface reproduces, expresses, and
brings to the stage and the cultural fore. I find this insight meaningful in
two ways: on the one hand, Lott aspires to understand the cultural work
blackface performances fulfill regarding their audiences, rather than
only focusing on the shows’ crude and racist mechanics. On the other
hand, he allows this cultural work to be decisively messy, at times self-
contradictory in terms of what we would now call affect and effect. This,
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I believe, becomes especially true in the processes of hip-hop music’s
transculturalization in the German contexts I analyze here, which are
emblematic of the intersecting transatlantic and cross-racial desires at
play in Black cultural performances in the Atlantic world.

“Isch lebe fiir Hip Hop":® Transcultural Performativity
and the Hip-Hop Music Video

While German language rap music and hip-hop culture established
itself firmly on the two German music TV stations, namely MTV (Ger-
many) and VIVA, during the 1990s, the origin of mainstream Deutschrap
(German rap) is somewhat surprising and seemingly eclectic. The gen-
eral consensus is that the success of German-language rap music would
hardly be the same had it not been for the four White middle-class
men from Stuttgart who called themselves Die Fantastischen Vier (The
Fantastic Four) and had released their hit single “Die da” (Her, there) in
1992.* Towards the middle of the decade, Stuttgart also brought forth
the collective that referred to itself as Die Kolchose (The Kolkhoz), con-
sisting of the mainstream darlings Freundeskreis (Circle of Friends),

3 “Ich lebe fiir Hip Hop” translates as “I live for hip hop”; I intentionally misspell
the title of the song here to indicate what the chorus sounds like when rapped
in German by the featured artists from the US. This pronunciation already
alludes to the complex processes of gestures within hip-hop culture, and rap
music specifically, when they travel to different locales across the globe.

4 A case can be made that German music television would not have been the
same without the success of “Die da” and the group behind it, partly because
they not only put German rap on the proverbial map, but also because their
“silly” video clip and their over-emphatic performance of what hip-hop cul-
ture meant to them ignited a debate about the status of hip hop, of rap, and
about the rules and politics of the culture as subculture. This debate fits the
Zeitgeist of a reunified Germany and the overall aesthetic and performance
logics/agenda of German-language music television for a teenage audience,
which really served as a laboratory for the business of private cable television
in the newly reunified country. For more on the significance of “Die da” and
on the exaggerated performance within it, see Breitenwischer (2021: 64ff).
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who nonetheless managed to credibly claim an anti-mainstream atti-
tude with the help of fellow crew Massive Tone (Massive Tones) and the
Afro-German rapper Afrob. Beyond Stuttgart, Heidelberg, Frankfurt,
and Hamburg served as hubs of German rap, and Munich was largely
considered to be home to the more quirky, ironic, and wordplay-based
styles of acts like Blumentopf (Flower Pot) or Main Concept. Cologne and
the cities of the Ruhrpott (the Ruhr area) proudly represented German-
language rap’s underground scene with crews like STF (Cologne) or
RAG and Creutzfeld & Jacob (Dortmund/Bochum). Their music videos
mostly aired during the shows dedicated to hip-hop culture and rap
music, Freestyle (1993-1995) and later VIVA Word Cup (1996—1999). This
simplified, eclectic map of hip-hop music in Germany during the first
golden era of German-language rap from roughly 1996 through 1999,
arguably showed little room for artists from Berlin.

This apparent absence of Berlin-based rappers in the German men-
tal map of rap changed dramatically and quickly around the turn of the
millennium. In 2000, two German DJs/producers released tracks and al-
bums that would irrevocably put Berlin on the map for two very different
reasons and with very different styles:

a) The Disseldorf-based D] Plattenpapzt (Record Pope) recorded an
album, which featured established and lesser-known rappers on the
tracks, and a Turkish-German rapper’s contribution to the album
was chosen to be released as a single: the song was titled “King of
Rap” by a lesser-known rapper from Berlin by the name of King Kool
Savas (KKS), born Savas Yurderi. On the slick production, boom bap-
type, head-nodding beat, KKS spit two verses, two different bridges,
and rapped two choruses, fundamentally changing German rap. The
flow, the slang, the ruggedness of the language, and the message
that Savas had come for the throne made everything before it sound
immediately “old,” “tame,” and “weak,” in Savas’s own words. At the
same time, however, a Berlin-based DJ/producer by the name of
DJ Tomekk produced and released music for the first time with a
slightly different angle than Plattenpapzt.



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Martin Lithe: “Ich lebe fiir Hip Hop”

b) Tomekk’s debut album proudly claimed to mark the Return of Hip Hop
and was released in 2000 after two of the previously released singles
had garnered much attention and success. Strikingly, even though
Tomekk was from Berlin, he decided to feature a variety of MCs
on his tracks, none of whom represented Berlin. In fact, Tomekk’s
unique style was to produce danceable, slick, and booming beats and
to bring together German-language rappers with American rappers
(of significant standing) on the album, often on the same track.

Accordingly, his first single featured legendary Public Enemy crew mem-
ber and hype man Flava Flav alongside German rappers Afrob and MC
Rene. The latter being one of the originators of German-language rap
who had all but disappeared from cultural visibility in the late 1990s.
The music video clearly underscored Tomekk’s intention to connect New
York and Germany, as the song’s hook repeatedly lets audiences know.
The opening shot of the video clip shows Afrob walk through an airport
in Berlin, as emphasized by an on-screen caption, before he is held in
custody by German police and uses his one phone call to call a payphone
in NYC. Tomekk answers, only to put Flava Flav on the line later. The MCs
rap their verses through the landline and thus connect New York and
Germany lyrically and visually through the wire. In hindsight, it seems
that the music video and its commercial success established a formula
for Tomekk, both in terms of song production, artist collaboration, and
music video aesthetics.’

Echoing or anticipating the tenets of discussions in debates about
transculturality, Stuart Hall (1992: 28) identifies Black diasporic cultural
forms as always already “the product of partial synchronization, of
engagement across cultural boundaries, of the confluence of more than

5 There is a lot to unpack here, but the topoi of transatlantic travel, the power
of hip-hop culture as a practice to transculturally connect practitioners from
different places across the globe, a somewhat shy but explicit reference to
Tomekk’s Berlin base, and the concept of English and German verses alter-
nating on a single track in a call-and-response style served as the crucial in-
gredients of Tomekk’s style around the turn of the millennium.
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one cultural tradition,” and as “hybridized from a vernacular base” in
his essay “What Is This ‘Black’ in Black Popular Culture?” In hip hop, we
find this excessively in Wu-Tang Clan’s oeuvre, and in the way they fused
Asian Kung fu movie lore with their immediate environment. Wu-Tang
Clan interweaves the Kung fu aesthetic and outlook with the landscape
of NYC, as well as with the belief system of the Five-Percent Nation of
Islam. This becomes especially evident on their 1997 sophomore album
Wu-Tang Forever. These gestures gain an additional layer when hip-hop
culture then travels to other locales, and White German rappers and
producers collaborate with hip-hop culture in general and Wu-Tang
Clan specifically. One member of Wu-Tang Clan, GZA a.k.a. the Genius,
played a crucial role in putting Berlin on the German hip-hop map
in Tomekk’s second music video release, “Ich lebe fiir Hip Hop.” This
featured GZA, Sunz of Men, Curse, and Stieber Twins: artists from
NYC, Minden (Westfalia), and Heidelberg.® The video is set in Berlin
and the mise-en-scéne crucially contributes to the plot of the video, in
which—once again—the MCs are portrayed as heroes, with the German
police as villains trying to impede the success of hip-hop culture. The
latter is represented by a tape circulating from artist to artist in an
obvious allusion to the selling of drugs on the street.

In a sense then, Wu-Tang Clan and Sunz of Men—like Flava Flavand
KRS-One on other feature tracks in the Tomekk oeuvre—contributed in
two ways as ambassadors of “the culture.” This is how the video for “Ich
lebe fir Hip Hop” frames them: they are rapping in a setting resembling
the United Nations, providing much needed aid to local artists. Thus,
Tomekk not only brings these US heavyweights to Germany, but he
specifically places them in Berlin. The lyrics to these songs frequently
establish a connection between NYC and Berlin, at times metonymically
to represent the birthplace of hip-hop culture, with the US on the one
hand, and Germany—as the transcultural continuation of hip hop’s
course—on the other.

6 | am on the fence about how these videos and the tracks have aged, but |
think one thing is for sure: it is part of a cycle of hip-hop music videos shot
in Germany that put Berlin on the German rap map.
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What is more, the songs’ structures, such as the call-and-response
between English verses by US artists and German verses, alongside
the plots in the respective videos, underscore the relationship between
US and German hip-hop culture, rap, and lyricists. Let us also take the
significance of the lectern seriously here: GZA might be preaching to
the choir, but he is most certainly spreading the word and might also
be performing hip-hop development assistance. The video translates
the call-and response pattern into the lecture hall/church when Chris
Stieber gets up on his chair and raps his response from the audience.
This audiovisual choice strikes me as emblematic of the processes at
play in transcultural hip hop, where local artists often inhabit a space we
could refer to as the “production/reception nexus.”

Three observations regarding the video clip from “Ich lebe fir Hip
Hop” strike me as additionally relevant to my argument:

1. The emphasis on hip hop as a culture that is bigger than just rap mu-
sic: the frequent displays of graffiti specifically, but also the status of
the D] and the cuts and breaks he delivers on the turntables.

2. 'The way in which the video alludes to some classics of the genre and,
for example, places Curse and German rapper Afrob—in a differ-
ent D] Tomekk video of the time, namely “1,2,3,... Rhymes Galore”
(1999)—in altercations with the German police (fig. 1 and 2). This
setting serves as a visual reference to the notorious “Straight Outta
Compton” video clip by NWA, which figuratively and literally put
Compton on the map.

3. 'Therace/class intersection, which the video represents, brings to the
fore the German discourse within and about hip-hop culture at the
time.
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Figure 1: Curse rapping toward/at the police

(Modul/BMG, 1999/2000)

Figure 2: Afrob being held in custody by the police

(Modul/BMG, 1999/2000)
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While observation 1is quite straightforward in a song called “Ich lebe
fir Hip Hop,” it is noteworthy how the video captures Berlin's graffiti cul-
ture and some of its street culture in the plot point related to the circu-
lation of the tape. Again, the status of the police in fig. 2 strikes me as
an adaptation of a familiar hip-hop video trope to the German context;
in fact, Curse’s “in your face rap” vis-a-vis the police is not only remi-
niscent of the aforementioned classic “Straight Outta Compton,” but it
also evokes the Roots’ ironic how-to manual for rap videos in their clip
of “What They Do.” What these citations hint at is the more general, at
times complex, processes of adaptation, identification, and appropria-
tion in hip-hop videos.

I use adaptation as the most innocent, descriptive term here to in-
dicate the use of a performative gesture familiar from elsewhere: here,
German rappers make use of literal anti-police rap to claim their authen-
ticity as (German) rappers. Adaptation implicitly performs a sense of a
shared reality or lifeworld with those who deployed the set of gestures
originally. In this sense, they enact a sense of identification with other
rappers. This, of course, happens across the board in pop music: audi-
ences and performers alike identify with other performers when they
engage with their material; or, to put it more eloquently in Simon Frith’s
terms:

My argument here, in short, rests on two premises: first, that iden-
tity is mobile, a process not a thing, a becoming not a being; second,
that our experience of music—of music making and music listen-
ing—is best understood as an experience of this self-in-process. Mu-
sic, like identity, is both performance and story, describes the social
in the individual and the individual in the social, the mind in the
body and the body in the mind; identity, like music, is a matter of
both ethics and aesthetics.” (Frith 1996: 109)

7 We identify with the heartache of Adele, the Backstreet Boys, or Boyz Il Men,
the anger of Metallica or Slipknot, or the layered emotionality of Beyonce.
However, | would add that | take the term identify very seriously in the way
it relates to “the creation of a sense of self”
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And because authenticity—realness and keeping it real—operates as the
fundamental currency in much of hip-hop culture, these performances
of identification become a complex issue: is Curse performing his anti-
police rap based on his own experience, or as part of a repertoire of
gestures rap and hip-hop culture have provided him? Both might be the
most satisfactory answer, but the complexity of identification remains,
and it speaks to the third observation regarding the video: the race/cul-
tural appropriation nexus. Appropriation is a complicated term and is
now commonly used to designate a lack of authentic experience in a
person’s self-fashioning with the help of cultural gestures they adapt.®

I consider two things crucial to keep in mind here: historically, pop
cultures have always been syncretic, hybrid, layered, but still blatantly
racist at the same time. These processes are not mutually exclusive. Sec-
ond, I read hip-hop culture’s obsession with the “real” and “realness” not
only or primarily as a response to late postmodernism (as some critics
have done), but as a floating self-awareness of the impossibility of Black
subjectivity in a world of racial capitalism, following the trajectory from
Patricia Hill Collins (2000) and Cedric Robinson (1983; 2019) to Achille
Mbembe (2017) and Ruth Gilmore (2022). A racial capitalism that has,
since the mid-1960s decisively turned towards the exploitation of Black
bodies and Black expressive cultures for the purpose of entertainment,
while simultaneously disposing of and killing Black bodies in the name
of profitand policing. In that sense, racial capitalism with its undergird-
ing evil of a racist carceral state, i.e., Black mass incarceration, has never
stopped keeping it real.

So, when Tomekk, Curse, and Afrob make use of allusions to the
carceral state in the German context, the transcultural complexities of
hip-hop culture really become evident. Strikingly, while Tomekk was
considered neither “real” nor “really from Berlin,” his efforts to connect

8 For a White German American studies person, this of course opens a whole
can of worms, and | am not here to judge individual examples; but, yes, the
history of hip hop’s success in the world also serves as a reminder of the ap-
propriation of Black cultural gestures across the globe; this is also why | utilize
the idea of a “Black(face) Atlantic”
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hip-hop music with German street culture make him a valid example of
what happened when Berlin put itself on the German rap map. Arguably,
one of the most crucial differences between what Savas and Tomekk
represented can be found in the way they viewed the African American
impact on German rap and hip hop. After all, while Tomekk courted New
York big-shot-MCs to rap on his tracks, Savas rapped, “Deutscher Rap ist
dick schwul [sic] und bitet Ami-Miill aus Angst.”® So, even though Kool
Savas had only moved to Kreuzberg as a kid, he encapsulates the specific
Berlin-bravado perfectly and made it visible to the rest of Germany and
hip hop specifically.

“Du warst der schwabische Nelly”: Hip-Hop Hybridity
and the Streets of Berlin

The more descriptive sections above already hint at the argument I
am trying to make in this final section: I read Tomekk’s collaborative
music videos from roughly the first three years of the new millennium
as representative of a German and Western European infatuation with
African American cultural idioms, and so-called Black music specifi-
cally, which was formative and remained important throughout the first
decade of German-language rap in Germany. This, then, marks the first
and largely affirmative period in German-language rap as a transcul-
tural phenomenon and practice. The move towards Berlin as Germany’s
epicenter for rap music, which Tomekk’s music contributed to, also in-
augurated a new relationship with the African American “Ur-text” of rap
and a second period of German-language rap as transcultural. In other
words, when Berlin became known for its brand of so-called Straf3enrap
(street rap, or rap from the streets) the performative identities not only

9 My translation, which does not flow at all, would be, “German rap is fat gay
and bites US trash out of insecurity.” | retain the homophobic slur here be-
cause | do not feel the German word for gay, “schwul,” should be naturalized
as an insult, although it is clearly used in that manner. | sincerely hope that
this decision makes sense and does not offend any readers.
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took on the German rap scene as bourgeois, harmless, and ultimately
weak, but actually—in true Berlin style—claimed a unique identity at
least in part based on a decisive break from North American rap music
and hip-hop culture.

