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Abstract 

This dissertation considers the evolution of Rap music and Hip Hop culture 
from the perspective of two spatial modaiities. I t  first inwoduces theoreilcal 
concepts of geographic scale and the inscription of socio-spatial values in 
order to examine Rap and Hip Hop's geo-cultural expansions from their 
primary enclaves of urban black America. The dynamics beween race. social 
space, and youth are assessed both Uidividually and in tandem as crucial 
elements in the expression and practices of Hip Hop. The dissertation 
challenges and extends research in the prevailing Rap "canonn by analysing 
the processes and stnicturing logics through which Rap has been integrated 
into the commercial systems of localized music scenes and transnational music 
and media industries. It identifies the myriad forces that have either 

facilitated or constrained Rap's expansion at various moments in its history. 
The dissertation also focuses on the emergence of a pronounced spatial 
discourse in Rap music and Hip Hop. It isolates the articulation of spatial issues 
ÿnd an increasingly urgent emphasis on sites of significance and the home- 

place of " the 'hood" as a significaat but characteristic element of the genre. 

The ancUary Hip Hop media, Ulcluding radio, music videos, Rap press, and the 
cinematic "Hood" genre, are examined as important factors in the 

reproduction of spatial sensibiiities in Hip Hop culture. 



Résumé 

Cette dissertation aborde l'évolution de la musique Rap et de la culture Hip Hop dans la perspective 

de deux modalités spatiales. Cette perspective introduit. tout d'abord, des concepts théoriques 

d'échelle géographique et de l'inscription des valeurs socio-culturelles afin d'étudier les expansions 

géo-culturelles du Rap et du Hip Hop à partir de leurs enclaves primaires. à savoir les centres 

urbains de l'Amérique noire. Les dynamiques entre la race. l'espace social ainsi que les jeunes sont 

examinées aussi bien individuellement qu'en tandem comme étant des éléments cruciaux dans 

l'expression et la pratique du Hip Hop. La dissertation critique et contribue à la recherche dans le 

Rap "canon" en analysant les processus ainsi que les logiques de structuration à travers lesquelles 

le Rap a été intégré aussi bien au sein des systèmes cornmerciau'< des scènes musicales locales que 

les industries trans-nationales des média et de la musique. Elle identifie les forces nombreuses qui 

ont facilité ou circonscrit l'expansion du Rap a travers différents moments de son histoire. De 
même, la dissertation met l'accent sur t'émergence d'un discours spatial prononcé dans la musique 

Rap et Hip Hop. Elle met en relief l'articulation entre l'aspect spatial et l'accent de plus en plus 

urgent mis sur les sites importants et le chez soi du voisinage "The Hood" comme éléments 

significatifs mais caractéristiques de ce genre. Les ancêtres média du Hip Hop. incluant la radio, 

les videos musicales. la presse spécialisée du Rap ainsi que le cinéma du genre Hood sont 

examinés comme étant des facteurs importants dans la reproduction de IL sensibilité spatiale dans la 

culture du Hip Hop. 
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Race. S~ace.  and Place i r  
1- 

Introduction 

On a trip travening dmost a dozen states along America's eastern seaboard. 1 

enjoyed having the opportuaity to "surf" the local and regional radio stations, sampling 

broadcast formats and musical styles from one area to the next. The uaifonnity of "cIassicn 

stations (i.e., "timelessn classics from the 19409 and SOS, Classic Rock from the 60s and 

70s, Pop hits from the 809, etc.) and the relative homopneity of Top 40 "hit" radio and of 

Country music stations, however, was at odds with the acniai motion thmugh space, 

reinforcing a sense of placelessness (that was. incidentally, also matched by the 

standardization of rest areas and gas, food, and lodging complexes dong the intentate 

highways).' The radiophonie joumey did not correspond to the physical journey through 

space, over distance; rather, it was constituted as a recumng anay of formats, with the 

distance k ing  measured in spaces on the dial, along the broadcast spectnim. Despite a 

mobility lhrough disparate and distinct amas and rcgions, there was a prevailing sense of 

cultural stasis that overdetermined the expecience. As Jody Berland points out, The 

accelerating coaquest of space t h u g h  media is inseparable from the increasing disunity of 

out place in it, out relationship to it" (1988: 343). She suggests thai this contri butes to the 

formation of a 'soundscape' tbai is commercially derived and conceived according to a 

rational logic based on a concept of demographically rather than geographically cohereni 

listeaing audiences. 

The point of this example lies in the exceptions that wen encountend, paxticuldy 

as 1 convtrged on the larger urban centen such as New York, Philadelphia, and 

Washington. D.C. la these cities. the crucial identifying distinction was the pnsence of at 



least one Urban format station and, often, lively and u p b a t  campus stations that featured 

playlists with au abundance of contemporary Funk and Rap music. These stations s t d  

out for several reasons: fint, the music was exclusively black, emerging from an African- 

American cultural idlueace. It stood out distinctly from the Heartland Rock and Country 

music that dominated the radio throughout the joumey. Second. in several instances the 

Urban format had been isolated and identified as the musical and cultural "Other." CIassic 

and Contemporary Rock stations frequeotl y announced their musical affiiiations and 

definhg programmittg formats in coatrast to stations featuring "Urbann formats, 

broadcasting the station identification with the antagonistic slogans "no Rap, no crap," "no 

Funk, no junk." or "Classics ... w ithout the Rap." These explicit distinctions expose the 

underlying intenvoven contexts of racial difference, cultural taste, and audience 

demographics that have been part of American popular music throughout this centuy. 

They simultaneously inscribe a racial and a spatial economy of meanings and values onto 

the broadcast spectrum in what can be seen as a se,pgation of the airwaves. This 

"othering" of Funk and Rap generall y parallels the cultural and geographical ghettoization 

of black communities in Amencan cities and, thus. can be re-imagined in ternis of a cultural 

oeography of the radio bandwidth and, by extension. of the entire contemporary music 
O 

industry. 

Throughout the joumey another factor also emerged: stations whose formats either 

accommodate or prominently feature Rap in its various foms  also tended to convey a much 

ornater or more cleady enunciated sense of Iocality and place. The abstractions of clwic or O 

bit radio formats (which tend to elide spatial specificities in favor of mon generalized 

broadcasting 'styles" and appeals CO an audience "out tberc," especially amoag syndicatcd 

progms) werc not nearly so evident here as botb DJs and audience callen made repeated 

wsh~u t  outsn and dedications to individuals, citing urban ne ighborhd  and various other 

'sites of significance" (including housing projects. schools. workplaces, and sticets) by 

name. In this context, Urban format radio functioned as a hub. mediating not only culme 



and taste, but also urban geograpbies, facilit ating a funky musical and spoken dialogue 

within the various cities in the procew. The stations communicated a certain social density 

that roughly refiected the density of urban living. Furthemore, this highly interactive 

broadcast style corresponds w i th other secular and religious practices that shape the 

historicd past and the present of black popular culture, contributhg to an elaborated sense 

of the black public sphere. 

While it is true that other radio formats have in the past -- and may still also -- 
function in sirnilar ways, t h e ~  tend not to do so today to the same exteot or degree. 

Stations with Urban formats and Rap or R & B prograrns (particularly those ou weekend 

ni@), actively ackoowledge civic locality in ways that are generall y unmatched by Qassic 

Rock, Country, or Top 40 hit radio. Urban stations communicate through a range of 

expressive and vernacular forms that mflect and reinforce a youth culture and a black public 

sphere in wbich it coheres. As this example suggests, the music industry and 

accompaoying commercial media stmctures am idluential in the organization of popular 

music in America. aff'ecting the production, dissemination. and reception of culture. lt is, 

therefore, necessas, to engage witb both the social and institutional realms of Rap music in 

the pmcess of explaining its various elements as a force and presence in American society 

over the past tweoty years. 