When Savas claimed a place for himself, his crew M.O.R, and Berlin
on “King of Rap,” he not only aspired to rid himself and German rap
from a long-standing admiration of American styles and trends, but
also dissed some of the grandees of German-language MCs, most no-
tably Advanced Chemistry’s Torch. The generational conflict between
the first one-and-a-half generations of German-language MCs and
the new generation became apparent on “King of Rap” and continued
to become even more pronounced and evident as more rappers from
Berlin reached commercial visibility.

Even though Kool Savas was never signed to the independent label
Aggro Berlin, it quickly emerged as a household name and as the epi-
center of commercially visible street rap from Berlin. The artists and
executives utilized the familiar narratives of hardcore rap and indepen-
dent labels (ironically, typically situated in the US), hinging on creative
freedom and a rags-to-riches attitude. With street rap, the streets also
entered the boardrooms of the recording industry in Germany. The
videos by rappers signed to the label put forth a very distinct aesthetic
and two artists especially, Sido and Bushido, reached impressive and
lasting mainstream success, also because the bourgeois critics and
gatekeepers of print media outlets took to scandalizing German street
rap and marking it as potentially harmful to young listeners, as obvi-
ously vulgar, misogynistic, and violent. Here, of course, the German
critics unintentionally echoed the conservative concerns of the previous
decade during the culture wars in the US. The German Leitkulturdebatte
(our culture wars) was thus also premised on the mainstream visibility
and success of previously marginalized folks in the media. So, as the
Berlin street rappers rhetorically aspired to distance themselves from
the US, and to stake their claim based on their unique positionalities
within the city of Berlin, discussions with the rappers and subsequent
debates about them replicated debates familiar to US audiences of hip-
hop music. Bushido, arguably more so than Sido, explicitly engaged in
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a one-man battle with the culture of hip hop, which he now wished to
fully make his own. There is an obvious tension here, as the title of one
of his early singles released in 2005 gives away, “Nie ein Rapper” (Never
a Rapper). This is not an insult targeting an imaginary foe, but rather a
proud self-expression; Bushido and SAAD rap: “Ich war nie ein Rapper,
ich hab fir die Strafen gekimpft!” (I never was a rapper, I was fighting
for the streets!)

The video utilizes familiar performative gestures from the canon of
the hip-hop music video genre: the camera angle, even the gritty black-
and-white aesthetics, the urban terrain, and two young men rapping at
the camera clothed in what Germans have deemed “streetwear,” includ-
ing athletic sweaters, loose-fit denim, baseball caps, hoodies, name-
brand sneakers, and sweatpants. Lyrically, however, the claim of the
song's hook that the two were “never rappers” introduces the crucial
distinction between themselves and the hip-hop scene in Germany
associated with the previous generation. The lyrics create a whole array
of assumed antagonists: among them the police, but also, and crucially,
other rappers and the German and transnational hip-hop scene. The
close affiliation between German bourgeois rappers and the way they
collaborated with and idolized North American rappers emerge as less
intuitive reasons for SAAD and Bushido to diss the scene. Arguably, this
provides Berlin rappers, and especially those associated with the labels
Royal Bunker, Aggro Berlin, and later ErlsGuterJunge (HelsGoodboy),
with their claim to an authentic identity beginning around 200s.

The transcultural hybridity proposed by the Berlin rappers cannot
be found in the infatuation and appreciative copying of North Ameri-
can rap. Rather, the in-between-space SAAD and Bushido claim to make
them who they are is the German hip-hop scene and, by extension, Ger-
many at large. Strikingly, this articulation of a self not belonging here
or there resonates with hip-hop culture and has arguably fueled hip-
hop culture in the US and elsewhere since its inception. Even though
Bushido's dad is Tunisian, the visual representation of the Lebanese flag,
which coincides with the line “Einer von denen, die es niemals schaf-
fen, ihre Heimat zu sehn” (I am one of those, who will probably never
see their home country/country of origin). This designates a return to a
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hybrid German identity, which had been part of German hip-hop culture
from the get-go. However, there are obvious differences between Torch’s
insistence that he indeed holds a German passport, “Ich hab nen grii-
nen Pass, mit nem goldenen Adler drauf!” (I hold a green passport with
a golden eagle on it!), his identity as a “Heidelberger Haitianer” (Haitian
from Heidelberg), and Bushido's amalgamation of an identity strongly
rooted in the streets of Berlin while being strongly out of place in Ger-
many and “homeless,” despite hip-hop culture. The promise of hip-hop
culture for the first generation of German hip hoppers had, after all, al-
ways been that it might become a home away from home: a place of be-
longing despite not belonging anywhere else, with hip hop as a transcul-
tural community. This is what Bushido'’s identity operates in opposition
to: German hip hop does not provide a home for him or his peers, the
streets of Berlin do. Of course, this serves as yet another example of an
uneasy translation of a trope in hip hop's cultural imaginary, namely the
North American ghetto transposed to a European context.

Thus, the self-stylization of Berlin rappers since what I refer to as the
“Berlin moment” is also based in fashion. The new style cannot be part
of global hip-hop aesthetics, but only loosely premised on the streetwear
idiom. This is why Bushido obsesses over baggy pants, he detests them as
a gimmicky appropriation of African American styles by White, middle-
class Germans. As Moritz Ege has demonstrated, Bushido’s affiliation
with Picaldi, a then-Berlin-based fashion label, speaks to another pop
cultural conjuncture. Ege calls this “the post-Prolet era,” (the post-pleb,
post-prole) which he localizes and dates in Berlin and within the very
scene [ engage with (2013). L have argued elsewhere that the cultural per-
vasiveness of a German Gheddo (ghetto) in rap music of that time (and ar-
guably up to today) provided, and continues to provide, German culture
with one of the few discursive spaces in which the increasing wealth and
income gaps, poverty, migration, and class are addressed frequently, rig-
orously and with a powerful affective regime attached to it (Liithe 2019).

Of course, here Bushido plays the game of realness, and the problem
of authenticity informs his every move. Bushido does not formulate a
critique of the capitalist appropriation of Black styles, but he shares a
sense of unease with the acts of transculturation within hip hop, which
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at times also inform leftist critiques of hip hop’s global success story.
Still, Bushido only ups the ante of one of the driving forces of hip-hop
culture: its claim to provide an authentic voice to the disenfranchised
and forgotten. In addition, the neoliberal rags-to-riches fantasy that
Eko Fresh around the same time begins to call “The German Dream,”
serves as a cornerstone of hip-hop-based youth culture of post-Hartz-
reform Germany. These reforms initiated by the Social Democratic Party
arguably, and somewhat ironically, represent Germany’s complete em-
brace of the neoliberal pro-austerity political practice of cutting welfare
and social safety nets in general (McManus 2022: 68ff). In addition, even
though this might be simplistic or crude, Bushido and his German/
Berlin-Dream affiliates have introduced a crucial component to hip-hop
identities this side of the pond, namely that of the businessman and the
neoliberal “proletarian” entrepreneur of the self. The message is “we do
not belong, we should not have succeeded, but because we kept it real
as gangsters, we are now rich.” “Vom Bordstein zur Skyline” (From the
Pavement to the Skyline), the title of Bushido’s first solo album, thus
makes all the sense in the world, and the album pursues similar world-
making aspirations as some of the most successful German male rap-
pers today, such as Capital Bra, RAF Camora, and 187 Straflenbande (187
Street Gang). On the level of lyrical content and music video aesthetics,
this is Aggro Berlin reinvented, updated, and taken to the extreme for
today’s youth. The music sounds different, and the drugs are new as
well.

Bushido's ten-minute-long diss track against former protégé Kay
One, “Leben und Tod des Kenneth Glockner” (Life and Death of Ken-
neth Glockner), provides insight into his self-fashioning. He is equally
disgusted by Kay One’s initial poverty and economic dependence as
he is with his selling out (his snitching): the “sin” that made Bushido
record the track in the first place. What is more, however, Bushido reads
the fact that Kay wanted to be a German/Swabian version of Nelly in
baggy pants and a doo-rag as the real mirror into the empty soul of his
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opponent. Kay One’s only claim to identity, according to Bushido, is that
it is non-existent.*

These German diss tracks condense the affective allure of gangsta
rap across the world. They thus encapsulate the intrinsic connection be-
tween a sense of self and other to firmly position oneself in opposition
to and the simultaneous affective regimes of anger, aggression, angst,
superiority, and belonging. Hip hop has maybe always been about ex-
pressing a self that is rooted within hip-hop culture; a self that belongs
there, where others do not.

In Lieu Of a Conclusion: Affect, Generation,
and Post-Realness?

Tricia Rose’s foundational text Black Noise: Rap Music and Black Culture in
Contemporary America (1994) not only introduces hip hop as a scholarly
object but raises a variety of intersecting concerns that I revisit here in
conclusion: my triad of affect, generation, and post-realness serves as
a clumsy nod to Rose’s prisms of “flow, layering, and rupture” in Black
Noise. She writes:

What is the significance of flow, layering, and rupture as demon-
strated on the body and in hip hop's lyrical, musical, and visual
works? Interpreting these concepts theoretically, one can argue that
they create and sustain rhythmic motion, continuity, and circular-
ity via flow; accumulate, reinforce, and embellish this continuity
through layering; and manage threats to these narratives by build-
ing in ruptures that highlight the continuity as it momentarily chal-
lenges it. These effects at the level of style and aesthetics suggest

10  This specific diss of Kay One having no real identity to fall back on references
one of the most popular and respected diss tracks in German-language rap’s
history: Kool Savas’s 2005 diss track against the aforementioned Eko Fresh, in
which he raps: “Player-, Lover-, Tiirken-Rap oder Gangster, entscheide Dich; Du
weifdt es nicht, den Du hast keine Identitit!” (Player-, Lover-, Turkish-Rap, or
Gangster, make a decision; oh, you can’t, ‘cause you have no identity!).
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affirmative ways in which profound social dislocation and rupture
can be managed and perhaps contested in the cultural arena. Let
us imagine these hip hop principles as a blueprint for social re-
sistance and affirmation: create sustaining narratives, accumulate
them, layer, embellish, and transform them. (Rose 1994: 39)

None of the above becomes meaningful unless used “as a blueprint for
social resistance” (ibid.: 39). The “social” that Rose is interested in is cru-
cially produced and policed by experiences rooted in racialization, with
its ultimate pseudo-neutral signifier of Whiteness, but also in the ways
hip hop itself has impacted the social and cultural performances within
its communities across the globe and, as a shortcut, has made audiences
“feel” what it is to be within this world.

In terms of affect then, hip-hop music and culture have a lot to offer:
graffiti writing not only enables artists to consider themselves artists,
but also provides the effect of the thrill of the illegal and the outcome
of writing oneself into being. Breakdancing openly celebrates a sense of
belonging, both with the crew and in the cypher, and offers a similar af-
fective attachment as, for example, other sports and activities premised
in physical competition: excitement, working-out, exhaustion. Making
music and listening to it shapes who we are, who we want to be, and how
we feel about being in the world.

“Hip Hop in Deutschland, ich frag mich, wer bellt da; wisst Thr mor-
gen noch, wer heute Euer Held war?” (Hip Hop in Germany, look who is
barking; do you today remember who your hero was yesterday?), as Torch
had it on one of his features on a Tomekk-track (2000). And whether or
not we and the current generation have forgotten about our heroes of
the past, the trailblazers of German-language rap and hip-hop culture
of the 1990s, the current scene is more diverse than ever. Following the
success of SXTN, in 2019 Berlin rapper Juju released the most successful
German rap album by a female artist. The contribution of female rappers
ranging from the styles of Shirin David via Schwesta Ewa all the way to
Sookee, indicates that we are currently witnessing an age of increasing
visibility of female German-language rappers in Germany. While not all
these rappers continue the long tradition of Black feminist and woman-

253


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

254

Remixing the Hip-Hop Narrative

ist voices in rap music (Collins 2000/2009), Sookee, for example, brings
gender and queer studies consciousness to the German rap stage. This, I
believe, has alot to do with the changing generational outlook of German
rap.

Some of the transcultural concerns of early rap—how German am
I, how German can hip hop be in the first place, does hip hop need to
be translated to the German context in order to be palpable?—have all
but vanished. Capital Bra now proudly declares that he is “Capital aus
Ukraine und nicht Drake aus Canada” (Capital from Ukraine and not
Drake from Canada) in one of his songs “Benzema” (2018). On the whole,
then, the uneasiness that haunted early hip hop in Germany, especially
regarding Whiteness, German-ness, and the US as a place of origin
seem to have taken a back seat and maybe intergenerational conflicts
have taken its place. After all, the history of hip hop in Germany and the
variety of identities it has enabled to be articulated and performed is so
rich by now, that the necessity to engage with US American and African
American originators has all but disappeared.

In the 21% century, the internet and YouTube have replaced the army
bases and the youth centers and the need to root hip-hop identities in
Germany in the local. Massive Tone’s and Freundeskreis’ “Mutterstadt”
(Mother Town) has given way to Tud’s “Vorstadt” (suburb): a place that
could be anywhere in Germany (even though it is also in Stuttgart).”
Strikingly, the latter, a song about growing up and growing out of the
suburb, lyrically and musically trace German rap history from the sub-
urbs of the 1990s to the contemporary moment in the third verse of the

11 Arguably, Tua’s “Vorstadt’—the German suburb—sits at the intersection be-
tween what the suburb signifies in US culture, its imagined racial homogene-
ity/Whiteness, its alleged peacefulness, its relationship with private property
and homeownership, and what the suburb signifies in French cultural his-
tory in the notion of the “banlieu” as an ethnically diverse, economically pre-
carious, and isolated place outside of the city. The lyrics delineate this com-
plexity and tension between the suburb as harmless and dangerous, as both
connected to urban life and as distinctly not part of the city, as representing
a more limited spectrum of diversity typical of mid-size German towns and
cities.
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song, which is also set apart musically through a choppy, cloud-style
beat and rap.

In this chapter, I focused on the first and second generation of
male German rappers and how they performed transcultural hip-hop
sensibilities for German-speaking audiences. If we take the street rap
era and the Berlin take-over of German rap to have formed the second
generation of German-language rap, we find ourselves now in a third-
generation moment of German hip hop. Sookee, SXTN, die Orsons,
Edgard Wasser & Fatoni, and Danger Dan & the Antilopen Gang can
rightfully assume that their audiences long for new perspectives and
identities within rap music. The carnivalesque Orsons, the self-ironic
and meta-aware Fatoni and Edgar Wasser, and the queer activist Sookee
explicitly articulate identities vis-a-vis the older generations, who now
primarily serve as emblems of hip hop's past and of days gone by. Age
has become an issue in Germany, too. When Edgar Wasser jokes about
the fact that his comrade Fatoni caters to a generation of old White Ger-
man critics of rap music in their 2021 song “Kinstlerische Differenzen”
(Creative Differences), it makes me feel old, too.

It begs the question, of course, what does it signify that a whole gen-
eration of German hip-hop practitioners—like me—do not get tired of
sharing what hip hop means to them? Have we become the old White
dudes in German society that hip hop once potentially enabled us to criti-
cize? Maybe growing up with rap music and hip-hop culture is still easier
than growing old with it. And maybe the “can’t stop, wor't stop” mental-
ity of hip-hop culture forces us to still do what we do and to continue to
be who we are: as part of, and thanks to, hip-hop culture and the world
it created.
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Discography/Videography

Bushido. Vom Bordstein bis zur Skyline. Aggro Berlin, 2003, compact disc.

Bushido. “Leben und Tod des Kenneth Gléckner.” Ersguterjunge.
YouTube video, posted in 2013. (The music video has since been
deleted from the artist’s channel.)

Bushido and Baba SAAD. “Nie ein Rapper.” Carlo Cokxxx Nutten II.
Ersguterjunge, 2005, compact disc.

Capital Bra. “Benzema.” CB6. Bra Musik, 2019, compact disc.

Die Fantastischen Vier. “Die Da.” Vier Gewinnt. Columbia Records, 1992,
compact disc.

DJ Tomekk vs. Grandmaster Flash featuring Afrob, Flava Flav and
MC Rene. “1,2,3,... Rhymes Galore.” Return of Hip Hop. Modul/BMG,
1999/2000, compact disc.

D] Tomekk featuring Curse, GZA, Sunz of Men, Stieber Twins. “Ich lebe
fiir Hip Hop.” Return of Hip Hop. Modul/BMG, 2000, compact disc.

DJ Tomekk featuring KRS One, MC Rene, Torch. “Return of Hip Hop.”
Return of Hip Hop. Modul/BMG, 2000, compact disc.

Fatoni and Edgar Wasser. “Kiinstlerische Differenzen.” Delirium. LoL
Records, 2021, compact disc.

King Kool Savas. “King of Rap.” Full House (Plattenpapzt). Jive, 2000, com-
pact disc.

Massive Tone featuring Afrob and Freundeskreis. “Mutterstadt.”
Kopfnicker. MZEE Records, 1996, compact disc.

Massive Tone. “Das Urteil.” Die John Bello Story. Optik Records, 2005, com-
pact disc.

Tua. “Vorstadt.” Tua. Chimperator Productions, 2019, compact disc.

Wu-Tang Clan. “Bring Da Ruckus.” Enter the Wu-Tang (36 Chambers). Loud
Records/BMG Music, 1993, compact disc.
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Producing Hip-Hop Culture and Identity
How a Youth Recording Studio Supports Well-Being

Bronwen Low and Edouard Laniel-Tremblay

Abstract Montreal, Canada, is a vibrant multicultural and multilingual city,
within which, unfortunately, racialized youth grapple with discrimination and
marginalization, shaped by a confluence of institutional, cultural, and political
forces. However, the dynamic realm of hip-hop culture provides a transforma-
tive avenue for emerging artists, offering alternative spaces of belonging. In
this chapter, we build on previous scholarship on hip hop as a site of social and
cultural vedefinition for marginalized identities. Our study explores how music
creation and community-building at a recording studio can foster youth well-
being. Located in a free after-school youth center, the studio supports well-being
through the development of community, critical perspectives, self-expression, and
performative hip-hop identities. We argue that this positive hip-hop identity
is anti-essentialist and that it challenges reductive and exclusionary models
of Quebec identity and belonging. Our methods are ethnographic, including
participant observation and interviews with nine youths aged 18 to 21.

In August 2022, the Réseau express métropolitain (REM), an electric
train network under development in Montreal, posted to their TikTok
account a freestyle created by rapper Maky Lavender commissioned to
promote the new transit option. The video was widely criticized and then
deleted due to criticisms that Lavender, a Black bilingual MC, rapped
only in English. The Quebec government agency in charge of the REM
had hired Lavender to perform as part of a publicity campaign a year
prior and recorded this freestyle at that time. The agency explained that
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they removed the post because “the video did not meet their publication
criteria on sharing information regarding the electric train” (Leavitt
2022), despite them having the English language video for a year. While
the REM sought out Lavender for his coolness and credibility among
youth, they gave him no instructions, abandoned him and the project
as soon as there were concerns raised, and asked him to stay quiet: “It
was so easy for them to pull the plug. It was so easy for them to be like,

»

‘yeah we'll just take it off—don't talk to the press™ (Kassam and Caruso-
Moro 2022). This event speaks to anti-English language politics in the
province as well as attitudes towards rappers, and particularly Black
men, as expendable.

These politics and attitudes shape the lived context of the youth in
our study, who all attend NBS Studio (NoBadSound Studio), a free-ac-
cess community recording studio. The studio is housed in Chalet Kent,
a not-for-profit community center for youths aged 11 to 18, located in a
very culturally diverse neighborhood of Montreal. Chalet Kent describes
itself as being “dedicated to inspire and empower youth through various
projects and programs and allow for young people to build meaningful
relations, engage in critical thinking, and (re)imagine more sustainable
futures” (Chalet Kent, n.d). Many of the youth who make music at NBS
are deeply invested in hip-hop culture. The quality of NBS Studio’s facili-
ties and equipment, combined with the director’s musical and interper-
sonal skills and profound commitment to empowering youth, have made
this free-access studio a focal point for emerging artists in the Montreal
hip-hop community. Here, youth create and record music and can de-
velop positive identities grounded in hip-hop culture.

In this chapter, we first set the stage for our ethnographic inquiry
by describing the political and cultural context in Quebec, including its
hip-hop history, as well as some literature on hip hop, youth and well-be-
ing, and the hip-hop alter-ego. We then describe our study of nine young
people who attend NBS Studio and explore how music making there can
support well-being through the development of community, critical per-
spectives, self-expression, and performative youth identities. Youth can
counter and challenge negative discourses about racialized and immi-
grant adolescents in Quebec by exploring and celebrating these other-



https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Bronwen Low and Edouard Laniel-Tremblay: Producing Hip-Hop Culture and Identity 261

wise marginalized identities in the spaces, both physical and digital, of
the studio and international hip-hop culture.

The Politics of Belonging in Quebec
Identities in Quebec

Members of our research team have previously described the dominant
model of belonging in the province in terms of “Québéquicité,” in which

two intersecting continua, sight, and sound... are the most impor-
tant elements: having or not Whiteness is the first fact to be noted
about any newly encountered individual in Quebec. The other, un-
seen but clearly heard, element that goes to make up Québéquicité
in our theoretical framework is language: specifically, speakers in
Quebec being perceived as having or not having the ‘right’ kind of
French. (Sarkar, Low, and Winer 2007: 357)

These elements are legacies of Quebec’s history. After the Treaty of
Paris in 1763, French elite settlers left New France and English-speaking
settler elites took control of the economy being built upon indigenous
territories, eventually forming the nation-state of Canada (Bouchard
2012:14-15). French settlers lived mainly along the St. Lawrence River
and continued to be part of the colonial project, testified by French
toponyms across North America (Bouchard and Lévesque 2014). At the
same time, they were marginalized based on economic, social, and
political factors; however, their social status was in no way comparable
to that of indigenous peoples facing the first stages of genocide (Austin
2010: 19) and Black peoples oppressed by chattel slavery, segregation,
and other manifestations of antiblackness (Howard 2020: 128). In the
1960s, during the Quiet Revolution, a cultural upheaval which saw the
rise of secularism and heightened social and economic development,
the population of what is called “old stock” Quebeckers, who are White,
francophone, and (sometimes only culturally) Catholic, became the eco-
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nomic, political as well as cultural dominant group. This dominance has
been maintained in part by exclusive discourses, policies, and practices
which can serve to separate “us” from “them.” For instance, some politi-
cal parties and media instrumentalize fears of the disappearance of the
“old stock” francophone population in light of immigration and pop-
ulation growth, mobilizing language and identity politics for political
gain.

For example, in the Fall 2022 provincial political campaign, the in-
cumbent (and now re-elected) premier Frangois Legault indicated that
accepting more than 50,000 immigrants a year would be “a bit suici-
dal” until “we have stopped the decline of French.” A week later the then
immigration and labor minister Jean Boulet said, “80 percent of immi-
grants go to Montreal, don't work, dor’t speak French or don't adhere
to the values of Quebec society” (Nerestant 2022)." Language and iden-
tity politics also shape recent pieces of legislation restricting the wear-
ing of religious symbols in the public sector, including for teachers, with
negative consequences for Muslim women and others (Low et al. 2021),
and restricting access to English language services in the public sector
(including health care, the courts, and college education) and business.
Fighting discrimination is complicated by the fact that the premier does
not recognize systemic racism in the province (Banerjee 2020).

This brief socio-historical description highlights aspects of the
sometimes-hostile climate facing racialized and indigenous peoples
in Quebec, as well as those who immigrate to the province, including
many members of the Quebec hip-hop scene (particularly those based
in Montreal, the largest city).

1 While the premier criticized these remarks and said that Boulet, the minister
in question, would be removed from this position if his party were re-elected,
Boulet had been in the position for almost a year and was re-elected in his
riding.
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Hip-Hop Histories in Quebec

Hip-hop culture started to appear in Quebec towards the end of the
1970s (Lamort 2017: 11). The history of hip hop in Quebec is marked by
the appearance and development of networks on the fringes of con-
ventional circuits. As performance scholar Annette Saddik reminds us,
hip hop must be understood in relation to a continuity of Afro-Ameri-
can forms of performative expression in constant renewal (2003: 120),
including Caribbean, Latin, and African traditions. Hip hop was intro-
duced to Quebec through cultural exchanges between the Caribbean and
Afro-American diasporas of Montreal and New York, and this, from the
beginning of the emergence of the hip-hop movement in the late 1970s
(Low, Sarkar, and Winer 2009: 66). During the 1990s, hip hop started
becoming more popular in Quebec’s francophone music scene while
remaining very close to, and sometimes imitating, what was popular in
France (Fortin, Lasse, and Roy 2007; Desfossés 2020). At the end of the
decade, a paradigm shift started to occur when rap artists in Quebec
stopped imitating the French rap artist accent, and began to use their
own local slang, expressions, and prosody in their songs (Sakar and
Winer 2006: 176; Lesacher 2012). These developments paved the way to
more fluidity, freedom, and variety in language use after the turn of the
millennium.

Since the 2010s, hip hop has been on the rise and undergoing new
transformations in Quebec. While some speak of “post-rap” (Pagliarulo-
Beauchemin 2016), the term “Rap Québ” or “Rap Keb” is beginning to be
used to designate the hip-hop scene in Quebec (Arbour-Masse 2017).
The controversy over Franglais—French infused with words borrowed
from English—in Quebec hip hop (Savard Moran 2019; White 2019) has
brought attention to hip-hop culture in the mainstream media land-
scape.” However, not all artists benefit from the same recognition; as

2 In an interview by Renaud, Laniel-Tremblay explains, “this controversy ad-
dressing the state of French in Quebec was rather a way of circumventing
terms which may be even more controversial, but which are nevertheless nec-
essary to name in this context—for example the influence of the racialized
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scholar Néméh-Nombré has argued, the hip-hop artists receiving the
most media attention are French-speaking White men (2018: 39-44).
Racialized artists also get less support from institutions (media, fes-
tivals, funding) and may sometimes be subject to police surveillance
(Arbour-Masse 2018). We should also keep in mind that hip hop holds
high cultural prestige, a rare domain in which young, racialized people’s
identities are valued, positioning them as trendsetters (Fortin 2006;
Kitwana 2005). Yet, throughout hip-hop history in Quebec, accounts of
hypervisibility and erasure illustrate the difficulties of addressing the
presence of racialized people in the public space (Ferah 2019; Néméh-
Nombré 2018: 39-44).

Previous research from our team members on the hip-hop scene in
Quebec has analyzed how some in the community challenge dominant
language and identity politics through richly diverse membership and
practices, including multilingual code-switching or “translanguaging”
in their lyrics (Low and Sarkar 2014; Sarkar 2009). We have examined
the ways this “parler hip hop” challenges Quebec official monolingual
language policies and Québéquicité as a model of belonging. We argue
that the Montreal hip-hop community creates its own language and
identity standards from the bottom-up, a kind of resistance vernacular
that reflects the ways language is lived in very diverse neighborhoods. A
rich literature exists on the hip-hop community in Quebec (White 2019;
Lesacher 2014) with a focus on youth (Atséna Abogo 2019; Leblanc et al
2016; Laabidi 2012). Less has been researched on the spaces (in as well
as out of school) that nurture and support the Montreal hip-hop com-
munity and its particular linguistic and cultural practices; this chapter
extends our recent study that seeks to fill this gap (Laniel-Tremblay and
Low 2022). In the literature from outside Quebec on nonformal hip-hop

communities [on the evolution of the spoken language] which brings new
vocabulary and speech practices in the public space” (Renaud 2021, transla-
tion by Laniel-Tremblay). The case of Franglais in hip hop highlights how lan-
guages are often instrumentalized in Quebec to talk indirectly about races
and identities.
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programs, Dimitriadis’ (2009) multi-year study of a hip-hop-based pro-
gram in a youth center in the United States explored its impact on youth
identities and community building. More recently Levy et al. (2021:
221-222) conducted a study in a community center with children aged
8 to 11 participating in a hip-hop and spoken word therapy program.
The results highlighted gains in self-confidence, the ability to express
difficult topics, and improvement of a sense of a community.

While hip hop includes four well known elements (Mcing, Djing,
break dancing, and graffiti), to which some add knowledge as the
fifth (Alim 2009: 2; Laabidi 2006: 168), NBS Studio focuses on music
production and personal growth, including knowledge of self.

Hip Hop and Youth Well-Being

In contexts with a glaring lack of mental health resources, hip-hop mu-
sic-making and listening can be important outlets and supports (Harper
and Jackson 2018: 114; Heath and Arroyo 2014: 31-38; Chang 2005). The
central art forms of hip-hop culture—rap lyric writing, deejaying, danc-
ing, and beatmaking—have been gaining traction in wellness-focused
settings for their abilities to engage young people in the process of ac-
tively working through life challenges (Elligan 2000) as culturally sus-
taining forms of expression, self-knowledge, and community-building
(Paris and Alim 2017). For these reasons, scholars have developed a lit-
erature connecting hip hop and mental health. This corpus opens the
door to rethinking and adapting therapeutic practices (Hadley and Yancy
2012). For instance, hip hop therapy relies on “the deliberate integration
of elements of hip-hop culture into a therapeutic context to achieve a
cathartic state that contributes to psychosocial development” (Alvarez
2012: 122). Similarly, scholar Raphael Travis says that “hip-hop empow-
erment strategies suggest that deliberate and purposeful engagement in
musical experiences (and other empowering aspects of hip-hop culture)
help the evocation, modulation, or termination of emotions, and sub-
sequently promote health development through the cascading and rein-
forcing aspects of development” (2016: 128-131).
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Key to hip hop's therapeutic value is rap lyric writing. The exercise of
putting feelings, emotions, thoughts, and aspirations to paper is a core
principle of rap and can be extremely positive and beneficial for the de-
velopment of the participants (Levy, Cook, and Emdin 2018: 2—6). As Low
(2011: 118) reminds us, the centrality of language and poetry, speech and
words, in hip hop is embodied in the acronym rap (rthythm and poetry).
Exploring the emotional impact of writing lyrics, social behavioral sci-
entists Lepore and Smyth (2002) demonstrate how writing can reduce
health risks by promoting socio-cognitive and socio-emotional devel-
opment. Nevertheless, post-colonial literature scholar Sara Grewal re-
minds us not to overlook orality, since “the dynamism, physicality, and
embodiment, and contingency and ephemerality of rap as a performed,
oral/aural genre are, I argue, essential to the ‘street’ aspects of its episte-
mology” (2020: 80).

Beat making also offers a highly engaging intervention approach be-
cause “near-instant gratification in the form of aural and visual feedback
... means rapport can be rapidly developed in a fun and interactive way
(Travis et al.: 749). Music production offers another appealing mode of
self-expression (ibid.: 744), facilitated by recent efforts to democratize
and decolonize production software (Nast 2001), improvements of open-
source production software, and the general accessibility of quality pro-
duction equipment.