The language and dixourse of audience dl-ios,  DJ voice overs, and the sang 

lyrics themselves also coincide to convey a clearly Afican-Amencan experience, albeit, one 

thai is hybrid in its formations and highly rnediated by the contemporary technologies that 

are brought io bear on it. Rapts lyncal constructions frequently display a particular 

emphasis on place and locality. This is evident, for instance, in Dr. Dm's references to 

Slauson Ave. in Los Angeles ("Let Me Ride," 1992, Death Rowl!nterscope Records) or 

Wamn G's references to 2lst St. and Lewis Ave. in Long Beach ('Regulate,' 1994, 

Violator/Rush Associated Labels) which received massive national media exposurc k u g h  

their mordings. Whereas Blues. Rock and R & B bave mrnrnonly cited rcgians or eitics 



(Le., "Dancing in the Street," iaitially popularized in 1%4 by Martha and the Vandellas and 

"covend" by Rock acts Van Halen in 1982 and David Bowie and Mick Jagger in 1985). 

contemporary Rap is more inclined than other contemporary popular music forms to cite 

specific streets, boulevards and neighborhoods. telephone area codes and postal service zip 

codes or other spatial information. Rap artists draw inspiration from their regional 

affiliations as well as from a keea sease of what 1 cal1 theexneme k d  upon which they 

base their constnictioos of spatial imagery. 

1 raise these issues anecdotally as a rneans of introducing a series of factors 

con tributing to Rap music's unique Vifference." Foremost among these is the intense1 y 

articulated emphases on space. place, and identity and the lyrical constructions that are 

rooted in wider circulating discourses of contemporary urban cultures and the cornplex 

geographies of the postmodern "globaln city. Since i ts  inception in the mid-197ûs and its 

subsequent commercial eruption with the relcase of the Sugarhill Gang's 1979 release 

'Rapper's Delight' (Sugarhill Records). Rap has evolved as the dominant cultural voice of 

urban black youth. Rap's urban origins and continued urban orientation (in terms of 

performance, production. and the bulk of its consumptioa) have pmvided the frame and 

envimnment for the music's evolution. Just as irnportantiy. the music's ubiquity and tactile 

qualities have also altered the sound of the ci& The transformation of the urban 

soundscape since the early 1980s bas been partially accomplished via the rolling bass bats 

of Hip Hop music booming from convertibles. Jeeps, and customized 'low riden.' The 

convergence of new car stereo technologies and the fetishization of bass and volume, in 

tandem, affect the sonic character of the city. AS Rap emerges as the music of choice for 

large segments of mobile youth. theit means and contexts of its enjoyment have altend the 

aura1 contours of the city. Rap's presence as a central facet of al1 North Amencan cities 

today is unavoidable and. due in part to this intensified audibility, it bas corne under 

scrutiny from various institutional sites and bas been exposed to oumerous forms of 

cri tique and anal ysis. 



Rap music takes the city and its multiple spaces as the foundation of its cultural 

production. ln the music and lyrics. the city is an audible presence, enplicitly cited and 

sonically sampled in the reproduction of the aura1 textures of the urban environment. 

Throughout the 1980s and 19%. bowever, the specificity of references to urban locale bas 

become even more evideat as rappers illustrate their awareness that the city is not an evedy 

stnictured space but one which is prone to a tangible uneveness with different places 

constituting distinct zones of activity. The Rap genre has p v i d e d  an important site for the 

examination and critique of the distribution of power and authori ty in the urban content. 

This study, therefore. takes as one of its primary interests the nsing urgency witb which 

minority youth use Rap in the deployment of discounes of urban !ocality or "place.' It 

examines in detaii the ways through which rnemben of the Hip Hop culture articulate 

notions of subjective and collective ideotity. urban expenence and racial consciousness, 

and spatially stnictured patterns of power. 

The music's emphasis on spatial discourses indicates a desire by its creaton to 

describe what are often submerged facets of social expenence and to provide a perspective 

on particular lived enviroarnents and the forces that either facilitate or constrain mobility 

within actual or symbolically circumscribed boundaries. ln this study. then. key elements 

of locality and place in Rap are examined by isolating the narrativization of urban 

conditions of existence and the music's capacity to articulate an image of how individuals 

or communities in these locales live, how the micmworlds they constitute a n  experienced, 

or how specifically located social relations are negotiated. Rap is elso a crucial medium for 

the expression and portrayal of images that may or may not refer to aciually existing spaces 

and places. Rap is thenfore implicated within the repertoire of expressive foms through 

which minority youth define their individual and collective identitites wbether based in 

idealized or actud spaces, fictional or 'ml' places. 

"The r d a  has emerged as a unique and incteasingly powerful concept w ithin Hip 

Hop culture and has, accordingly, ken granted close attention hem. In most cases it 



stands as an ill-defined expression refemog to combined aspects of racial essentialism, 

spatial location, and a basic adherence to the pnnciples and practices of Hip Hop. I t 

emerges with the most clarity following Rap's transitional phase from an underground or 

alternative musical fom to a multi-platinum selling facet of the popular music industry. Yet 

the boundaries between reai or authentic cultural identities and those deemed as inauthentic 

are carefully policed h m  wiihin the Hip Hop culture and &e delineations that define "the 

mal" are taken deadly senously by those who ascribe to Hip Hop's cultuml influences. In 

the context of this study, the emphasis on "the real" can also bc linked to a range of 

emergent spatial concems. especially those that are sedimented within the geo-cultural 

construct of "the 'hood." The work that follows illustrates many of the cornplex 

manifestations of a place-based concept of "the real" and provides a culturally relevant 

explanation of its resonance withio Hip Hop culture. 

At the corc of this study is the belief that, by examining and expionng the multiple 

articulationsof the tenns "the ghetto," "inner-city." and "the 'hood," as well as other key 

spatial configurations that emerge from Rap's discourses, the genre's implication in the 

cultural production of sites of significance can be illuminated. lt is widely accepted that 

Rap is implicitly coojoined with spaces of urban poverty, esisting as a both a product and a 

legitimate voice of a minority teen constituency that is also dernographically defined as part 

of the social "underclass." Although urban houshg projectr and areas of chronic econornic 

depression do comprise major sites of Rap's production and consumption, Rap ha3 

evolved and the range of its influence bas expanded, rendering its lingering status as 

"ghetton music increasingly problematic. Tday many top Rap acts. like their audiences, 

hail from middle-class or more amuent suburban enclaves. complicating the commody- 

held impressions about the music, the artists who produce it, and its origins. ln these 

pages, then, L will trace the ways in which sevetal of the central elements of race, class. 

and national identification are rccast and reviscd within a cohenot if not entirely consistent 

spatial discourse, concluding with the spatial construct of "the 'hood.' 



Due to its pervasiveness, the tenn "the 'hood" warrants special attention. lt is 

literally an abbreviated version of the word "oeighborhwd" and. as such, defines a 

territory that is geographically and sociaily particulas to the speaking subject's social 

location. Quite simply stated. the ' h d  exists as a "borne" environment. lt is enunciated 

in tems that elevate it as a primary site of significance. The correlative tems "homeboy," 

"homegirl," or "horniu" that are regular components of the Hip Hop lexicon are sirnilarly 

meaningful in spatial terms as they identify a highiy particular social circle encornpassing 

friends, neighbon or local cohorts who occupy the common site of the 'hood? The 

terni's usage is especially notable for its prevalence and ubiquity in Rap's lyrical stmctures 

and in vanous other textual fonns produced concurrently with the music (such as the 

ancillary music press and black cinema that have emerged in the wake of Rap's popularity 

as signposts in the mapping of Hip Hop culture)? In this study, these cultural texts 

constitute the objects of analysis and will be assased for their role in the diffusion of new 

urban sensibilities. 

The existing historiography of Rap is another matter, however. since it has been 

aarrowly concemed with several primary intetests. These include descriptions of the 

genre's emergence from the ghetto neighborhoods of New York with a focus on the 

cultural conditions within w hich its artistic elements acquired shape and definition: the 

develop~nent of a critique of Rap and Hip Hop practices such as they manifest cootributing 

elements of a conternporary black aesthetic; or discussions of Rap's technologka1 

production and the prowess of its young black innovaton. These are undoubtedly 

important issues and are accordingly taken up and assessed in this study. Music 

2 Penaining to the tenn 'Homie.' Rondd Fornisano points out that it was b i t  implemented among 
native and middk dass northern Macks in referacc to 'the mostly p r ,  rough-edged newcomen' from the 
south who pourcd into northem citics after 1945 (191:  35). 