The complexity of rap and hip hop's view of the construction of
knowledge and its dissemination aims to highlight the plurality of ex-
periences regarding self-expression within hip-hop culture, which talks
back to different narratives on the evolution of hip-hop epistemology
(Desfossés 2020; Marsh and Campbell 2020; Lamort 2017; Campbell
2014: 271). It is then not surprising to have seen the presence of hip-hop
culture in school settings over the past decades (Crooke, Comte, and
Almeida 2020: 19), as well as community center programs (Dimitriadis
2009). Dimitriadis explored how through hip hop, “contemporary youth
are increasingly fashioning notions of self and community outside of
school in ways educators have largely ignored” (2009: xi). These notions
of self and community are often accompanied by political awareness,
acting as a kind of counter to school: “rap, as I will show, proliferates in
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such sites, serving as a kind of alternative curriculum through which
often intensely disaffected young people have produced and maintained
notions of community, history, and self” (ibid.: 34). Similarly, Ladson-
Billings (2015) points to the relevance of hip-hop-based programs for ed-
ucating racialized youth because they offer the possibility of experiences
outside, and sometimes challenge, Eurocentric music.

Playing with Identity through the Hip-Hop Alter-Ego

One aspect of hip-hop identities is the persona or alter-ego (Bradley
2018). In our research on youth well-being at NBS Studio, we became
interested in the role the persona could play in fostering well-being.

The persona is not unique to hip hop. Popular music theorist Mickey
Hess describes how as with “David Bowie performing as Ziggy Stardust
or Garth Brooks performing as Chris Gaines, certain hip-hop acts per-
form a second artist persona. This phenomenon can take shape, through
costumes, playfully evasive lyrics, and samples, as resistance to the ma-
terial conditions of the musician” (2006: 298). According to music jour-
nalist Brent Bradley, these choices enable artistic freedom:

The ability to recreate ourselves through the simplicity of adopting
another persona allows us to explore areas of our personality that
might not jive with what our peers would normally expect from us,
so it makes sense why so many artists adopt alter-egos at various
points in their careers. An alter-ego can work as a reset button on
the expectations an artist carries, as well as serving as a fresh canvas
for artistic freedom. (2018)

Creating a character offers the possibility of producing a distance from
oneself allowing experimentation, imaginativeness, and vulnerability to
interact from new angles. The alter-ego can become a tool by which the
artist can explore their desires and create alternate realities. It can also
involve choosing which facets of their identity to put forward, amplify,
and share, and which not (Hess 2006: 298). This practice has been very
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widespread since the beginning of the movement for both MCs and
producers and allows artists to explore different registers and themes
(Williams and Stroud 2013: 19).

One of the most common strategies to shape an alter-ego is the “ego
trip,” which describes a “posture of the rapper praising his own qualities
and performances” (Journet 2012). The ego trip is an example of hip-hop
“braggadocio” (Williams and Stroud 2013: 19), a type of boastful behavior
that glories the speaker and positions them as the best (Exantus 2022:
117; Fofana 2012). The ego trip can be traced back to rap battle culture and
“comes from the fact that rap, nowadays, has become very competitive.
Between clashes, battles, concerts, and other concepts, the rapper then
finds himself obliged to promote himself” (Culturap 2021). In short, the
ego trip is a technique of self-expression combining exaggeration and
boasting, but also the possibility of dreaming;as such it opens the door to
reinventing oneself. In this way, the ego trip can be a powerful technique
to boost self-esteem and confidence and shows how artistic freedom can
be transformative.

Studying NBS, Hip Hop, and Youth Well-Being

During Winter 2019, semi-structured individual interviews were con-
ducted in French, English, or both, with nine participants from the NBS
Studio aged 18 to 21. The sample was composed of six men and three
women with origins from Chile, the Dominican Republic, France, Haiti,
Lebanon, Madagascar, the Philippines, Senegal, and Vietnam. Five of
them were born outside Canada, and all participants had moved at one
point in their lives. They also all grew up in multilingual households,
using a combination of their parents’ native language and French and/or
English. On NBS’s website, the studio ethos is described as “an inclusive,
safe space for young artists to grow their musical abilities and expand
their knowledge of studio recording. We take a hands-on, practical
approach to teaching youth about music production, recording, mixing,
performance and writing songs” (NBS 2022). The youth center is mainly
frequented by young people from the surrounding neighborhoods, but
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NBS study participants also lived in each of the four major suburban
regions outside the island of Montreal; that some are travelling up to
ninety minutes by public transport to get to the studio is an indicator of
NBS’s popularity. The dedication of Jai Nitai Lotus, the studio coordina-
tor and mentor, and of the youth mentors is worth highlighting when
describing why the studio is so appreciated.

Our interviews with these youth indicated that going to the studio
supports their well-being, alongside developing music creation and pro-
duction skills. Support for well-being is grounded in four elements: com-
munity, criticality, self-expression, and performative identities.

1) Finding Community

To start, here is a participant describing an example of some alienation
experienced in Quebec, but also in her family’s country of origin:

| cannot define a place where | can call home, because | feel differ-
ent no matter where | go. Like when I'm here it's like you're not a
Canadian Québécois because you're not pale. When | go to [country
of family origin in Africa], well it’s like I'm too pale to be from the
place, and then | get dressed differently, | speak differently so that
there is not really a place where | feel | belong” (Danielle, Laniel-
Tremblay’s translation)

This is an expression of not feeling at home in any national context, while
the comments about skin color and language are a reminder of the ways
race and language shape belonging and discrimination.

For youth involved in the study, their deep engagement with hip-hop
culture is key to finding a place where they feel comfortable. The stu-
dio becomes an incubator for community connection. One participant
explained, “Hip hop helped me get into a community, that’s for sure. I
started meeting more rappers and more people who share the same vi-
sion as me. I thought I was the only one, but in fact there are many who
share the same vision as me about music” (Laniel-Tremblay’s transla-
tion). Because hip-hop culture needs to be understood within the con-
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text of the Global Hip-Hop Nation®—and for many of the youth here, rap
from France is a more important influence than rap from the US—con-
necting to hip hop allows the participants to recontextualize their iden-
tities, making links with communities outside Québec or abroad. For in-
stance, the studio took part in the PHI_portal, a cross-border participa-
tory installation at the multimedia center and gallery Phi Center in Mon-
treal where artists were “invited to listening sessions with young artists
from other cities, such as Milwaukee and Mexico City” (Lipset 2021). To
a certain extent, the Global Hip-Hop Nation which materialized at NBS
Studio represents an alternative to Quebec identity’s narrative: first, by
offering a place where their identities are not othered, and second by
building bridges between members of the community and promoting
their identities with a view to creating solidarities.

2) A Critical Voice and Self-Reflection

The participants all have different life trajectories, however, hip hop
offers them a framework through which they can express and channel
emotions and feelings. Ibrahima explains that “[Music] opened my
mind, it allowed me to mentally move forward in life thinking like,
yeah, you're not a kid anymore, and like when I was writing stuff and
everything, I read it again and then I said to myself, like you know in
real life, maybe you act this way, but you shouldn't.”

This passage demonstrates how music and writing can become tools
that enable people to reflect on their behaviors and promote personal
thought processes. Ibrahima is also a Cégep* psychology student which
gives him a different perspective on the relationship between music and
the psyche. Along with Adjapong and Levy (2021: 6-10) and Travis et al.
(2019), he concludes that “music is also a therapy.” Another example re-

3 Alim (2009: 3) defines this concept as “a multilingual, multiethnic ‘nation’
with an international reach, a fluid capacity to cross borders, and a reluctance
to adhere to the geopolitical givens of the present”

4 A college with pre-university and technical programs.
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lated to the education field involves Jackson, who confides having im-
proved his vocabulary and his writing thanks to his practice of rap:

Now that I'm forcing myself not to... curse in my words, curse in my
lyrics. It’s a lot, it’s a lot harder and it challenges my brain to be like
okay, well hey, ok, you need to find another word that replaces that.
Or you have to find another word that replaces that. That actually
helps me with my vocabulary. So when I'm doing an English essay at
school, | write super naturally and | write like sophisticated words.

By devoting themselves more to writing through hip hop, participants
became more receptive to the power and impact of words, resulting in
cognitive and political insights matched by a desire to surpass oneself.

Nick summarizes the powerful influence of hip hop when saying,
“Hip hop taught me a lot of things about philosophy, how to deal with
the world. You know, even if the music is not deep, the process behind
it is, like the time spent in the studio, how to like help each other all the
time.”

Engaging with hip-hop culture provokes reflections on how social
structures reproducing racial, economic, and social discrimination are
affecting them:

We are not little idiots. We don’'t make music just to promote bad
stuff you know. We talk about it because, me of course, well | don't
talk for myself because you know I have a good life, thank god..They
[hip-hop artists] will talk, “Yeah | have dealed this | dealt that,” after
that you [the audience] it’s up to you to make sure, by listening, to
tell yourself, “ah shit these people they lived, they lived a nightmare
and why not try to improve the situation of future generations.”
(Ibrahima)

Ibrahima reveals how through hip hop he makes connections with hislife
experiences and those discussed in artists’ pieces. This process of self-re-
flection counters common concerns about the negative influence of hip
hop's complex politics of representation, including violence, sexism, and
consumerism, by depicting how people show discernment when analyz-
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ing rap. Precisely, this participant explains, why writing can be one of
the last spaces of freedom and can raise awareness (Harper and Jack-
son 2018; Chang 2015). Ibrahima further explains how hip hop can give a
voice to excluded people or communities such as “people who have a life
that is a hassle, for example in HLM [Habitation a loyer modéré, meaning
subsidized housing] in France, or in the ghettos of Harlem in the States,
these people in their music claim their lives.” Building on that, Nick de-
clares that “society could learn about... open-mindedness because in hip
hop there is a lot, a lot of open-mindedness. That, we accept everything,
it's musicand also, it's alot of mutual aid between artists and everything.
Society can learn to accept new, new people especially on the racial level.”

Carlos Munoz, producer, and cofounder of a Montreal production la-
bel, points out that “guys who do rap are often like messengers of what
is happening in the street” (Arbour-Masse 2018). Similarly, DAmico de-
scribes rap as a kind of social documentary: “Rap provided practitioners
with the possibility to describe, document and even critique urban re-
alities; the surveillance, over-policing, and punishment of Black bodies;
and the structures and strategies of domination that shaped their quo-
tidian realities” (2019: 11).

As reports of racial profiling from the Montreal Police Service con-
tinue to make headlines (Schué 2019), there are social and political pres-
sures facing racialized youth. In this sense, Ibrahima’s words are par-
ticularly interesting. He continues by specifying how hip hop can be a
catalyst for reflections of a political and social nature on the issues of
systemic racism. His next example illustrates how the works of hip-hop
artists made him realize that these stories should not be analyzed indi-
vidually, but rather as multiple manifestations of deep social issues tar-
geting racialized people:

Lil Uzi Vert won't be able to talk to all the young people of future
generations and tell them ‘no, don't do this, don’t do that, because
you know, he’s a normal person, he won't be able go through every
neighborhood and everything, so it’s up to society to listen to this
music, to accept it as it is..whether it was Donald Trump, whether
it was Barack Obama, it doesn’t matter, we have a problem in the
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country [the USA] with the ghettos. Why not try to improve that
and just make sure that these people live better, opening more jobs
for young people.

The great popularity of hip hop allows artists to reach a very large audi-
ence, which represents an outlet for instilling awareness. Other themes
appear in the discussion such as observations concerning gender stereo-
types when Nick brings up the fact that “a problem in hip hop is that
there is like, how to say that, a strong masculinity. It’s really very mas-
culine; it dictates how men have to act. Like the image of [a] thug, of [a]
womanizer that creates toxic masculinity as such, and that needs to be
changed.”

These examples demonstrate how hip-hop culture can instigate po-
litical awareness by establishing connections between the audience and
artists recounting similar experiences or by exposing youth to social is-
sues. In sum, it encompasses the process of turning inward through a
process of questioning and reflecting on different situations or prob-
lems, and outward by turning these into inspiration for creating.

3) Having a Public Diary: Expressing Feelings

Some participants describe themselves as introverts, drawing a parallel
between writing lyrics and keeping a personal journal. This points to how
hip hop encompasses a plurality of modes and variations of expression.
In the following section, we will draw attention to the benefits of express-
ing feelings through hip hop and how this can translate into openness to
others and gains in maturity. To start, Mark describes the value of having
an outlet that matches his personality:

Hip hop taught me about how to express myself. I'm like the type
of dude I don't really like to talk as much. And it’s like | have a
way to express my feelings I'm pretty bad at expressing myself in
words so if | make a song and people will understand how | feel,
that’s cool. That's why | like it a lot, and it kept me out of trouble;
taught me how to communicate with people, it made me grow as
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a person, made me more mature. It’s like having a diary, a public
diary and it’s like talking about how you feel and songs just like let
it go.

This last quote testifies to the educational and therapeutic contribu-
tion of hip hop as a medium for gaining confidence, which supports
Ibrahima’s words regarding how rap helped him express himself.
Clearly, the malleability of hip hop allows people to adapt it to their
wants and interests. In addition, Mark emphasizes the importance of
putting his emotions and thoughts in writing like a diary, and how it was
beneficial for him to gain maturity. In his opinion, the public reception
of his texts is a barometer to gauge if he has been able to formulate his
message well. It is also relevant to note that hip hop and music have
taken him away from problems, which challenges prejudices against
hip hop that consider it to be inherently negative (Harper and Jackson
2018:115). By devoting himself to hip hop, Mark tells us how this passion
has become a way to channel his thoughts and emotions. Looking back,
Mark acknowledges that hip hop had a direct impact on his personal
development by allowing him to mature and helping him avoid prob-
lematic situations and contexts. These remarks underline the value of
openness to others through words, and of connecting with yourselfin a
form of self-care (Travis et al. 2019: 748).

For other participants, the beat making and other musical aspects
(rather than Iyrics) are the central components through which they devel-
oped a connection that fostered their self-expression. Way and McKerrell
(2017: 3) report that music can be semantically more ambiguous than an
image or text; this seemed to open new modes of expression for some of
our participants. For instance, Lamia expresses how creating beats for
a song allows her to explore different emotions she cannot evoke with
lyrics:

These are things that | would just say when | make music. It’s not
something that I'm going to say, like, I'm not going to open up
about that, it's more like, that’s why | said it was like my escape,
precisely with the words | feel that | don’t express myself well. But
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when it’s done with the music, it comes, it flows, it comes more
easily. So, like, that’'s why | manage to be more vulnerable when
it’s related to music.

This statement testifies once again to the multidisciplinary richness that
hip hop offers and more specifically to the relevance of music which can
be a medium for different possibilities, including accessing a range of
other emotions. Mark agrees with this by adding how the emotions felt
while listening to the music can be as, or even stronger than, the message
of the lyrics: “I think the feeling is more important than what you're say-
ing because some people don't know how to explain things so they know
they don't need to express how do you feel but like not by words but just
like by doing.”

For introverts, hip-hop culture provides several elements which al-
low everyone to go at their own pace while respecting their limits and
preferences. As Chantal summarizes: “In what I write, uh, it's more like
philosophy, metaphors...it's a bit of everything, like what I see, what hap-
pens to me in life, situations that my friends experience.” In short, writ-
ing or music creation represent avenues to make connections and give
meaning to what the individual is experiencing by reformulating their
thoughts using the multiple components of hip hop: lyrics, music, and
knowledge. The multimodality at the heart of hip hop is ultimately a fac-
tor that makes it possible to highlight the different skills and preferences
of young people, which is a great lesson in valuing and recognizing the
plurality of skills and modes of expression. However, the benefits derived
from writing lyrics and composing music are not exclusive to hip hop; it
is the connection participants have with this culture that allows them to
access tools to develop their self-expression, and other musical cultures
could offer similar opportunities.

4) Gaining Confidence through Performance:
Creating a Hip-Hop Persona

Given the importance of performance in hip hop, our participants de-
scribed the time and dedication needed to develop and master the art
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and subtleties of emceeing. Participants expressed a desire not to have
their style categorized for them, nor to have the usual stereotypes of
young people doing rap applied to them. They dor’t want to be put in
a box, or at least they want to create the box. However, we noticed an
interesting tension: while many of the youth talked about the possi-
bilities lyric writing and beat making offered for self-expression, they
also described the importance of creating an artistic persona as part of
the process of liberating themselves from some social expectations. For
beginners in hip hop, the alter-ego technique can be appealing because
it allows them to shape their MC character by subscribing to different
codes of hip hop. It creates a space where it is possible to dream and give
free rein to their imagination; metaphorically speaking, it opens doors
and offers different opportunities.

Just as the Global Hip Hop Nation offers spaces of reference out-
side the limits of the Quebec nation, the alter-ego offers possibilities of
taking on new identities. We argue that the concept of the alter-ego is
anti-essentialist—identities are fluid, can be taken on and off, and are
used for specific purposes in relation to particular audiences—and can
be used to find an identity that fits. This rap practice offers a mental space
to experiment with how identities play out in different circumstances.
As with filters or effects on Instagram or TikTok that enable a person to
change their appearance or voice, etc., the filter metaphor can apply to
the alter-ego in hip hop, as artists use it to alter themselves or to reveal
aspects of their identity and personality.

Almost all our participants have created a MC persona. The follow-
ing excerpt from the interview with Jackson bears many similarities to
Bradley’s (2018) previous observations about the artistic and reinventive
possibilities of the alter-ego:

Edouard: So, when you rap, would you say that you are a different
person?

Jackson: Definitely... | just, | just feel like it represents me more. It's
the one that doesn't, that doesn’t like, who speaks about meaningful
things. But JAY-jay, | feel like that's the person that | really wanna
be. And then when | rap, | feel like | am that person...
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Edouard: So, do you think that one day... you and JAY-jay will even-
tually merge?

Jackson: Actually, | hope that will happen very soon, right?... | feel
like JAY-jay is just like waiting for me at a certain spot, and he’s like,
“aight, dude, I'm just waiting for you when you're ready to like stop,
start, sorry, start speaking, speaking meaningful things.” Yeah, JAY-
jay, my persona, is very confident and doesn't have any problems
speaking. But me as like... I'm confident when | speak to people, but
sometimes | stumble on my words. And JAY-jay is totally different
from that. So, so, so we're two opposites.

Edouard: It's a way for you to find confidence?

Jackson: Yeah. And ever since like, | came up with JAY-jay | became
more confident, like, on my stuff.. Yeah, so. It really helped me out.

For Jackson, his alter-ego “JAY-jay” is by his own admission an avatar
of the individual he aspires to become. The alter-ego provides him con-
fidence, particularly with regard to his slight speech impairment. For
the participants, it seems that the possibility of creating a new or better
version of themselves is what particularly appeals to them: fiction and
the imaginary can become reality when they personify their alter-ego.
In short, the possibility of embodying a persona or a renewed and im-
proved version of oneself seems to allow young people to approach their
daily life with more confidence and symbolizes a type of renewal.

As with Ibrahima, Mark explores the ways his alter-ego can open up
new possibilities of expression for himself. He offers a new take, how-
ever, on the artistic persona, describing how his conveys emotions and
moods: “I created something more like it’s incognitoness [sic] it is just a
shadow and like my main goal is to... I'm not a person, I'm just a mood...I
think feeling is more important than what you're saying because some
people dor't know how to explain those things.”

This perspective takes a very different approach to communication,
focused on creating an atmosphere rather than narrative storytelling.
Rather than build a new persona, his art helps him to partly disappear
into his shadow, which means he is “incognito.” This posture makes sense
given that this same person had explained that he had difficulty find-
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ing the words to express his feelings. He also sees his creative process in
terms of “movement,” describing his style of writing as “abstract poetic
movement” and how he is inspired by roaming in the neighborhood.

Mark’s roaming alter-ego also seems to be an outlet for reconciling
and channeling his multiple musical influences and allows him to evolve
in different scenes and communities: “The way I move is kind of like I love
a type of music where I'm in each different scene and I'm producing for
like all these different types of scenes. Just like there’s no difference, the
only different thing is different people will have different taste of music.
So like I love every type of music and so I have something to relate about
every part of like a community.”

Mark seems to value the simple things in life by privileging the feel-
ings, senses, and desire to escape the more difficult aspects. He declares,
“Imostly really talk about, the thing I see all the time, nature. I don't have
to talk about drug dealing or the slum. It’s not things I want to promote.”
This deliberate avoidance helps him move beyond the negative elements
he may encounter:

Edouard: Do you feel like by avoiding these topics it helps you?
Mark: Yeah, because it helps you. | understand where you are trying
to get. It helps you understand. | think the more you talk about
something the more it gets real. It’s like looking in the mirror and
you're telling yourself “All you gonna do is bad,” you gonna do bad.
Then if you tell yourself “You gonna do good,” you gonna do good.
It's all mentality. It's how | see it.

In Mark’s case, making music was one of the ways he helped himself out
of the difficult contexts in which he grew up, specifying, “I had to break
a path” trying not to repeat the same patterns present in his family. In
the end, he mobilized different aspects offered by hip hop to develop a
channel of his own to express his thoughts and feelings.

Up to now, participants have been discussing how confidence is
a fundamental element of performance, and of hip hop in general.
Presenting artwork and performing take courage and having some help
can be welcome especially for beginner MCs. In this respect, the MC
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alter-ego can also enable another rap convention, the ego trip. Con-
sidering that participants are young adults exploring their identities
and are quite new MCs, the ego trip is an appealing option because it
can contribute to building a rapper’s credibility in terms of following
rap's codes while allowing to dare and experiment within its relatively
defined structures. The ego trip is a great tool to boost one’s confidence.
Ibrahima says, “I do a lot of ego trips. That’s to say, I value myself a lot
as the person I am. That’s to say, I talk a lot about myself, how I have
confidence in myself and everything.” Another participant, Moussa,
gives us a very detailed description of his vision of the ego trip, in which
he balances between exaggeration and authenticity:

After all, there are certain codes that are linked to music in general,
for example, the ego trip basically, it's something that is very much
linked to rap... if it comes from art it’s going to come out in art...
it's not going to come out in my life every day. I'm not going to
start hitting people because | heard such rapper or | said in my
lyrics that so. Or in my lyrics, | appear, | can sometimes appear a
little violent, but it’s, it's ego trip, it’s exaggerated. I'm not going
to suddenly start hitting people, it’s, it’s stupid. But after, in rap, |
try to rap what | am, | try to rap, to stay relatively true even if |
can, | can mess around. Sometimes | mess around, | can go in all
directions.

Moussa describes the need to use discernment and not take everything
that is said at face value. He also shares how he tries to maintain a bal-
ance between exaggerated “messing around” and trying to stay “relatively
true” to himself.

The alter-ego is one element in hip-hop’s toolbox for exploring and
experimenting with identity. In discussing their time at NBS Studio,
participants have expressed being grateful for finding a community
that supports their identities and allows them to connect with peers.
They also mentioned that hip hop’s introspective work fosters personal
growth and political awareness. The analysis shows that creating raps
allows youth to connect with their feelings. For some, writing lyrics

279


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

280

Remixing the Hip-Hop Narrative

is their gateway and for others, music production is a better outlet.
For all, engaging with hip-hop culture brings possibilities to connect
with and express their emotions. Finally, crafting their hip-hop alter-
egos is an artistic strategy that fosters confidence through the option to
reinvent yourself through projection and approach the creative process
and performance from a less intimidating standpoint. The participants
hope to transpose this confidence booster to other areas of their lives.

We also argue that on top of these other uses and benefits, the alter-
ego has an anti-essentialist dimension that contrasts with the categories
or stereotypes too often affixed to racialized youth. The youth use their
personas to experiment, re-invent, and “mess around” with their iden-
tities; these are spaces of change, movement, and play. By opening new
possibilities for themselves, the youth embody an anti-essential model
of identity that contrasts with fixed, reductive, and exclusionary models
of Quebec identity and belonging.

Conclusion

NBS Studio offers a welcoming environment propitious to youths’ well-
being and personal growth through engagement with hip-hop culture.
This is in part due to hip hop's affordances, but also to the commitment
to youth empowerment and positive development by the studio director
and mentors. NBS’ welcoming and supportive atmosphere and dynamic
energy were reflected in the dedication and enthusiasm expressed by the
participants during the interviews. They shared examples of how their
passion helped them to become better people and create bonds within
their community. They spoke about issues that matter to them, and how
components of hip-hop culture such as rap, music production, and the
alter-ego are helping them to achieve their goals, artistically and person-
ally.

The youth's work can be observed in a series of videos called “We
Out Here Live,” presenting performances of the artists recording at
NBS. As part of a week against racism, in collaboration with other
community centers from the neighborhood, NBS produced a video in
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the Spring of 2022 (NBS Studio 2022). Young artists were invited to
express themselves about their experiences with racism. This video is
vibrant and poignant and displays several of the elements of youth well-
being described in this chapter, such as political awareness, expressing
emotions, and building community. It stands in stark contrast with the
Quebec’s Premier’s continued refusal to recognize systemic racism. “We
Out Here Live” embodies the community revolving around NBS Studio,
including its contributions to youth well-being and growth, and is a
strong example of hip hop’s commitment to social justice.
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Chronicling New York Reggae and Hip Hop's
Crossroads, and Community Media
as Historical Archives from the Ground Up

James Barber

Abstract In this chapter, I first establish some historical background concerning
reggae’s arrival and subsequent reception in New York. Thereafter, I illustrate
details of the “Hip Hop x Dancehall Takeover” event, which took place at the VP
Records Retail store on Jamaica Avenue, Queens, on April 23, 2022, during one of
my extended research stays in New York. [ use this as a starting point to highlight
the activities of two longstanding New York-based archivists, ambassadors and
activists of reqgae and hip-hop culture in attendance: Ralph McDaniels, founder
of landmark hip-hop television show, Video Music Box, established in 1983; and
Shaun Walsh, who in the following decade founded Flatbush, Brooklyn-based
community media channel Whatz Up NY TV.

Introduction

My wider doctoral research addresses Jamaican mass migration to New
York after 1965, and the subsequent spread of Jamaican culture and reg-
gae music: first across the famed megalopolis, and later elsewhere in the
US and internationally. I trace how the establishment of New York as an
additional regional and global hub of Jamaica’s diaspora, reggae music,
sound system and dancehall culture, would lead to a reciprocal dialogue
between reggae and hip hop across the following decades in the latter’s
birthplace. While some scholars have recognized that reggae took some
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time to “percolate” into wider African American cultural practice, reg-
gae and hip hop’s entanglements are considerably more substantive than
their current representation would suggest (Marshall 2006: 215; Patter-
son 1994).

Across the 1980s, reggae’s percolation “through African-/American,
urban cultural practice” and in hip-hop culture especially was realized
through contributions from pioneering figures primarily, though not ex-
clusively, from the New York reggae and hip-hop scenes, a phenomenon
both transnational and translocal in its entanglements. While I focus
specifically on the arrival and distillation of Jamaican culture into wider
New York popular music culture, I also highlight the fact that spreading
reggae to awider popular audience in the US megalopolis, and laying the
foundations for its eventually prolific dialogue with local hip-hop cul-
ture, did not come about solely through the contributions of Jamaicans.
Reggae’s wider reception in New York would establish musical connec-
tions that traversed genres, music cultures, and communities.

Aside from Jamaicans and Jamaican Americans, key contributions to
reggae’s spread and crossover with hip hop in New York came from indi-
viduals of other Caribbean ancestries including (in no particular order):
Trinidadians, Haitians, Bajans, Bahamians, Antiguans, alongside native
New Yorkers born and raised beside their Caribbean neighbors, reflect-
ing a diverse pan-Caribbean, “musical multiculture” of individuals from
a cross-section of ethnicities, diasporas, and New York neighborhoods
(Peth 2018; Marshall 2006: 215; Patterson 1994: 108; Melville 2020: 3).
From the turn of the 1970s onwards, reggae would become increasingly
audible in New York City’s soundscape, resonating through the sound
system sessions in the city’s streets, dancehalls and nightclubs, on the
mixtapes that blared from home and car stereos, and eventually on New
York radio, soundtracked and facilitated by a community of selectors
(DJs), singers, deejays (MCs), producers, sound system owners and op-
erators, studios, record labels, record shops and distributors, and radio
DJs (Kenner 2005).

My wider enquiries are principally informed by ethnographic re-
search and personal interviews carried out between 2019 and 2023, in
addition to wider literature and other secondary historical accounts and
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multimedia materials. Although somewhat suspended in time by the
impact of the global pandemic, I spent a total of almost six months in
New York City, with two extended visits, the first between October—De-
cember 2019, not able to resume my enquiries in person until the first
half of 2022. Both stays focused on building up a picture of the key
individuals, spaces and sites—primarily, though not exclusively—in the
reggae and hip-hop scenes that contributed to reggae’s emergence and
spread in New York and the proliferation of its dialogue and eventual
fusion with hip hop from the 1980s through the 1990s. Taken together,
the primary and secondary accounts and materials gathered across the
course of the research, serve as an initial attempt at providing a more
substantial “mapping” of the emergence of reggae music and culture in
New York and its ensuing intersections with a nascent hip-hop culture
(Melville 2020: 3-7).

Through initial referrals from my existing contacts in the reggae and
hip-hop scenes internationally, in particular the UK and Germany, while
in New York I established a network of research participants on a word-
of-mouth basis, otherwise known as “clustering” or snowball sampling
(Kasinitz 1992: 12). The participants were some of the aforementioned
groups of actors who shaped the development of the music and cultures
of reggae and hip hop in New York from the 1970s and 1980s onwards,
both in parallel and in their intersections, or in other cases local spe-
cialists and contemporaries of these individuals. The research also high-
lights the emergence across the 1980s of a subgenre of New York reg-
gae and hip-hop fusion, sometimes referred to as raggamuffin hip hop,’
which merged the sounds, styles and practices of the two cultures, par-
ticularly in terms of musical production, language and lyricism, and the

1 One of the earliest recordings to use the term was the 1988 album “Ragga-
muffin Hip-Hop” by London-based artists and proponents of the “fast-chat”
deejay style Asher D and Daddy Freddy. When | spoke to several of my re-
search collaborators in New York about the term, however, they were some-
times unfamiliar and even sceptical of the label, suggesting it probably had
more to do with the commercialization, marketing, and commodification of
1980s and 1990s reggae and hip-hop fusion by the major labels who sought
to market and capitalize on it.
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visual style, fashion, and aesthetics of reggae and hip-hop culture (Mar-
shall and Foster 2013).

I conducted both formal and informal semi-structured interviews
with some of the central architects of this crossover and fusion in New
York, attending reggae and hip-hop stage shows and D] and sound sys-
tem events where my research participants or other relevant artists to
this historical era were performing. In addition, secondary research ma-
terials were gathered in public library archives, attendance at documen-
tary screenings and panel discussions and through further enriching in-
formal conversations on these overlaps in day-to-day settings around the
city. Aside from the time spent in New York, despite the challenges of
conducting fieldwork during a global pandemic, I remain in touch with
many of the artists, producers, DJs, record shop owners, and archivists
who I talked with along the way, individuals I seek to forefront in the
representation of these historical developments. In early summer 2023,
I was even fortunate enough to make a brief research visit to Jamaica,
once more bringing the enquiries about reggae’s spread to New York, and
intersections with hip-hop culture, full circle.