While "the %dm remains the most pmminent and fnqwn<ly used tmn and constitutes the main 
refercntial stn~cnire within which discourses of place cohere, it is by no means tbe only one. Other 
expressions such as 'around the waym are a!= used to kmik the neigbhorhood environment ia various 
conicxts. The spatial discourse of the liad figures pornincntîy in such magazines aa Pan S b !  which 
featum a ngular &ai caîled "A Day in thc 'Hood' as wcf 1 as in the cinema w k r e  themes wi ih a strcnig 
spatial orienlatioa ah cornmon (inciuding b y z  in the 'W. South C'cnhai, Menace II Suciety, and Jir9ce). 



joumalists. cultural cntics, and academics alike have been following Rap and Hip Hop 

through their evolutionary phases since they emerged, tracking their paths and cornmeating 

on their various transformations over the yean. What has subsequeotly evolved is a 

sizeable body of work addnssing the Hip Hop culture and its numerous facets, producing 

what can be reasonably defined as a Rap and Hip Hop canon. 

There remain several prominent shortcomings in most explorations of the Rap 

genre. The links between ghetto or inner-city spaces and Rap are frequently drawn without 

sigdicant interrogation of the discunively produccd value systems that always influence 

our social perceptions of these spaces Statemeots are regularly made about Hip Hop based 

in dominant assurnptions that are u~gorously  advanced and which fail to account for a 

range of underlyiag ideological and conceptual elements. These are perhaps best summed 

up by the T-shirt seen i n  the streets with regulanty several years ago: "lt's a black Ihing. 

Y ou wouldnit understand." In some earlier instances, the "raw" reality of Hip Hop's 

formative spaces is valorized and mythologized, creating yet another range of 

misperceptions of Rap that position it as the organic product of a particular socio-spatial 

milieu. Even more conspicw>us is the limited analytical rigor in describiog and explaining 

the influentid role of the music industry throughout Rap's history. Considering the 

abundance of research on Rap, there bas been a relative paucity of critical shidy oa the 

facilitating or constraining factors within the popular music industry that have in various 

ways and at various tirnes aided or restricted Rap's development. This absence is 

addressed hete in an attempt to ncoanect Rap with the forms of industrial and cultural 

analysis that have been so important to Pop, Rock. and Jazz music scholarship. In tbis 

study 1 seek to challenge and intervene in the canoaical body of work surrounding Rap and 

Hip Hop; 1 want to challenge many of the uncritical assumptions and uoruiswered 

generalities that, through the years, have had the effect of reifyiog the history of Rap and 

Hip Hop. By my intervention, I h o p  to introduce a corrective analysis that contributes 

p a t e r  specificity to the study of Hip Hop from a geo-culturaI and spatial perspective. 



There are two distinct but related aspects of Rap k i n g  scnitinized in the following 

pages, coastituting two spatiai modali ties. The fint involves the detailed examination of 

Rap's geo-cultural origins and its developmental trajectory as it expanded beyond its local 

enclaves outward onto the national and international stage. This is an achievement that is 

best undentood within the institutional contexts of the aider music industry. The second 

aspect involves the rise and evolution of a unique spatial discoune in Rap that defines 

resonant social and cultural issues with increasing speciiicity and emphasis on local profiles 

and actually existing spaces and places. 

Approaching the evolution of Rap as a process displaying tempordly defined stages 

and historically specific characteristics allows for a more precise frame of analysis. 

Therefore, this study covers the early period of Rap and Hip Hop's emergence in the rnid- 

1970s and documents several of the genre's prominent shifts that occurred throughout the 

1980s until approximately 1992. 1 have established this tirne-frame purposely; Rap did 

not, as is often asserted, rise from "nowhere" with its first commercial recordings in 1979 

but existed within an array of subcui~ral Hip Hop practices in the boroughs of New York 

for several years pnor to this. ln tems of Rap's spatial expansions as well as the 

developrnent of a distinct spatial discourse, rnany of the dominant phenomena tbat continue 

until the present were firmly established by 1992 and have only recently begun to show 

signs of a new transformational phase. The cinematic portrayals of space and place 

produced by young black filmmakers with an unarnbiguous Hip Hop sensibility have, 

however, trailed Rap's lead. For this reasoa the final chaptei on black cinema and the 

visual representations of the 'hood encompasses the sli ghtl y later pend. between 1933 and 

1996. 6 y 1996, the 'Hood film and the gangsta ethic that dorninated much of thecinematic 

output of young, blsck, male directon wen in decline, making this an appropriate endpoint 

for the discussion of the '"Hood film* as a contempofary cinematic genre. 

Ln order to properly explore the multiple forms of articulation and the pattemed 

spatial discounes that pemeate Rap and the Hip Hop culture, it is first necessary to dclimit 



the terrain of analysis. Chapters 1 and 2 together provide an overview of the devant 

theoretical strands related to the social production of space and place, especially as they 

attempt to integrate the variables of race, class. geader. and age. Chapter 1. "Space, Place 

and Rap: Key Concepts" surnmanzes several spatially oriented theories from the fields of 

cultural geography and contemponiry cultural studies. mapping hem onto the generd 

foms and practices of Rap music and Hip Hop culture. This section also explores the 

ways that spatial values of scde are organized within relations of locationai difference and 

discusses Rap as a force in the cultural definition of urban spaces and places. Chapter 2, 

"Space Matten," focuses more intensely on Amenca's urban enviroaments and the social 

organization of race, youîh, and class. 1 a this chapter. the tems "ghetto," "inner-city" and 

"the 'hoodn are aaalyzed as culturally meaningful and value-laden expressions Qat, within 

different temporal moments and competing social discounes. identify a common urban 

zone. ln their articulated differences, they also lead US to imagine the spaces to which they 

refer differently, pmducing a series of separate and distinct spatial constructs that suggest a 

gradual generatiooal disjuncture. 

Rapts origins and the socio-ecoaomic factors that have regularly iduenced its 

developrneat are the subject of chapter 3, "Locating Hip Hop: Rap's Geo-cultural 

Sources." This chapter is intended to accentuate the historical conditions of Rap's 

emergence as a cultural phenomenon by identifying extramusicai elernents (including 

political and economic factors) that bave impacted upoa the genre's formation aad evolution 

since its inception. Apart fmm the aoalysis of Rap's mie-spatial origins, Oapter 3 aiso 

deconstnicts several of the dominant canonical accounts of Rap's emergence and examines 

the means through which its nanativization has bad the effect of fixing the mythology of 

Hip Hop culture and reifying Rapts history. Cbapter 4. "Emergence of a Cultural Fom: 

Rap Music in Contexta focuses on specific social contexts and Rap practices in New York 

City as the genre gained wider public attention and gradually acquired a commercial status 

in the local music sceoe. Transitions in commercial, technological, and discursive aspects 



of the genre are examined here with particular attention to the lyrical construction of space 

and place in early Rap recordings. 

The following two chapten shift the analytical focus to the music industry in order 

to document the geo-cultural circulation of Rap throughout the nation. Chapter 5, 

"Industry Geographies and Rap Expansions" examines the penod of Rap's emergence and 

initial growth as a popular music fom. It explores the formation of localized and nationally 

expansive commercial infrastructures that largely facilitateci Rap's development between 

1978 and 19%. Chapter 6, "Sub-Genres and Cultural Geographies: Rap Expansions in the 

Pest-Platinum Eran continues this institutional focus with the analysis of active corporate 

interventions in Rap after 1986. This chapter also explains several of Rap's aesthetic 

transitions and shifting perspectives among artists in this period as the genre became more 

firmly established as a viable commercial entity in the industry. In these chapters the 

cultural expansions of the Rap phenornenon are linked to the rapid growth of nationwide 

Rap production and distribution systems and the multiple exigeacies of locating and 

contractually secunng local acls or constructing artists' place-based "identities" that 

confonn to practices of publiciiy and marketing. 