This chapter functions as a selected illustration of some of the key
sites and contributors to this popular music history that I spent time
and spoke with during my research stays in New York. I walk the reader
through a partial overview of reggae’s migration to New York and its sub-
sequent spread and eventual intersections and dialogue with hip-hop
culture, especially during the latter’s Golden Era. The first part of the ar-
ticle focuses on some historical background regarding reggae’s arrival
in New York and the increasing “visibility” and “audibility” of Jamaican
culture and reggae music in the US metropolis (Marshall 2006: 218). The
second part of the chapter, the dub version, or B Side, focuses on a sig-
nificant event that occurred during my second extended research stay
in New York in Spring 2022, the “Hip Hop x Dancehall Takeover” taking
place at the VP Records Retail store on Jamaica Avenue, Queens.

First drawing on details from the event, including a series of panel
discussions, the article highlights a selection of reggae and hip hop's in-
tersections in New York, before focusing on the contributions of two im-
portant New York-based archivists, ambassadors, and activists of reg-
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gae and hip-hop culture in attendance. The host of the discussion pan-
els for the day, Ralph McDaniels, or “Uncle Ralph,” founder of the land-
mark hip-hop television show, Video Music Box (VMB). Next door in the
store’s yard where an all-vinyl reggae sound system session completed
the event’s program, I connected with community media organizer and
archivist Shaun Walsh, founder of Whatz Up NY TV (WUNYTV), a Flat-
bush, Brooklyn-based community media channel.

Locating these two individuals’ positions in the relevance of reggae
and hip hop's parallel and shared histories in New York, the article illus-
trates how a chance meeting with these two figures furthered an under-
standing of the significance of these community media organizers and
grass roots archivists in establishing an audiovisual history of the music
cultures of reggae and hip hop in New York from the early 1980s up to
the present day. Moreover, the article details how the very idea of taking
avideo camera into New York’s underground music cultures began with
Ralph's documentation of hip-hop culture, acting as a blueprint for rep-
resenting hip hop and many other underground Black and marginalized
popular music sub- and multi-cultures and scenes in New York. In the fi-
nal section of the article, several extended conversations with Shaun are
drawn upon to highlight his efforts in bearing the torch for reggae and
Caribbean culture in the decade following VMB’s establishment. Finally,
the article reflects on the legacy of these two individuals, who have done
so much at a grass roots level in terms of elevating reggae and hip-hop
culture and establishing archives that document their historical develop-
ment in New York, both in parallel and in their perpetual intersections,
reciprocal influence, and fusion.

Hip Hop's Semi-Centennial, Godfather Herc,
and Jamaica’s Second Mass Migration

Across the course of 2023, a wealth of celebrations and commemorations
took place in hip hop's birthplace, across the US and globally, for the cul-
ture’s fiftieth birthday. Already documented within the dominant his-
torical narrative of hip-hop’s emergence and evolution are the founding
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contributions of its Jamaican-born godfather D] Kool Herc (Clive Camp-
bell), and the parties he hosted together with his sister Cindy at 1520
Sedgewick Avenue, The Brong, in the late summer of 1973 (Chang 2007:
67). Having moved to the US from Kingston six years prior, age twelve,
Herc has spoken about the impressions made upon him by his early ex-
posure to reggae sound system and dancehall culture in Kingston (ibid.:
68—72). The influence of practices pioneered by the early Jamaican sound
system selector (D]) who would chat or toast* vocal improvisations live
over a record in a dancehall session, a form of proto-rapping, and the
innovations of Jamaican sound system and recording technologies, are
all acknowledged as having shaped the emergence of hip-hop culture
in The Bronx (Perry 2004: 13-15; Gilroy 1993: 33; Snapes 2021). Herc and
others’ recognition of the influence of these central aspects of Jamaican
sound system culture on hip hop’s emergence is further echoed by a host
of other architects of New York’s hip hop and reggae scenes, illustrated
throughout.

Reggae’s reception in New York, and its subsequent growing dia-
logue with hip-hop culture, was crucially facilitated through the migra-
tion and establishment of the Jamaican sound system (technological
medium) and dancehall (space) nexus, mobile discotheques and sites
of musical creation and innovation (Barber 2024: 129). Sound system
scholar Julian Henriques’ research highlights the role of the Jamaican
sound system engineer in crafting an “exemplary apparatus” of subal-
tern, “non-epistemic” knowledge production, which, through its central
musical and technological “repurposing” practices beginning in the
1950s, have propagated innovations in the dancehall that have in turn
had a significant impact on global popular music cultures (Henriques
2021: n.pag.). Anthropologist Normal Stolzoff’s historical reading of the
dancehall suggests that it has been “a space of cultural creation and per-
formance since the slavery era,” noting the ongoing, global significance
of Jamaican dancehalls as “cultural counterworlds,” spaces that since

2 Toasting would later become known as deejaying and is referred to hereafter
as the latter, not to be confused with the disc jockey (DJ), who in Jamaican
sound system culture is more commonly known as the selector.
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their formation have facilitated “the syncretic blending of African and
European cultural forms” among Jamaica’s lower classes (Stolzoff 2000:
3-4).

What academic and popular representations of Godfather Herc’s
founding contributions to the culture often tend to omit is the strik-
ing number of other hip-hop pioneers of Jamaican, West Indian, and
Caribbean descent. Furthermore, there tends to be a failure of situat-
ing the arrival of these foundational figures and their families in New
York within the context of the historical significance of the US’ 1965
Hart-Celler Immigration Act. The law’s passing “opened the proverbial
gates” for a subsequent wave of wider mass migration to the US from
the Caribbean, which in the Jamaican case signified the advent of the
island’s “second mass migration” (Greer 2018: 14; Patterson 1994: 107). As
hip hop spread across the five boroughs and beyond during its “Golden
Age” from the 1980s through to the mid-to-late 1990s, reggae practice,
sounds, and stylings could be seen and heard more explicitly in hip-
hop productions, language, lyricism, and fashion (Duinker and Martin
2017). This period coincided with the establishment of a “critical mass” of
New York’s Jamaican, and wider Caribbean population outlined below,
in the boroughs of The Bronx, Queens, and perhaps Brooklyn especially,
and the neighborhoods of Flatbush, East Flatbush, and Crown Heights
(Marshall 2006: 2015). Resultingly, reggae, sound system, and dancehall
culture was acutely resonant in these areas (Serwer 2016).

Reggae’s Reception and the Increasing Audibility and Visibility
of Jamaican Culture in New York

From the early 1970s, reggae music became increasingly “audible” in New
York City’s soundscape as the influx of Caribbean people, many of whom
had moved to the metropolis in search of better economic prospects and
greater sociopolitical stability, brought their music with them (Kenner
2005; Marshall 2006). Jamaicans moving to New York from reggae’s
homeland sought to establish their new home in the Empire State as
a hub for reggae music and culture, with a host of both aspiring and
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established artists, producers, studio engineers, record shops, record
labels, sound system owners, operators, and DJs migrating to New York.
Elsewhere in the United States, smaller though nonetheless notable
concentrations of Jamaicans would eventually settle in Miami, Atlanta,
and urban centers across the Eastern Seaboard (Marshall 2006: 308).

Several figures central to reggae’s wider reception in New York were
guided by a musical vision and mission to spread their beloved reggae
music from the island of Jamaica to the world (Hinrichs 2011: 12). One
notable example is Philip Smart, music producer and owner of HC&F
Studio, founded in Freeport, Long Island in 1982: “arguably the most sig-
nificant and longest-running reggae studio in the US,” with Smart at the
helm until his retirement in 2013, sadly passing the following year (Ser-
wer 2005). Born in Kingston in 1953, Smart had grown up in close com-
pany with reggae royalty and several other late masters of Jamaican mu-
sic. His close teenage friend and collaborator was the producer and mys-
tic melodica virtuoso, Augustus Pablo (Horace Swaby), while in the early
1970s, Smart would graduate as a sound engineer and producer from
the studio of Jamaican dub pioneer King Tubby (Osbourne Ruddock), in
Kingston's Waterhouse district (Meschino 2014). In 1976, Smart moved to
New York to pursue studies in audio engineering. On settling in Brook-
lyn, he found an already “well-enough established network of Jamaican
producers and sound systems,” which as well as creating demand for reg-
gae recording studios locally also kept him in work as a freelance engi-
neer alongside his studies (Kenner 2013). Studios such as VP Records in
Queens, Wackies in The Bronx, and Jah Life Outernational in Brooklyn.
On establishing his studio, Smart set about realizing his ultimate moti-
vation to make “New York known as a reggae town” (ibid.).

The Jamaican in New York: Early Tensions
and “Shifting Significations”

Reggae’s reception, and that of Caribbean culture more broadly, took
some time to establish itself in New York, however. Many accounts from
New York Caribbean reggae and hip-hop luminaries and otherwise reit-
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erate the idea that being Caribbean in New York City in the 1970s could
sometimes be a “liability,” with Kool Herc recalling how West Indians
arriving in this decade became a “target” for local gangs in The Bronx
(Chang 2007: 72; Marshall 2006: 213). In cultural terms, at this point in
time Jamaicans specifically were too “outsider” to be fashionable, their
patois dialect unintelligible to their neighbors, and reggae too ‘foreign’
for Herc’s early hip-hop DJing, with many new arrivals preferring to
“conceal” their cultural heritage (Marshall 2006: 213-215).

As previously indicated, across the 1980s, however, this picture
changed dramatically as 213,805 Jamaican citizens alone, 9 percent of
the island’s total population, moved to the United States, with almost
half this number heading to New York (Waters 1999: 36; Manuel 1995:
241). Over the same period, a “critical mass” of the population was
achieved, with New York’s Caribbean population as a whole surpassing
two million residents, making New York “the biggest Caribbean city
and the second biggest Jamaican, Haitian and Guyanese city” globally
(Marshall 2006: 215; Manuel 1995: 241). In turn, cultural significations
also shifted. Reggae’s wider reception in New York, and the US at large,
was precipitated by a number of key transnational and translocal social,
cultural, and political developments across the 1980s.

Musically speaking, back in Jamaica this decade saw the eventual
dominance of the reggae ‘dancehall’ sound, which had reigned supreme
in the dancehalls of Kingston since the turn of the decade. In 1985,
producer King Jammy (Lloyd James) and artists Noel Davy and the
late Wayne Smith, also Waterhouse residents, started a digital reggae
revolution when they stumbled across a Casio MT40 keyboard pre-set
(Trew 2019). The pre-set was deployed as a bassline on Smith’s smash hit
“Under Mi Sleng Teng,” setting about yet a further revolution in reggae
music: in its production techniques, lyrical content, and aesthetics
(ibid.). The visibility of Jamaican culture in New York in this era was also
heightened, though wider representations of Jamaicans were at equal
turns “demonizing and lionizing,” the former perpetuated by images
in US media of the increasingly notorious Jamaican posses, or yardies,
infamous drug-running gangs “set loose from political patronage by the
profits of the drug trade” in Jamaica, who now “cornered the markets
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of Brooklyn and the Bronx and the greater Tri-State area” (Marshall
2006: 218). These and other factors taken together set about “shifting
significations” of Jamaican culture and reggae music in New York across
the 1980s, which became increasingly visible and audible in the city’s
streets, dancehalls, clubs, and radio network, and elsewhere in wider
US popular culture (Marshall 2006: 213—221).

With the digital dancehall explosion in Jamaica quickly spreading
to New York, particular practices and tropes of reggae culture began to
show up more explicitly and prolifically in hip hop, and also vice versa,
including the sampling and remixing of reggae riddims (rthythm tracks
or instrumentals) in hip-hop productions, the adoption and increasing
audibility of Jamaican language in rap music, the fusion of rap with
dancehall deejay stylings, and the visibility of dancehall fashion in hip-
hop style. Jamaican culture and reggae music resonated with New York
hip hop's aesthetics at this moment, with the emergence of dancehall
reggae bringing “Jamaican music closer to the production values of
American hip-hop” (ibid.; Katz 2005: 85). Bridging the practices and aes-
thetics of the two cultures, in turn led to the fusion of New York reggae
and hip-hop music and style and the emergence of the raggamuffin hip-
hop subgenre (Marshall and Foster 2013).

Throughout the rest of this chapter and elsewhere, I forward the idea
that reggae and hip hop's eventual fusion crossover in New York in the
1980s and 1990s, can in fact be thought of as the closing of the circle in a
continuous “socio-sonic circuitry,” or circularity, between Jamaican and
African American popular music culture and practice, beginning with
transnational cultural flows in and between Jamaica and the United
States during the foundation of a national popular music culture in
Jamaica in the 1950s (Marshall 2006; Patterson 1994: 108).
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Dubbing Reggae and Hip Hop’s Shared New York History:
VP Records and Video Music Box Present
“Hip Hop x Dancehall Takeover”

Figure 1: VP Records Retail Store, 170-19 Jamaica Avenue, Queens

(Author Photo, 2022)

VP Records Reggae Journey from Kingston, Jamaica
to Jamaica, Queens

On April 23, 2022, the “Hip Hop x Dancehall Takeover” event took place
at the VP Records Retail store, Jamaica Avenue, Queens, as part of inter-
national Record Store Day.? The event’s co-host was Patricia Chin, aka

3 Founded in 2007, Record Store Day is an annual global celebration of inde-
pendently owned “brick and mortar” record shops and record store culture.
Further information can be found at recordstoreday.com.
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Miss Pat, co-founder of VP Records and reggae’s “matriarch” (Peru 2022).
The article “VP Records — A Reggae Journey, Four Decades And Count-
ing,” drawn upon throughout this segment, describes how Miss Pat, to-
gether with her late husband Vincent ‘Randy’ Chin made their first entry
into the music business when they established Randy’s Record Mart, a
second-hand record store in downtown Kingston, in the late 1950s (VP
Records: n.d.). Since then, musical seeds first planted in Jamaica would
goontobecome VP Records, as it is known today, the world’s biggest reg-
gaerecord label, retailer and distributor, and largest independent record
label outright, with a 25,000-strong catalogue of recordings.

Figure 2: VP Records Co-Founder
Patricia Chin aka Miss Pat

(Author Photo, 2022)

Backin Jamaica, the Chin’s enterprises had started out during a crit-
ical moment in the island’s history. Not only did they witness the birth
of the island’s first indigenous pop music, ska, across the 1950s, but by
the following decade, with Jamaica’s independence from British colonial
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rule imminent, they lived through ska’s emergence as the soundtrack
to Jamaican independence. The popular craze for ska was eventually so
great it precipitated demand for a domestic recording industry, which
the Chins would soon become a central part of. Demand for Jamaican
recordings was further stimulated by the first mass migration of the is-
land’s population to the UK beginning in 1948, which established the first
significant global export market and hub for Jamaican music and culture
(Patterson 1994: 107). By 1962, the Chins had moved their enterprises to
Randy’s now legendary site of 17 North Parade, Kingston, where within a
few years they had also established their first studio, alongside the many
other now-iconic Jamaican recording studios that emerged during this
period. From 1968 up to the mid-1970s, Randy’s Studio 17 would estab-
lish itself as one of the island’s finest early studios, recording many of the
greats of this musically fertile era including Bob Marley and The Wailers,
Dennis Brown, and Gregory Isaacs.

As the initial optimism of independence quickly faded, Jamaica’s so-
cial environment going into the 1970s presented many challenges, not
least for the Chins and their aspirations to reach newly emerging global
markets. Asaresult, the couple set their sights on New York City, “with its
growing Jamaican community and access to the world’s largest market
for recorded music” and in 1977 relocated to Jamaica, Queens, where they
established VP Records, retailer, manufacturer, and distributor of reggae
music at their first location at 170-03 Jamaica Avenue (VP Records, n.d.).

Instrumental in spreading the early dancehall sound of the 1980s,
they would also establish an important connection with arguably the
leading Jamaican producer of this era, Henry “Junjo” Lawes, via the New
York-based reggae producer Hyman “Jah Life” Wright. This triangle of
the Kingston-New York connection helped to elevate the exposure of
early dancehall stars such as Yellowman, Johnny Osbourne, and Bar-
rington Levy. VP Records would go on to release seminal titles from
dancehall stars of the post-1985 digital era, such as Shabba Ranks, Super
Cat, Capleton, Buju Banton, Beenie Man, and Bounty Killer, who had
first emerged as deejays and singers in Kingston's dancehalls, before
establishing significant in-roads for Jamaican artists and reggae music;
first, in New York City and later to wider audiences and markets in the
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US and internationally (VP Records 2022: 01:57:59). This was further
perpetuated by the crossover of these artists into New York hip-hop cul-
ture, with all the above collaborating in classic examples of 1990s reggae
and hip-hop fusion, including: Shabba Ranks ft. KRS-One “The Jam”
(1991), Bounty Killer ft. Jeru the Damaja “Suicide and Murder” (1995), and
Capleton & Method Man “Wings of the Morning” (1995).

“Hip Hop x Dancehall Takeover” Panel Discussion:
Four the Hard Way

The four-way panel discussion billed as the day’s centerpiece featured
several central figures of New York reggae and hip-hop culture and
global popular music history, period, primarily addressing reggae and
hip hop's New York entanglements in the 1980s and 1990s. In order of
appearance were D] and producer Kenny Dope (Kenny Gonzalez), born
to Puerto Rican parents in Sunset Park, Brooklyn, who through his early
exposure to music at home and in the streets began his music career in
1985, aged fifteen, working at a local record store (Lawrence 2006). He
is perhaps best known as one half of the iconic New York production
duo Masters at Work, together with D] and producer ‘Little’ Louie Vega,
Salsa King Héctor Lavoe’s nephew (Louie Vega, n.d.). Their near forty-
year partnership as a production team is recognized as “one of the most
influential, long-running and prolific relationships in dance music
history” (Lawrence 2006).

Alongside Kenny Dope was Kool D] Red Alert (Frederick Crute),
known within the community as “Uncle Red,” a founding father of hip-
hop culture, born in Antigua before moving with his family to Harlem
as a child (Education Through Music 2022). Attending high school in
The Bronx, he would witness hip hop’s emergence as an attendee at Kool
Herc’s early 1970s house parties, and by the end of the decade had honed
his own skills as a DJ, bringing him to the attention of Afrika Bambaataa
(Lance Taylor) and his Universal Zulu Nation (Red Bull Music Academy
2017). From 1983 up to the mid-1990s, Red Alert would cement his leg-
endary status on his weekly Kiss FM “Dance Mix Party” show, one of the
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first rap shows on commercial radio. True to the New York DJing style
of this moment, his revered sets were famous for the diverse musical
tastes they traversed (ibid.).

The third central figure in conversation was Brooklyn-born Sting
International (Shaun Pizzonia), another renowned New York club DJ
who began e of five. At sixteen years old, his reputation as a DJ led to
his invitation to play at the WBLS FM Christmas party held at the iconic
Studio 54 nightclub (Meschino 2018). With an extensive cross-genre
knowledge of music, by the late 1980s, as well as being one of the most in
demand club DJs in New York, he also focused his attentions on music
production, with his passion for reggae leading to his mentorship under
the late Philip Smart at his HC&F studio. A two-time Grammy award
winning producer, he would also launch the careers of numerous notable
Jamaican-born reggae artists in New York, including Shaggy (Orville
Richard Burrell), “the only diamond-selling dancehall artist in music
history,” Red Fox (Gareth Shelton), and Screechy Dan (Robert Stephens),
all four members of the wider Brooklyn-based reggae collective Ruff
Entry Crew, a prominent musical force in New York’s dancehalls of the
Biltmore Era* in the late 1980s and 1990s (Meschino 2018; Wasserman
Music, n.d.; Serwer 2013).

At the turn of the 1990s, Kenny Dope would release the first in a se-
ries of reggae and hip-hop fusion experiments, beginning with Masters
At Work “Blood Vibes,” where Dope took the vocal from Jamaican reggae
artist Junior Reid’s international hit “One Blood” and “mashed it up” with
the drums from A Tribe Called Quest’s “Bonita Applebum” (VP Records
2022:00:36:53). These recordings began as “trial and error” experiments,
“blends” or “transition records” that enabled New York DJs to “segue”
between different musical styles in their sets (ibid.: 00:37:04). Like many
up-and-coming producers of this era, Dope would hand over these

4 Named after the legendary reggae sound system sessions and stage shows
that took place in and around the Biltmore Ballroom on Church Avenue, Flat-
bush.

303


https://doi.org/10.14361/9783839470527
https://www.inlibra.com/de/agb
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

304

Remixing the Hip-Hop Narrative

recordings as exclusives on reel-to-reel tapes, not having the resources
to press them onto dubplates® (ibid.: 00:42.:30; Stolzoff 2000: 58).

After he handed “Blood Vibes” to Kool D] Red Alert to play on his Kiss
FM show, the reception on the radio and in the clubs for this reggae and
hip-hop fusion was so well received, that Dope’s experiments would give
Red Alert the “ammunition” to “program (reggae) to the massive” (VP
Records 2022: 00:42:47). Meanwhile, in 1990, Sting International also se-
cured a D] residency on Kiss FM, on the Hip-House Reggae show hosted
by the prominent Barbados-born radio personality Dahved Levy. In
parallel to Red Alert’s efforts on the airwaves, Sting International’s part-
nership with Levy would establish a “previously unavailable mainstream
platform for reggae, dancehall and soca,” as part of his “three-pronged
strategy” to broaden reggae’s reception beyond its core audience, with
many of his productions becoming “important records... embraced by
hip-hop and club DJs...,” reflecting a unique “New York hybrid dancehall
sound” (Meschino 2018).

Chronicling the Sites, Sounds, and Scenes of New York Reggae
and Hip-Hop Culture’s Evolution

“Uncle Ralph” McDaniels and Video Music Box:
An Audiovisual Blueprint

The final member of the discussion was host Ralph McDaniels, “affec-
tionately known” as “Uncle Ralph,” born in Bed Stuy, Brooklyn in 1962 to
part-Trinidadian parentage, a D], V], video producer, and founder of the
landmark hip-hop television show VMB introduced earlier (Video Mu-
sic Box, n.d.; Jones 2021: 00:11:46). Since founding the pioneering show
in 1983, four decades of interviews, music videos, live footage from club
nights, concerts, and events, today make up the Video Music Box Collec-
tion (VMBC): “the largest visual history of hip-hop culture” in the world,

5 Recordings pressed onto vinyl acetate as exclusives for a particular D] or se-
lector.
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spanning from hip-hop’s “metamorphosis” in its birthplace, up to the
present day (Video Music Box Collection, n.d.).

VMB’s story began in the early 1980s when McDaniels, completing
his college studies, interned as an engineer at WNYC-TV Channel 31. In
1983, he was able to secure airtime for his hour-long show, which was
broadcast six days a week. Alongside selected music videos, of equal im-
portance to the show’s eventual stature were the live footage and inter-
views captured on camera at events and nightclubs across the five bor-
oughs (Stelloh 2012). In establishing the first hip-hop TV show, VMB set
the blueprint for what the format of a hip-hop TV show would even look
like, emphasizing a documentation of the culture at a street level, and
providing an early platform for the very visibility of hip hop and Black
American culture on US television: “Video Music Box was us showing us”
says rapper DMC (Darryl McDaniels) of the pioneering Queens rap group
Run DMC (Jones 2021: 00:53:38).

VMB's scope was not confined to hip hop alone, with documentation
of the nascent and evolving New York R&B, house, reggae, and salsa
scenes today totaling over 20,000 hours of rare footage and music
videos (Video Music Box Collection, n.d.). In this regard, VMB has also
played an important role in broadcasting an audio-visual introduction
of other New York music cultures and scenes to a wider local audience.
Regarding McDaniels’ connection to reggae culture, the Puerto Rican,
Bronx-raised hip-hop luminary Fat Joe highlights, “Ralph used to play
the Caribbean stuff, the reggae stuff, before we even knew Jamaicans”
(Jones 2021: 00:32:38). Furthermore, in McDaniels’ work as a film and
music video producer, during the 1990s he produced and directed music
videos for Shaggy, Red Fox, Super Cat, and Shabba Ranks, all artists
generally acknowledged to have ‘opened the gates’ for reggae’s wider
reception in New York and beyond (VP Records 2022: 01:49:35).

Uncle Ralph’s role in documenting and representing the history of
New York’s music cultures highlights the importance of grassroots com-
munity media actors in chronicling the evolution of these scenes. When
McDaniels began his activities in the early 1980s, both reggae and hip
hop remained predominantly underground scenes, receiving little to no
visual documentation or representation outside of the musical commu-
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nities themselves. In establishing a visual format for the representation
of the nascent New York hip-hop and reggae scenes in particular, Uncle
Ralph and Video Music Box played a highly significant role in bringing
hip hop and reggae to a wider, eventually international audience in the
birthplace of the former, as many of the key figures attending the day’s
interviews attested.

Archiving Caribbean Culture in New York with The People’s
Cameraman: Whatz Up New York TV

As the main panel discussion drew to a close inside, Uncle Ralph would
hosta series of further discussions with a veritable roll call of figures cen-
tral to reggae’s wider New York reception and subsequent hip-hop fu-
sion from the 1980s up to the present day. In no particular order, Ralph
was joined by reggae veterans Johnny Osbourne, Mikey ‘Mack Daddy’ Jar-
rett, and Nadine Sutherland; Jamaican-born hip-hop pioneer Don Baron
of 1980s rap group Masters of Ceremony; dancehall dons Red Fox and
Screechy Dan; and contemporary champions of New York reggae cul-
ture, D] Pee Wee of Pretty Posse Sound, DJ Slick of Nexxt Level Sound,
selector Empress Breeze, and D] Max Glazer of Brooklyn's Federation
Sound.

With the rest of the panel discussions in full swing in VP’s func-
tion room next door, guests browsed the store’s extensive catalogue of
Caribbean music recordings and related merchandise. Outside in the
back yard, on a bustling sunny afternoon on Jamaica Avenue, an all-vinyl
reggae sound system session was in full swing. In true Jamaican sound
system style, high power bass vibrations frequently submerged the
interviews inside, not to mention shaking the physical foundations of
the neighborhood. Some of the guests would pass through to greet and
talk with Uncle Ralph, before stopping by at the sound system session to
touch the mic and bestow musical blessings on the occasion. Together
with some of the legendary individuals in this all-star cast, I observed
and soaked up the sound system atmosphere and situation outside in
the yard, “where the real action was happening” (Walsh 2022).
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Figure 3: Shaun Walsh interviews the artists Screechy Dan
(left) and Red Fox (right)

(Author Photo, 2022)

I was briefly and graciously introduced to a string of central figures
in reggae and hip hop'’s shared and respective New York histories, past
and present, before at some point being struck by how many camera
crews were in attendance, representing New York community media
platforms, social media channels, and music news websites, document-
ing all aspects of this event and celebration of reggae music and culture,
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and reggae and hip hop's historical dialogue. Together, artists and other
attendees basked in the spirited occasion of this commemoration.

Figure 4: Sat atop Pretty Posse Sound’s speaker stack “the
yellow bird”

(Author Photo, 2022)

Red Fox and Screechy Dan joined another interview outside with
Shaun Walsh, “the people’s cameraman” and WUNYTV founder, and out
of my curiosity as to his activities I introduced myself. During my re-
maining time in New York, Shaun and I would engage in several further
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extended conversations, which alongside an ongoing correspondence,
form the basis of the discussion outlined in this section (Walsh 2022).
In parallel to VMBC'’s extensive hip hop and multi-genre music and
culture archive, by Shaun's own humble estimations the live concert and
event footage and interviews with prominent music, community, and
political figures he and his team have captured, represent the biggest
historical archive of Caribbean culture in New York City: “I archive
everything, you know [he laughs]. I got hundreds, man, hundreds of
tapes® [cassette recordings] for the culture, you know, so I've archived
from tapes to flyers, now to the video... all of that stuff I've archived”
(Walsh 2022). Further reflecting on Ralph McDaniels and VMB’s legacy,
Shaun describes how when he first started taking a video camera to
community events in 1997, prior to establishing WUNYTV as a Public
Access television show in 2001, he was directly inspired by and emulated
the format and blueprint pioneered by Uncle Ralph.

Shortly after Shaun and I's first meeting, WUNYTV was gearing up
forits twenty-first anniversary event. On June 11, 2022, Shaun was joined
by Red Fox and Screechy Dan in receiving honorary proclamations from
the State of New York, presented by State Assembly member Brian Cun-
ningham and Senator Kevin S. Parker in recognition for the three’s re-
spective and collaborative contributions from the 1980s up to the present
day in elevating reggae music and Caribbean culture in New York, and
in turn, elsewhere in the US and globally. All three were recognized pri-
marily for their contributions to the community and local culture in Flat-
bush, heartland of New York’s Caribbean community and the epicenter

6 Shaun is referring to predominantly live recordings of reggae sound system
sessions, radio shows, and mixtapes made by DJs and producers, that circu-
lated in and between Jamaica and the communities of its global diaspora.
With regards to reggae, Kingston, New York, Toronto, and London and other
active satellites of Jamaican and Caribbean diasporas were central hubs that
propagated these exchanges. The importance of the culture of mixtapes, in
a pre-internet age especially, is another central consideration with respect to
the global spread and intersections of many underground music cultures in
the 1980s and 1990s, not least reggae and hip hop.
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of reggae dancehall culture during the Biltmore Era. Pointing to the im-
portance of documenting and archiving this era, Shaun talks about the
central Brooklyn sites in which reggae’s creative cultivation in the 1980s
and 1990s would occur, in venues such as The Tilden Ballroom, The Ark
and Club Illusion, prior to its wider New York and US reception. Speak-
ing of the venues of this era, he adds, “what I'm doing (archiving), what
you're doing [my research], at least you can say it existed... they’re park-
ing lots and malls nowadays.”

Born in the UK in 1970 to Jamaican parents, at six-months old Shaun
went to live with his maternal grandmother in Albion Mountain, in the
Jamaican parish of St. Mary, joining his older brother and sister who
had already made the move prior to Shaun’s birth. In 1978, the family
emigrated again, settling in East Flatbush, by now home to a well-es-
tablished and prominent Caribbean community. Arriving at the turn of
the decade, New York City and the streets of its “outer boroughs—Brook-
lyn, the BX, Queens, Shaolin, even parts of Strong Island—ran red hot.
Between Reaganomics, AIDS and the crack epidemic,” the pressures of
the city sometimes weighed heavy, and often even more acutely for new
arrivals (Kenner 2013: n.pag.). The hostilities that Jamaicans and others
faced in New York City, and the “shifting significations” of Jamaican cul-
ture across the 1980s, are further reflected in Shaun's experiences. He
recalls, “I remember asking my parents, ‘When will I be able to speak
like the rest of the kids? Trying to speak like, you know, American style,
right? ... When we all came here, we all wanted to be American... that’s
what everyone was doing at that time, like we wanted to kinda assimi-
late into American culture.” A key aspect of ‘assimilating’ into American
culture for Shaun and others on first arriving in New York City was em-
bracing the dominant youth culture of the moment, hip hop: “I was Run
DMC’s biggest fan, because we were all like hip-hop heads, you know?
...S0, I'was a Run DMC fan, everybody in the hood was a Run DMC fan,
everybody... Every single person” (Walsh 2022).