Chapter 7, "Boyz 'n the 'Hood: Rap. Region, and Place." discusses the rise of 

artist-owned record labels and regionally dispersed "production possesa and their 

influences on the protiferation of regionally distinct Rap styles. This section also examines 

several recorded examples that annouoce the emergence of a new locaüzed spatial dirourse 

and includes a thorough discussion of the 'hood as an important signifier of contemporary 

uhan youthts spatial aîfiliations and ideatitities. 

ln Chapter 8, The 'Hood, the Nation. the Wodd: Rap into the 1990s," Rap's entry 

ioto maiastream popular culture is discussed with an emphasis on the r i x  of Hip Hop's 

media exposure and the ernergence of ancillary Rap media. The genre's ubiquitous media 

covecage is appmached here as a datively uaexplored facet of its general geo-culhirai 

expansion. Another clerneat d <hi. ehptcr involver the examination of spatial narratives 



and the discursive conswction of the 'hood that emerge in and through an emergent Rap 

press as artists acquired new forums for the articulation of Hip Hop's influential spatial 

logics. B y ûccessing interviews and editorial commentary, the interaction between the 

music industry and the cultural practices of the 'hood as a primary site of significance are 

rendered more comprehensible. 

Chapter 9, "The 'Hood Took Me Under: Urban Geographies of Danger in New 

Black Cinema," examines the connections between Rap, Hip Hop culture. and 

contemporary black cinema. In tandem, they display a certain cohesion that rnerges several 

foundational components of a contemporary black aesthetic, reinforcing the overail 

influence of black popular culture in Amenca today. Rap music and the Hip Hop culture 

provide the dominant frame for several contemporary films through soundtracks. narrative 

themes, image, style and fashion, etc. Furthemore, whether explicitly cited or themaiically 

implied, the 'hood as a zone of threat and danger is imagined in these texts as the major site 

of significance arnong urban black youths. Thus the portrayals of the 'hood as a central 

facet of the narrative structure of these films visually communicates a distinct arena of 

experience, reinforcing the importance of spatiality that permeates the Hip Hop culture!. 

The challenge in ihis undenaking is to draw together the materials and practices of 

Hip Hop in order io engage with questions relating to the formation of a politics of race, 

culture, and identity. By cntically engaging with theoretical and practical problems upon 

which sirnilarities and differences betwecn discourses of race, nation, and the 'hood are 

büsed. the spatial component of Rap music and Hip Hop culture will be rewaied as a 

crucial characteristic of one of the most influential areas of contemporary black popular 

culture. 



Chapter 1 

&Dace, Place and Rai, Music: Key Conceots 

Over roughly the past twenty-five years, space and place, as facets of a wider and 

more geoerally applied emphasis on spatiality, have acquired a prominent status in 

scholarly research. The intensified interest in spatial matten has touched oumerous and 

disparate academic disciplines and. in some cases, it has pmvided the very links dong 

which the development of tninçdisciplinarity in the university has been orchestrated. John 

Agnew's (1993) observations that spatiality is not aew to the social sciences 

notwiihstanding (baving been implicitly renderd as an informing perspective that lacked 

sufficient explanation or acknowledgement), it is evident that space bas acquired an 

enhanced ~levance and is a central issue of conternporary social research. 

While in many instances the emphasis on space, spatiality, or spatial matten has 

been generated with either a primary concern toward charting coordinates in the abstract 

numerical planes of pometry or physics or of charting the relations of objects as tbey exist 

in physical relation to one another (i .e., the demarcation of actual, existential space wi  thin 

the contours of a topographicai or geographic sensibility), the spanultum to which 1 refer 

suggests a shift toward a conceptual paradigm that is part of a pmject that seeh to examine 

and explain social and culhirai phenornena a~ they occur in space. On this point, Henri 

Lefebvre (1991) notes that the category "space" has existed ai various times under the 

primary purview of mathematicians. philosophem. anthropologists, and geographen with 

litcle conceotrated ovedap of theoretical discussion. It is only relatively recently that spatial 

imperatives have become a mainstay of cntical cultural analyses, a nsult that Fredric 

Jarneson (1984). David Hawey (1989), and Edward Soja (1989) attribute in part to the 

evolution of a "coudition of postmodernity" and a shift  fmm a pnoccupation with time, that 

is associated with modemity, to a preoccupation with spce. 



This turn reflects both the influence of the social sciences on the field of geography 

(leading to the emergence of the sub-disciplines of human and cultural geography) as well 

as the geographical influence on the study of cultures and social practices (evident in the 

field of cultural studies with its emphases on theoretical "mapping," "tertains," 

"positioning," and "locations," etc., as well as on distinctly situated social phenornena). 

The convergence of scholarly interest around questions of geography is based on an 

emergcnt belief tbat human interrelations are sirnultaneously constituted by and constitutive 

of the spaces in which they occur. Social subjects ground their actions and their identities 

in the spaces and places in which they work and play, inbabiting these geographies at 

various levels of scale and personal inteasity. Space is not an overdetermining factor, but it 

is influentid in ways that have often nmained uoexplained. The scholarly interest in the 

profoundly social elements of spatial habitation and use illustrates an attempt to explore 

what Henri Lefebvre nfers to as "spatial practices" that project space onto "ail aspects, 

elements and moments of social practice" ( 1991: 8). This has resulted in the introduction 

of research featunng a spatial focus to a multitude of specidized fields of activity both 

within and external to the university; that is, the enhanced interest in spatial matters is not 

purely academic in its range or rope. In addition to this, widespread evidence of emeqent 

vernaculan featuring spatially-oriented metaphors, expressions, and narratives may be 

considered as a crucial composent of phcular ways of articulating experiences, identities, 

practices. etc., within various cultural milieux, or "social spaces." From this perspective, it 

might be said that t&y space is everywhere. 

Indeed. there is very little about today's society that does not, at some point or 

another, become imbued with a spatial character and this point is no less truc for the 

emergence and production of spatial catcgones and identities in Rap music and the Hip Hop 

culture of which it is a central ~ o m ~ o n e n t . ~  The constniction of youth in general and 

As an indication of the distinctions be-n Rap and the more mcompissing Hip Hop culture. Rap artist 
KRS-One has said 'tap is something you do, hiphop is somcthing you live' (quoted in me Wrce, June 
5 :  ) Fbp is the music of Hip Hop and provides the culturc's œntd form of articulation and 
expression. 



minoity youth in particular has evolved as a highly charged cornponent of post-war 

AmeRca. Key events emerge as histoncal tuming points. whether it be the Brown v. 

Topeka Board of Edkazion ruling in 1944 or the April 1992 riots in Los Angeles (and 

elsewhere) in the aftemath of the Rodney King "incident." Each bas represented a End of 

cultuml tuming point upon which public discourses about youth, race. and space might 

pivot, a point which wiîi be elaborated on in following chapters. Rap music also presents a 

case worthy d e.samination and provides a unique set of contexts for the analyses of public 

discourses pertaining to youth, race. and space. Rap is neither the authentic voice nor the 

official voice of rninority youth, but its persistent influence and sedimented presence among 

youth and black youth in particular kstows it with a relevance that cannot be ignored. 

Rap music is one of the main sources within popular culture of a sustained and 

indepth examination and analysis of the spatial partitioaing of race and the diverse 

expetiences of king young and black in America It can be observed that space and place 

figure prominently as organizing concepts implicated in the delineatioo of a vast range of 

imaginary or actual social practices wbich are represented in narrative or lyric fomi. 

Youths who adhere to the styles, images and values of the Hip Hop culture (as a distinct 

formation featuring relatively cohennt and identifiable characteristics) have demonstrated 

unique capacities to constmct different spaces and, simultaneously, to constmct spaces 

differently insofar as difference is a primary component of al1 spatial relations. The 

prioritization of spatial practices and spatial discourses that form a basis of the Hip Hop 

culture offers a means through which to view both the ways chat spaces and places are 

constructed as well as the unique kinds of space or place that are constructed. A more 

pronounced level of spatial awareness is one of the ke y factors distinguishing Rap and the 

Hip Hop culture from the many other culniral and subcultural youtb formations cumntly 

vying for attention. ln Hip Hop, space is a dominant concem, occupying a centrai role in 

the organizing principles of value, meaning, and pmctice. How the dynarnics of space, 

place, race, and cultural diffeiences get taken up by Rap artists (as opposed to musical and 



cultural producers working in other genres and media) as themes and topics or how they 

a n  located within a range of social discourses is a lingering question. 

It is fint necessary, however, to clarify what space and place mean in relation to 

each other and to identify the utility they both harbor for the cultural andysis of processes 

of social spatialization and the spatial articulations among young Rap artists and their 

audiences. It should be stated at the outset that spatial analyses and place studies do not 

share precisely the sarne history or trajectory, for although place clearly displays spatial 

characteristics, thus coafoming to some elements of spatial analysis, its study has been 

shaped through its own unique developments. The relations beîween space and place are 

organized around differences in focus and object but they a n  also organized around 

differences of scale and value. Therefore, in order to account for these distinctions. space 

and place warrant separate attention. 

Space and Spcuiality 

As Lefebvre has explained, space is "produced," or mon pncisely . "(social) space 

is a (social) productn (1991 : 26). He qualifies this by noting that it is not a product or 

produced object, like a bar of soap; rather, "social space is pmduced and reproduced in 

comection with the forces of production (and with the relations of production)" (ibid: TI). 

His main criticism of earlier forays into spatial theorization and analysis is that space has 

traditionally been regardcd as king "innocentN or unimplicated in the patternhg of power, 

authority, and domination across the social spectnim. He wntes that produced space also 

"serves as a tool of thought and action; that in addi tioa io king a meam of production it is 

also a means of controln (ibid: 26) and that it can and must be critically scnitinized to 

determine in wbose intemts it is produced and manipulateci and by what social factions is it 

pdiced and dominated. For Lefebvre space is in different moments both the product of 

social practices and the motivating force of social phenornena., akin to a tool. This suggests 

tbat social practices are capable of fashioning spatial twls that are then wielded in the social 



realm (i.e., the production of property laws that are subsequently maintained through 

contracts, licenses, and other legal means of regdation). The common. uncomplicated 

acceptance of "space" or spaces that exist in the absence of designated intetests is 

challenged in Lefebvre's critical analysis as he attempts to identify the distribution of spatial 

practices (and the dissemination of spatial knowledges) that infonn uses of the terni "space" 

and the ways that space is itself produced. 

Lefebvre states that "every society -- and hence every mode of production with its 

subvariants ...p roduces a space, its own space" (ibid: 3 1). Within a critical cultural studies 

approach to conternporary American culture(s) that conceives of culture as a lived process 

and a site of ongoing struggle and negotiatioo, space (and place) can be regarded as 

constnictions that are neither organic nor fixed for d l  time. Space is fotemost a &al 

construct. It is the "product of a sequeace and set of operatioas" (ibid: 73) and as such, i t  

is bound up in cultural tensions and conflicts that, in their inherent fluctuations, iavariabiy 

display spatial attributa. 

As these cultural negotiations evolve into territorial, bounded and ofteo coaflictuai 

"positionsn within historical conditions of change (meaning they occur in tirne a d  thus 

display a temporal specificity), it is clear that then is no pure. authentic, or "buen space to 

which social subjects are bound. Evidence of spatial heterogeneity c m  be found in the 

disparate works. for example, of Relph (1976), Joshua Meyrowitz (1985). S. Nicholas 

Entrikan ( 1991) and Lefebvre ( 1991) who each explain that no single overarching concept 

of "space" provides the grounds for a generalized meaning and application of the term. 

Rather, space is the subject of a broad classificatory system whereby different spaces and 

different conceptualizations of space ceexist in an often multiply imbricated anangement. 

This means that, even in theory, the question of space is a highly contestable construct 

produced accordiog to various and often contradictory intellectual intetests or disciplinary 

agendas. 



Retuming to the multiple, heterogeneous conceptualizations of space, Edward 

Relph ( 1976) outlines various kinds of cultudly conceived space when he describes the 

distinctions between ac tuül or physical space, sy mbolic space. cognitive space, sacred 

space. discursive space, etc.. to which we might add the more ment phenornenon of 

cybe~pace or electronic vinual spaces that exist within digital cornputer prograrns and 

expansive electronic cornrnunicütion networks. As Relph explains, the coexistence of a 

hrterogeneity of "spatid forms" also contributes to their overlap and "intermUting." 

although his very reference to spatial forms cm be misleadhg in its suggestion of sorne 

rigid rntity. The fact remÿins that the range of applications makes it impossible to discuss 

"space" in homogeneous terms. Whether it be the mentai spaces where ideas and ideals, 

dreams, fantasies or images congele; discursive or texnial spaces, where processes of 

signification, representütion, ideoiogical production and reproduction, and the production 

of meanings occur: or the "real." physical and materid spaces of geo-social objects or 

phenornena. no single space nor single conception of space has authority over another.5 

It should also be emphasized that space does not possess an inherent capacity to 

dominate, although spaces may be invested with power and, thus. becorne part of an 

apparatus of domination, as Foucault ( 1980) and Harvey (1989) have concluded. Simon 

Duncan and Mike Savage observe that. "space does not actually exist in the sense of k ing  

an object that cm have effects on other objects." including social subjects and coliectivities 

(1989: 179). For instance, to ose a blunt example. a social "center" c m o t  impose its WU 

on a social "margin," although this particular description of relational power and its spatial 

character is not uncornmon. There is a certain allure to the idea of autonomous, active 

spaces such as "the center" or "the margin" that inforrns such a notion but this 

misrepresents the actual human motivations and agencies. not to mention historicaiiy 

established institutions and systems of authority. that are imbued with spatial 

Noting. however. ihoi this Juality is itself a construct based on a lingering Cartcsian mode1 of minclMy 
distinctions. For ri brorider and more thorough discussion of the various spatialities that are the product of 
sociai processes, sre Henri Lefebvre's ( 199 1) Tire Producrion of Sprure. 



chcteristics. The social practices and relations among hurnan agents that produce power 

or authority are effectively organized along temtorial lines that are continually in flux, 

shifting and contingent. Space therefore appem to be mobilized as social boundaries are 

transformed or nnegotiated (think. for example, of war-time terminology, especïally uatil 

1945, that regularly employ s the concept of "advancing fronts"), but upon examination. it 

is clear that active social processes and relations in space have themselves been irnproperly 

aanbuted with spatial features through a kind of metonymic conferral. 

Tbis means that space is not. in and of itself, a causal force; it is influential but does 

not detennine outcomes. It is iot a self-motivated entity capable of action. Rather, 

ntuminp to Lefebvre's tenninology. it is a "productu that is shaped by hurnan ageacy and 

the subsequent social practices that occur within some given frarne of action or within some 

range of human nlations. Duncan and Savage explain that notions of spatial determinhm 

are fallacious and serve to conceal the institutional composition of "spatial patternsn in 

society chat shape material practices and processes which, in tum, reproduce social life. 

loculcated through systemic institutional processes that include acculturation and 

socialization, the spatial coastnicts amund which we organize our lives become more and 

more pattemed untii they a n ,  in effect, naturalized. 

Space is, in this sense, an important facet of the hegernonic order as spatiel nlations 

a n  also organized dong the lines of subordination and domination -- relations of power -- 
that are consensually and. when deemed necessary by those occupying positions of 

dominance (most frequently in the fom of "the state"), coercively maintained. Social 

collectives constntct and then inhabit the spaces in and through which they experience the 

world around them with "relative autonomy," consequently constructing the underlying 

diffennces that separate various culturd "milieux," " temtories." "realms," "domains," or 

what have you. Critical research into social spatialization, such as that conducted by 

Lefebvre and Harvey, challenges prevalent tendencies toward the nonalization of space 

and spatial diffennces and their stahis as "commoa seose" or as a cuitUral given. It refutes 



the sedimentation of a simple attitude toward "space" that is, in fact. ensconced in the 

language and logic of capitalist societies (which encompass, among other prejudices, 

patriarchal and racist tendencies) and their particular mechanisms for the maintenance and 

extension of power and authority. 

Spatial Frmes and the HHip Hop Culture 

ln his  insightful collection of essays Black Studies, Rup. and the Academy, 

Houston Baker, Jr. points to the presence of culturai conflict along particular socio-spatial 

lines when he wntes: "The black urban k a t  goes on and on and on in the nineties. The 

beat continues to provide sometimes stunning territorial confrontations between black 

exprcssivity and white law-and-orderH (1993: 33). The musicai genre constituted as the 

"black urban beat" is Rap. The primary temtory to which he refen is that of "public 

space," which is the space when, in the ideal sense. public cultures in tbeir diversity and 

multiplicity define theuidentities, exert their pmprietary ri@& to open self-representation, 

and enter debates germane to the structure and order of society. But the site of 

confroatation is more cornplex: where is this site and how is the temtory dernarcated? 