Shaun was “too young” to have been exposed to reggae dancehall cul-
ture at this early age. But while many Jamaicans and other new arrivals
to New York City attempted to assimilate, in terms of dress, speech, and
the music they identified with, Shaun highlights how others, who he
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refers to as the “hardcore” dancehall people—in some cases Jamaicans
who were more established in New York—had kept reggae culture alive
within the community. As I introduced earlier, this was in fact an entire
network of reggae activists, who kept reggae culture bubbling away in
New York’s Caribbean communities, in the streets, in underground
clubs, dancehalls, and other community spaces.

Referencing the veteran, Jamaican-born, New York-based reggae
singers and deejays, Mikey ‘Mack Daddy’ Jarrett, who began voicing
recordings for Wackies and Jah Life as early as 1979, Reverend Badoo and
Ranking Joe, Shaun says, “if it wasn't for the likes of those guys—those
guys kept it—so for people like me now, we [had] something to go to”
(Walsh 2022). In 1982, a respected member of the Jamaican community
in Brooklyn known as Squire Dread (Howard Anthony Small) passed
away. After the funeral, a memorial and tribute were hosted on Clarkson
Avenue, Brooklyn, by the Jamaican-born, New York-based reggae sound
system Third World Hi Fi. On the mic were deejays and singers Mikey
Jarrett, Reverend Badoo, Willow Wilson, and Sammy Levi. Cassette
recordings from this session soon circulated and, via his sister, one fell
into Shaun's hands; something he identifies as one of his first entry
points in reconnecting with reggae music and Jamaican culture and
further the advent of his passion for archiving all aspects of the culture
he came across.

This moment also represented a shifting tide for Shaun musically
speaking, the waves of which were spreading throughout New York’s
Jamaican community across the 1980s. Shaun would begin to recon-
nect with his Jamaican roots, turning his back entirely on hip-hop and
‘American’ culture, and embracing the burgeoning reggae dancehall
scene, which was quickly spreading from Jamaica to the world, not
least through the spread of sound tapes. By now a transcontinental
phenomenon, recordings of the latest big reggae dances taking place in
Jamaica, and increasingly in the global hubs of the diaspora in the UK,
US, and Canada, achieved legendary status through their international
circulation. For New York-based Jamaicans, the in-flow of sound tapes
and vinyl recordings were “even more important than hip hop... [as] each
week’s deluge of fresh vinyl served as a kind of broadband connection
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to their island homeland, transmitting high bit-rate signals in both
directions about... how the yard massive was living in Jamaica and inna
Babylon” (Kenner 2005).

In the mid-1980s, as the digital dancehall revolution took hold in Ja-
maica, Shaun had begun to go deep into reggae culture and would hone
his lyrics and delivery in a reggae deejay style together with his peers,
experimenting and imitating the leading Jamaican and New York dance-
hall artists of the day on the sound systems kept at his friends” houses,
or at small parties. Several years later, Shaun started studying at New
York’s Stony Brook University, where over the next two years he began
to perform on stages at college parties as the artist Bellymus (his child-
hood nickname back in Jamaica), alongside his friend Horsehead (David
Duncan) aka H-Diggy. With time, he began to perfect his craft, and other
emerging artists gave him and his deejay partner segments of their time
slot to perform. On one such occasion in 1990, he shared the stage with
Red Fox and another prominent Brooklyn-based reggae artist of thatera,
Naturalee. Headlining was the hip-hop group Leaders of the New School,
which featured a young Busta Rhymes (Trevor Tahiem Smith Jr.), an-
other East Flatbush native of Jamaican descent, and an outspoken com-
mentator on the lack of recognition given to reggae music and Jamaican
dancehall and sound system culture and the formative influences it has
had on hip-hop culture. The rapper has credited dancehall icon Shabba
Ranks as a key influence on his own style, having stated that he imitated
aspects of Shabba’s voice, fashion, and dancing and brought that into his
own artistry as a rapper and in turn into hip-hop culture (Gardner 2022).
He has also attributed the fast-chat lyrical stylings of prominent 1980s
Jamaican dancehall deejays Papa San and Lieutenant Stitchie as a prin-
cipal influence on his rapping style (ibid.).

Another important milestone in Shaun's life, and the WUNYTV story,
was his exposure for the first time to student politics and activism on
campus. He recalls, “At the time there was a blood drive by the Red Cross.
They said that Haitians couldn’t give blood because they are AIDS carri-
ers. So, I said, shit, ok, I took off one of the plaques and started walking
around and screaming and all that, and that was the beginning of this
politically motivated kind of attitude that I have” (Walsh 2022).
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At the turn of the 1990s, Shaun dropped out of his college studies and
took on a job as a transporter in a Manhattan hospital, continuing his
activities as a music artist and event promoter. He performed at cen-
tral reggae venues in Brooklyn—Club Rendezvous (formerly Dynasty),
The Ark and Club Illusion—alongside other prominent Flatbush-based
reggae artists such as Screechy Dan and Red Fox, whose recording ca-
reers at this moment were taking oft in line with reggae’s wider New York
and US reception, already well underway. Shaun would also perform as
a support act for iconic reggae elders Alton Ellis and John Holt, and the
dancehall veteran Tiger.

Thereafter, Shaun focused his attentions on a full-time nursing ca-
reer, working for the next fifteen years as a licensed practical nurse, with
the demands of the job leading him to quit his activities as a reggae artist
and stage performer fairly abruptly. With his life-long passion for music
and reggae always present, however, just a few years later he resumed
his musical activities as a sideline. At the end of the 1990s, gang vio-
lence and guns once again plagued New York’s streets. Shaun wanted to
create a safe space for young people in Brooklyn away from the violence
in the streets and founded a music promotion for high school students
billed as Sunday Afternoon Jams. He adds, “I have a history [and] [ know
the struggle in this thing, man,” referencing a near-death experience a
decade earlier, when the house party he was attending in Brooklyn was
shot up by gunmen and Shaun, an innocent bystander, caught a stray
bullet that pierced the top of his skull.

Shaun’s motivation to document local culture and community life,
he reiterates, had always been in him, and now equipped with his own
video camera, he documented every single one of these Sunday sessions,
mimicking VMB’s format and speaking to the attendees queuing up in
the line, greeting them New York style with a “whatz up?” before docu-
menting the performances and action inside. The format of this docu-
mentation at the parties, sowed the seeds of WUNYTV. As the Sunday
jams grew “exponentially,” Shaun sought to create a TV commercial to
promote them. At first, he paid someone else do this for him, but as he
honed his skills on the camera, he began to do his own. All this came prior
to having his own show: “We had a lot of parties, and I think VMB was on
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at that time also, so we would mimic what they were doing. I have my
guy outside with the microphone with the people in the line, talking to
them, and then the guy would go inside the club and talk to the people,
and I documented all the parties—something told me to keep the docu-
mentation” (Walsh 2022; original emphasis).

Some years later, Shaun wanted to air a commercial for one of his
party promotions and approached an acquaintance who already had a
show on the Brooklyn Community Access TV station, a Public Access net-
work available to Brooklyn residents. In 2001 WUNYTV was born, air-
ing as a weekly half-hour show. Shaun’s idea was to cover “some party
stuff to get the people to think about politics,” principally focusing on is-
sues pertaining to the cultural, musical, and political life of New York’s
Caribbean community.

In the show’s “Weh Dem Gone?” segment, a riff on VH1's “Where are
They Now?”, Shaun foregrounded one of the main niches he wished to
push in the show’s musical content. The segment focused particularly
on interviews with some of the older ‘foundation’ reggae artists, whom
Shaun could see were often going by unnoticed at some of the events
he was attending in New York, eclipsed by up-and-coming artists, and
sensed that it was imperative to do this before some of reggae’s cele-
brated elders passed. In 2004, the show began to be broadcast in parallel
on the New York City-wide cable TV channel, Caribbean International
Network, the same year that by absolute chance Shaun captured perhaps
one of his greatest scoops with regard to reggae and hip hop’s circularity.

In a Manhattan nightclub, Shaun and one of his interviewers known
as General, chanced upon the meeting of Kool Herc and “Daddy” U Roy
(Ewart Beckford), aka “The Teacher” and “The Originator” of Jamaican
sound system deejaying. Though not the first proponent of toasting, he
is recognized as the first person to elevate the form from the sound sys-
tem to the studio, having perfected his art on Jamaican dub pioneer King
Tubby’s Hometown Hi-Fi sound system in the late 1960s (Snapes 2021).
In 2019, at an event in Queens, New York, U Roy was “crowned” the King
of Dancehall by “The Emperor” of modern dancehall deejaying, Shabba
Ranks (Rexton Rawlston Fernando Gordon), two years prior to The Orig-
inator’s passing (Lindsey, n.d.).
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In the footage that Shaun captured, Herc referred to U Roy as “my
king,” even getting down on one knee to honor the great reverence that
Herc and others have for an artist who would ‘set the foundation’ from
Kingston to New York. From the Jamaican deejay style that U Roy de-
veloped on the sound systems of Kingston, Jamaica, and the blueprint
this established, a young Herc would absorb U Roy’s vocal stylings, and
the early ska music of The Skatalites and Prince Buster on the neighbor-
hood sound systems and bring that with him to The Bronx. U Roy’s re-
sponse to this recognition was to highlight the foundational influence
that African American music had on Jamaicans prior to the beginnings
of the development of local imitations of in-flowing R&B, blues, and jazz
styles that would birth ska music, citing the reverence Jamaicans had for
artists such as Fats Domino, Louis Prima, and Louis Jordan.

U Roy’s sentiments regarding reggae’s African American “roots” and
“routes” were also echoed in another highlight of Shaun’s archiving activ-
ities, when in June 1990 he met another foundational figure of Jamaican
music, Clement “Sir Coxsone” Dodd, founder and producer of reggae’s
first record label Studio One, the “Motown of Reggae” (Hall cited in Paul
2005: n.pag.; Stolzoff 2000: 48; The Music Origins Project, n.d.). In the
1980s, Dodd faced a similar fate to that of VP Records and the Chin family
mentioned earlier. The monumental Studio One, which had always been
located on 13 Brentford Road, Kingston, was attacked by gunmen, and
Dodd duly moved his operations to 3135 Fulton Street, Brooklyn (Katz
2004).

Given the respect in the room for Coxsone, who Shaun noticed early
on was referred to even by his elders as “Mr Dodd,” a sign of utmost
respect, Shaun did not feel it was appropriate to record the occasion,
though he is able to recollect many of the details through his archival
memory. The advantage of this, he adds, was that without the presence
of a camera Mr Dodd felt at ease to talk freely, “he was just giving it”
(Walsh 2022). Dodd “credited Black American music for everything....
and this is Coxsone... so Coxsone got it from here [the US],” a reference
to Coxsone’s stays in the US in the early 1950s, where he and other early
sound system owners would travel to the southern states to work as farm
laborers, meanwhile sourcing rare US R&B and jazz recordings to bring
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back to Jamaica in order to establish an edge over rival sound systems
(Walsh 2002, original emphasis; Katz 2004). Shaun continues, “So, I
guess it’s like people are saying... you have Coxsone, the original, got his
music and influences from America, right, developed this Jamaican art
form and then people later on down the line got influenced by a guy that
was influenced by Coxsone, Kool Herc, so the thing just kinda like came
back to—it’s a circle, you know?” (Walsh 2022)

Conclusion

In Shaur's case, and in the case of the blueprint established by Ralph Mc-
Daniels and VMB, the documentation and archiving of reggae and hip
hop's parallel and shared histories established by these individuals are
invaluable resources for our understanding of the people, spaces, places,
mediums, and innovations that shaped the evolution of reggae and hip-
hop culture in New York, not to mention other marginal, multicultural
music scenes of this culturally monumental megalopolis. In his com-
ment earlier, “at least we can say it existed,” Shaun also reflects the extent
to which the life works of these two individuals were carried out with-
out realizing the historical significance of the moments they were docu-
menting, instead being informed by their participation and love for the
two cultures. The result of these efforts as of 2024 are, in Shaun'’s case, an
archive of over twenty-five years of Caribbean culture in New York, with
tens of thousands of hours of footage, alongside an extensive collection
of sound tapes, flyers, photos, and memorabilia that have captured and
chronicled reggae history in New York.

Perhaps Shaun's principal inspiration for the format and approach of
his activities when starting out, Ralph McDaniels, has today established
the VMBC Inc. as a non-profit organization and archive with more than
20,000 hours of rare, raw footage of New York City’s nascent and evolv-
inghip-hop, reggae, and other music scenes, which also archives many of
the music videos of this period, including those produced and directed
by McDaniels himself. Across his forty-year career, McDaniels has also
worked with inner city youth teaching film, radio and TV, and in mak-
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ing the archive public has established an extensive historical and edu-
cational collection that has seen him work together with the NYC Board
of Education, the NYC Department of Corrections, the Schomburg Cen-
ter for Research in Black Culture, The Universal Hip Hop Museum in The
Bronx, and a range of other educational and arts institutions, with the
archive functioning as a medium of cultural preservation, education and
research (VMBC, n.d.).

Shaun has similar aspirations for his own archive once he has com-
pleted the slow process of single-handedly digitizing his materials. For
researchers, especially those such as myself who come from outside of
the immediate communities they are documenting and representing,
I am hopefully not alone in recognizing the paramount importance of
honoring representations of these cultures from the documents and
accounts given by those who lived, participated, shaped, and indeed,
captured them. Shaun and Ralph’s efforts to chronicle reggae and hip
hop's parallel and shared histories, as well as actively participating in
their creation and evolution, have established invaluable archives that
provide extensive, multimedia databases that can help us to under-
stand, commemorate and educate about the evolution of these cultures:
their social and musical history, including the development of musical
practices and recording discographies, the spaces and technologies
that facilitated this, and an (audio)visual representation of these de-
velopments as they unfolded. For their role in this, Ralph, Shaun, and
other grassroots archivists should undoubtedly be recognized and
remembered within these histories.

Discography/Videography

A Tribe Called Quest. “Bonita Applebum” (Album Version). Jive Records,
1990, vinyl single.

Bounty Killer ft. Jeru the Damaja. “Suicide Murder” (Remix). Massive B,
1995, vinyl single.

Capleton ft. Method Man. “Wings of the Morning” (Dynamik Duo Mix).
Rush Associated Labels, 1995, vinyl single.
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DJ Ralph McDaniels Records. “Video Music Box Takeover with DJ Ralph
McDaniels,” VP Record. Premiered April 29, 2022. YouTube Video,
3:03:41. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h2nDdI2pfSE&ab_cha
nnel=VPRecords.Jones, Nasir, dir. Youw're Watching Video Music Box.
New York City: Showtime Networks Inc, 2021, https://www.sho.co
m/titles/3503704/youre-watching-video-music-box.

Junior Reid. “One Blood.” JR All Stars, 1989, vinyl single.

Kenner, Robert J. “Five Borough Fire: Digital Dancehall NYC Style,” In
Philip Smart. 5 Borough Fire: Philip Smart Productions from the New York
Dancehall. Street Platinum & Gold Productions 183599 00012 2, 2005,
Liner notes.

Kool DJ Red Alert. “Kool D] Red Alert talks The Bronx, Grandmaster Caz
and DJing.” Red Bull Music Academy. Posted on August 23, 2017.
YouTube Video, 1:23:11. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Aap7Vk
dp3pM.

Masters At Work. “Blood Vibes.” Cutting Records, 1991, vinyl single.

Shabba Ranks ft. KRS-One. “The Jam.” Epic Records, 1991, vinyl single.

Wayne Smith. “Under Mi Sleng Teng.” Jammy’s Records, 1985, vinyl sin-
gle.
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