What are the social and cultural institutions that have ben erected along the boudaries of 

conflict and how have they been historically maintained and reinforceci'? To what degree 

are the different temtones either autonomous or mutually reliant and are the divisions 

between hem insurmounta ble or are they relative1 y penneable? 

Baker explores several of these questions by isolating numerous cultural 

phenomena in Hip Hop that display spatial components, nveaiing in the process subtie 

details of their socially produced character. As he notes, the spatial dimensions of 

experience and practice are thorwghly emkdded in Our understandings of the city. We 

expücitly and implicitfy account for the differcaces that space makes whea we consider 

urban phenomena; it is one of the key factors that modem citizens draw on to make sense 

of the urban worids they iohabit daily and this is evident in the urban themes and narratives 



of the Hip Hop culture as well. Tricia Rose elabrates on this point with a particular 

emphasis on f o m  of cultural production: 

The politics of music involves the contestation over public space, the 
meanings, interprctations, and value of the lyncs and music, and the 
investment of cultural capital ... Power and nsistance are exercised through 
signs, language, and institutions. Consequently, popular pleasum involves 
physical, ideological, and territorial struggles. (Rose, 19W: 124). 

The implication is bat cultural conflict and stmggle by necessity involve the drawing of 

boundaries: they are always, at some stage, spatially manifested. though at different scales 

and to different effect in each distinct context. 

Withia the Hip Hop culture, Rap artists have developed into sophisticated 

chroniclers of the disparate skirmishes in mntemporary America, observing and narrating 

the spatially-orientcd conditions of existence which infom this decidedly urban music. lt 

is important to stress the word "existence" hem, for as rappers themselves frequently 

suggest, their narrative descriptions of urban conditions are active atternpts to express how 

iadividuals or communities in these locales live, how the micro-worlds they constitute are 

experienced. or how specifically located social relations are negotiated. It is the modes of 

existence, or what Massey (1992) has refemd to as the "social content," that g v e  Rap its 

vitality. Baker, for instance. focuses on the "simmering energiesn of young black men and 

women that are "diffuscd over black cityscapes" (1993: 87) as an indicator of the apparent 

contradiction between the images and statistics of embattled urban existence and the vibrant 

responscs of the youths who inhabit sucb locales. 

In the face of dismai social reports, the fact rernains tbat the urban spaces most 

reviied by the mainstream and elite social segments are lived spaces where acts of atrocity 

and conditions of desolation and desperation are often matched by more promising 

conditions steepd in optimism, charity and mativity. The latter, of course. frequenily go 

unnoticcd and thus remain under-nported in the social mainstream. These conditions of 

optimism and nihilism occur in a commoa spatial context., contributing to paRicular ways of 

experiencing the worid and out of the prevailing contradictory tensions there is incredible 



activity as youths attempt to produce spaces of their own making.6 This includes their 

enunciatioo of patterns of circulation and mobility. the renarning of neighborhoods and 

thoroughfares, the specific reference to city sites including nightclubs or subway stops, 

etc., and the "claimingn of space that maices existence. no matter how bleak or brutal. 

something with stakes. something worth fighting for. 

Rose also defines Rap and its recuperative function in spatial tens, noting that. 

"Hip Hop j v e s  voice to the tensions and contradictions in the public urban landscape 

during a period of substantial transformation ... and attempts to seize the shifting urban 

terrain, to make it work on behalf of the dispossessed" (19Wa: 72). As the songs and 

surrounding practices within the frames of Hip Hop cultural activity continue to 

demonstrate the creativity and dextenty of urban minority youth, it is increasingly evident 

that the issue of space and the canful explanation of its relevance to individuais and 

groups, whether frorn Los Angeles or Long Beach. Houston, Atlanta or the boroughs of 

New York, comprise a massively important element of the musical cultun from which it 

emanates. The questions remain. however Which spatial modes are of mon ~ i ~ c a n c e  

to the cultural proasses and social practiees that underlie the Hip Hop culture and thmugh 

what spatial apparatuses is their relative significance expressed and dcu la ted?  

Rap's Spatial Dimensions: Discoutse, T a ,  and the "Realn 

Pertaining to Rap music and the Hip Hop culture, then aie several prirnary spatial 

"terrains" that cm be identified. The first encompasses the discursive spaces (or discursive 

"fields." "regimes,"etc.) within which Rap's lyrical structures cohere as well as the varicd 

discursive sites that comprise both the expressivity of the wider Hip Hop culttue and the 

negative articulations of Rap's detractors. Stuart Hall describes discourse as "sets of 

nady-made and pnconstituted 'expiencings' displayed and arranged h u g h  language 

In ihis insiance. I am thiokiog of subcul~nl theones of youth and resisîance (Le.. Chambers. 1986; 
He Wige, lm) but the emphasis on signification and "scmiotic guerilla warfare" that characterizes mucb of 
the British mearch dots not translate quite so easily in c o n t t m p r y  Amcrican contcxirts prtaining to the 
Hip Hop culturc. 



which fil1 out the ideoiogical spheren (1417: 322). Discourse, as the codified form 

enablinp communication and the production of meaning, enacts the processes through 

which the conditions of human existence are tbought and explained, how they are made 

sensible and bestowed with values and meanings in social ternis. In Rap and the Hip Hop 

culture, the denotative and connotative representations in the form of both language and 

images of the urban terrain are rendend discursively to descnbe and narrate a perceived 

reality. 

The emphasis on "experiencingsn is also important to Hall's definition from a 

twofold perspective: First, it reinforces the interrelations between language and life or 

between the systems of symbolic representation and the social world (conceived as an 

arrangement of institutional and organizatiooal patterns within which individual subjects 

and collective populations circulate). Second. it foregrounds the active element of 

lanagage; that is to Say, discourse consists pnmady of sets of linguistic practices that are 

enacted or rnobilized by social subjects who continually strive to make sense of the world 

amund them. lt is in and through discourse that the world of experience acquins meaning 

and it is likewise in and through pattemed discourses that social subjects are "located" or 

"posi tioned," suggesting important implications for aspects of buman agency (i .e., the 

range of what can be conceived or done) and identity formatioo that arefundamentally 

rooted in spatial relations. Thus, what gets said and who says what are of equal relevance 

to the enunciative location of the individual or groups in question, reinforcing the 

imponance of where the speaking subject is positioned socially, culturally and 

ideologicall y. 

This particular definition of Hall's, however, remains insufficieatly flexible to 

account for ruptures and breaks in the discursive capacity to shape experience and 

perspective. In his refetence to discourse's "rrady-made or pnconstitutedn chamter, the* 

is an unsettling suggestion of finality and closure, as if each ideological discourse is a 



unified field of powa that positions its subjects once and for dl7 In fact, discursive space 

is a stratified space where competing discourses collide and jostle with each other. The 

result is the establishment of a system of relations across disparate "fields." The "fieldsn or 

"regimesW (to enter into Foucauit's spatial lexicon) are not closed and bounded temtories, 

however, but are open and auid, facilitating the fiows of power across multiple social 

sectors (as Foucault has demonstrated with his meticulous historical genealogies of the 

clinic. the prison. sexuality, etc.). 

Pertaining to the heterogeneous and stratified character of discoune, Robin 

Wagner-Pacifici argues against the notion of inherent discursive coherence or the idea of 

"intemal fixity and insularity of &en discourses." wn ting: 

No one discourse can stand on its own; it will always be partial in the eyes 
of the differentiated audiences of the modem world. Tbus an analyst will 
inevitably find alien images, stylistic floutishes, unanticipated lexical 
features, aad so forth embedded within a given discourse that promises an 
intact, wholecloth woddview . ( Wagner-Pacifici, 1994: 8) 

He notes that. "the practical acknowledgement of the incompleteneu. the partiality of a 

&en discursive formation" (ibid: 146) foms the grounds for a progressive hybridity that 

is capable of producing "discursive flexibility to move back and foith across several 

discursive farrnaiions, to self-consciously cobble together speech acts through borrowings 

and ceframingsw (ibid.). The Rap fom, musically and dirursively, is consinicted in ways 

that thwart absolute coherence and closure, instead remaining highly ambiguous, 

multivalent and open-ended. 

Extending the scope of its meaning as it is irnplemented by Tricia Rose ( 1994), Rap 

music's "flown is relevant to the discussion of discursive space, for Rap artists are actively 

and intentionally involved in what might be tenned discursive bricolage that is enacted 

through the accumulation of fragments and shards from an array of social discourses and 

7 It should be acbwledgd that Hall's definition of idcologicai discome is indicative of a particular stage 
or period of British Cultural Studies and of Hall's own thcoeticd development. Thcm is an echo of 
Althuseman structuralism in Hall's formulation of discursive thcory that he bas sincc movcd kyond, 
opting for mort elabrative and «icompsing theoretical appmachcs that aumunt for ihe hybnd nature of 
the discursive pmduçtïon or subject ideniities. 



stylistic elements of popular culture. The flow across and through multiple fields of 

discourse is, on the one hanci, a strategy of refusal, a conscious rejection of discursive 

"lock-down." Or. on the other hand, sidestepping the rush to identify "resistance" 

everywhen, it may simply be a case of bighly conscious play within the free-raaging 

signifiers of contemporary popular culture. In practice, Rap displays elements of each to 

varying dfect. The lyrical speech acts of Rap artists, while meeting the pnrequisites of the 

enteriainment industry (i.e.. supplying the content and commodity for sale and eventual 

consumption), also articulate disparate and appmntly unrelated social phenornena toward 

each other (i.e.. age, race, class, gender, location. and each artist's own stock of cultural 

capitai), in the process establishing a unique and cornplex rneans of mountinp what can at 

times be insightful cornmentary and withering critique of prevailing social relations. 1 t can 

bc said frorn this perspective that the discursive spaces of Rap are distinct, providing a 

unique arena for particular kinds of expression and articulation t h a  in various instances 

reinforce, challenge, and play with the dominant social codes. 

A second spatial component of Rap cm be isolated in the textual spaces of its 

record4 form and other nlated and mcillary texts tbat either focus on Rap explicitly (such 

as the music press and teen-otiented fan magazines or television and radio broadcasts) or 

embrace it for thematic content or background (Le.. film and television). This aspect of 

Rapts spatiai composition also encompasses the production/consumption dyoamics of 

popular culture as they involve textuai cornrnodities. The textual "sitesn of ncordings, 

magazines, and music videos or films also comprise the material product that is 

disseminated regiodly. natiooally, and globally as a commodity and which is encountered 

by the audience member at the moment of consumptioo. 

Like discourses, the text should no< k approached as a uniiied, closed object for 

analysis, howevcr, for as Graerne Turner cautions, 'the point of texnial analysis is not to 

set up a canon of nch and rewarding texts we aui rehim to as privileged objec ts... analysis 

should not limit itsclf to the structures of individual texts, but should use such texts as the 



site for e x d n g  the wider structures that produced them - those of culture i tselP ( 1 WO: 

27). This is w &y i t is textual s p e  rather than texts themselves that attains prominence 

fmm a theoretical point of view here, for the concept of space offen a means of isolaling 

the point where a range of intluential factors converge and interract, as well as 

accomodating intertexhial and extratextual cultural elements that are crucial to our 

undersbandhg of texts and their production. distribution and actual or potenlal uses. 

Popular texts are plysernic in fom, s e ~ n g  as a crossroads for a wealth of words, 

images, ideas and ideologies that are linked together to constmct representations of social 

reality. Reality, conceived as the physical and material plane when actuai social practices 

occur, exists at a crucial remove from the textual representations that circulate in its name, 

for while the representational forms arc based in a foundation that cm be identified as 

"nality ," it is essential to ncognize that this cm only ever be partial. lt is with this in mind 

that the limits to textual analyses must be acknowledged. The text exists as "a site where 

cultural meanings an accessible to us" (ibid), dthough it should be noted as well that the 

meanings are neither accessible solely in the text itself nor are they paranteed in some pre- 

ordaiaed, and thus, overdetermined manner. 

From a cultural studies perspective, texts "cannot be the whole story" (Grossbeg, 

1992); rather, the nencodedn text, be it in the fonn of ncorded music, printed articles. film, 

or radio and television progiamming becomes part of each individual's own economy of 

meaning upon its "decoding" and is consequently made meaningful according to each 

individual's frames of reference and "cultural capitaln as the textual content is re-introduced 

to the social na lm through interpretive practices (the act of making meaning) and social 

actions based upon interpretation. Texts cm be studied as representations of reality, but the 

texnial rendering c m  never guarantee the pmduced outcome, or the "nality effectsn that 

nsult when they are swept up and iato people's lives. 

Gmssberg suggests that textual and other elements of popular culture acquin their 

meanings when they are charted along individuals' "mattering maps" and are situated 



w ithin social practices that are charged w ith affective intensities. As an inftuential facet of 

@ popular culhm in vhich individuair invest (both rnonetarily and affectivçly), &p is highly 

implicated in this cartography of everyday iife. For Grossberg, then, "affective 

investment" is the dominant factor in the process of making popular culture meaningful. 

As he explains: 

The image of mattenng,maps points to the constant attempt to organize 
moments of stable idenhty, sites at which people cm, at lest temporarily, 
find themselves "at homen with what they c m  about ... but mattering maps 
also involve the lines that coonect the different sites of investment; they 
define the possibilities for moving from one investment to another, of 
linking the various fragments of identity together. They define not ody 
what sites (practices, effects, structures) matter but how they matter. And 
they construct a lived coherence for those enclosed within their spaces. 
(Grossberg, 1992: 84) 

ln a society pione to both excess and dienation, individuals chart their course and navipate 

their lives around sites of repmducible intensity which, like ports in the storm, provide a 

position or location to anchor oneself. a mwring of' relative security. 

Noue of this means that texts themselves are imlevant for they remain the dominant 

standard form in whicb popular culture is packaged. distributed and sold. As social 

rnemben, our contact with the popular is largely, though by no meaos exclusively, based 

on textual materials that we buy without necessarily buying into the full range of ideas they 

convey. To circumvent the risk of improperly anchoring meaaings in the texts themselves 

and to consciously undermine the authority of the text, it is productive, following 

Grossberg's suggestion, to examine texts as intrinsic elements of social mapping that 

provide the coordiaates for charting issues and practices within the broad terrains of 

popular culture. 

According to Michel de Certeau in The Ractice of Evervdav Life, "narrative 

structures have the status of spatial syntaxes. By means of a whole panoply of codes, 

ordered ways of proceeding and constraints, they regulate change in spaces (or moves from 

one place to another) made by stories in the fonn of places put in linear or interlaced 

series ... Every story is a travel story -- a spatial practice" (1984:llS). De Certeau's 



ernphasis on the narrative as a crucial cultural influence in the imposition or delimitation of 

boundaria offers insights as to how the combined spheres of narrative space and spatial 

narratives rendered in textual form can be accessed. Especially as his observations 

continually indicate the ways that physical space is rendered narratively (described as tours 

and journeys) and recirculated as writing or stories into the social space of meanings where 

it might, in tum, infonn people's comrnon practices. Ln similar fashioa, Rap music's 

texnial foms provide spaces where stories cohere and where mobilities within its narratives 

can also be charted. 

Ln Rap, the vocalidMc constnicts elabomte rhymes that interact with the elecîroaic 

and digitally producea beats, telling stories that convey vivid depictions of coatemporary 

life and that are iaden with references to popular culiure icons, people. situations, and sites. 

The Rap narrative is, in effect, a highly mobile fom that ranges widely across our cultural 

spaces. For instance, in a thoughtful article about the ways that the voice and electronic 

technologies are interwoven in Rap, Rose (1989) makes repeated allusions to the various 

spaces that constitute the music as a form and which constitute its narrative structures, k 

stories. The space of the ncording studio is a transfomative space of technological 

innovation and production. Digital sarnplen and rhythm machines an merged with the 

narratives of the iyrics, which in tandem circulate in commodity form into the spaces of 

audience "communities." Rose frames these sites and spatial pmtices within a history of 

Hip Hop that foregrounds the impovenshed locale of New York City's South Bronx 

borough and the pneralized spaces of the ghetto. There is no single privileged space in her 

descriptions of the music and yet there can be no denying the centrality of spatial practices 

in the music's production and circulation as a texhial genre. 

Rap is not necessafily unique in these aspects, for any ncorded music generally 

displays similar spatial elements. But Rap texts are the pmduct of particular kinds of 

spatial relations and spatial histories and they thetefore feanire a distinct IpataîrepenoRe 

that eharactcrizes the music, identifying ii as a unique genre without esrentializiog itr 



cultural rneanings. This is why, to no small extent, it is crucial to approach Rap as a 

product and form with cultural roots in a decidely black history of aesthetics and 

expressivity rather than as simply a genre within the general range of contemporary popular 

€omis. This is as evident in terms of the vocal stylings and IyricaVnarrative content as it is 

in the rhychmic "beats," for as Rap has evolved and become more sophisticated and its 

production centers more widely dispersed, there have emerged distinct local and ngional 

rhythmic styles bat also "speak" their ongins in a spatial or geographic sense.8 

Additionally, as the central expressive voice of the Hip Hop culture. Rap is, in its 

textual fonns. extended through people's daily circulation (through the mobile listening 

practices enabled by car stereo systems or portable cassette and CD players) or through its 

tetextuaiization and recontextualization (as it is grafted ont0 other media or infused into 

various cornmon social settings). The sonic qualities of Rap texts transform the spaces into 

which they flood in ways that are quite distinct from oiher musical genres. lt is not at al1 

uncornmon to hear ambient music of any style in one's daily circulation in the city and to 

process it quickly and aimost absent-mindedly for cues about its nlevance or appeal to 

one's own life. We hear music throughout the &y from aumerous sources over which we 

have literally no control and yet we continue to locate and position it according to our 

cultural knowledges or assumptions about how the music might be linked to particuiar 

audience formations, fan groups, or what Grossberg terms "affective alliances." For 

instance, the slow, rumbling bass of Kap, Hip Hop or Reggae Dancebail music alters and 

ndefioes space differently tban the high pitched and frenetic guitar solos of Heavy Metal 

music, with each suggesting unique textual distinctions that we "read" from and which 

position us differently in relation to i t  

For exam pie, the East Co~stlWest Cops t "smndsn are frquenti y compmd in tcms of raonal s tylistic 
and tonal clifferences. This has k e n  esacerbated with the ascension of othcr rcgionally dispersed artists, 
although the M W e s t  distinctions remain the m a t  notable. As an example of the powcrful regional 
dellnitions to which 1 am refemng, 1 point to the production of the 'G-Funk' sound that is gencrally 
assdated with the arca mund Compton and b a g  Beach, California and the production work of Dr. Dre 
dunng his cenure with the group N.W.A. and ihc Dath Row hûcl in particular. 



In this sense, returning to Grossberg's position, each musical genre provides a 

wide variety of relevant characteristic elernents that can be organized (albeit in an initially 

perfunctory manner) cartographically according to individual and collective cultural 

"maps." The textuai spaces of Rap can therefore be conceived as points on the mattering 

maps among various audience formations and fans (as well as having spatial and relational 

relevance to corporate and other institutional entities). They provide sites in which various 

disparate formations converge and are mobilized. In correspooding terms, lain Chambers 

ex plains: 

"...we al1 become oomads, migrating across a system that is too vast to be 
our own but in which we are fully involved, translating and iransforming 
bits and elements into local instances of sease. Lt is this nmaking, lhis 
transmutation, that makes such texts and languages -- the city, cinema, 
music, culture and the contempocary wodd - habitable: as tbough they were 
a space borrowed for a moment by a transient an immigrant, a nomad. 

(Chambers, 1993: 193) 

By examining Rap's namtivization as a process of inscription whereby social relations are 

reiterated within textual spaces which are themselves then retumed to the public sphere, the 

recorded and performative texts are opened up as sites where social practices and their 

informing histories can subsequeatly be nad. 

The third space of central relevance to this study has already been refemed to 

variously as actual space, physicai space, natural space, or wbat Lefebvre calls "the space 

of expenence." I t  is the spacc of the world amund us, where social practices and relations 

are enacted. This is also the space of the senses and of sensual practices -- the space of 

activities which have tactile quality, where the human subject encounters everything else 

beyond the bodily frontier of the epidermis. It is the visceral space through which physicai 

bodies roam, interact, and collide. Phyoical space is commonly taken for granted and 

infused with assumptions about its "natural" or organic charactenstics, leading to what 

Lefebvn suggests is a passive and nlatively unrefiective use. Yet for ail of its obviousness 

(for it surrounds us and demamates each of our individual "worlds") it can aîso be the most 

elusive Lÿnd of space. 



Ln general terms, physical space can apply to either vast, um~~aric:~d terrains (such as 

deserts or fields) or it can refer to srnaller. discrete uDits (sucb as a house or even a mom in 

a house, as Bachelard 1195811992) suggests). In either case. space refen to more or less 

circumscribed areas. Following from Lefebvre's assertion that social space is socially 

produced, it is appropnate to think of the construction of space as an organizing process or  

as an ongoing arrangement of material objects and human relations that. in tandem, give the 

expanse of pbysical space human definition. This perspective spawns such conceptual 

t e m s  as "spatial patterns" or "spatial order" which are indicative of attempts to provide 

explanatory tools for the ways in which power might be distnbuted and, thus. be capable 

of transfonning physical spaces into institutional or bureaucratie spaces. such as the nation 

or the city. etc. 

It is appropriate to once again reaffinn the fact that space is not an autonomous or 

self-motivated entity but a concept that emerges as an effect of object relations or social 

prucesses that $ve it definition and territorial character. Duncan and Savage note that it is 

not space qwr space that has cultural devance or social influence, but it is more precisdy 

the cornplex patterns or orders that, once culturally established, evolve over time into more 

rigid structures: "Once these spatial patterns have been set up by social institutions they 

produce a certain physical fixity - in the f om of a built environment -- which tends to 

persist" (1B9: 181). The physical environment that has been made over into urban spaces 

offers evidence of the social processes ai work. The physical environment is transformed 

according to buman social and cultural expediencies: need or caprice; function or stylistic 

flouish; wok,  rest and leisure al1 acquin spatial character as cultures make their cities over 

time. But, against the rather strict notion of "fixity ... which tends to persist," we must also 

acknowledge the conditions of contemporary urban space w hem the products of this buift 

environment begin to fall away and revert, once again. to spaces of relative emptiness. 

Thus. as suburban sprawl consumes arable land around the perimeters of major cities, the 

outâated buildings and stnictures that have surpasscd their usefulness (for their owners) 



and are now abandoned in many "inner-citiesn are either razed or are condernned due ro 

neglect. Lt is true, then, that the fixity persists if we are to focus on urban society and the 

urban environment at large, but it is also accompanied by persistent transformation and 

reproduction that are reflective of the contradictory values and ioterests that underlie 

pnvailing social patterns. 

In regular social contact, the physical spaces in which we live and work are 

frequently regarded unprcblematically as "containers" for Our experiences of the world. 

This perspective regards physical space as a kind of preceding emptiness that is filled by 

our human subjective presence. Produced and reproduced by statesmen and corporate 

leaders, architects and planners, and crucially, by each of us in our own daily 

peregrinations according to variances of scope, scale, ability, or autonorny, physical space 

is more or less unconsciously transfomed into social space by the human interactions that 

demarcate parameten of existence. The "real" meanings are thought to reside in our actions 

and practices or their outcornes w hic h, of coune, have to happen "somew here." Such an 

approach casts space as a setting or a backdrop to the important activities of "everyday life" 

without adequately taking up the question of the spatial composition of life's events. 

which, as 1 mentioned previously, has gradually become a central concem in the fields of 

cultural geography and cultural studies. In fact, physical space is a container of sorts but 

caution musc be taken not to designate it as simply a container of social performance and 

prac tice. 

The human cooptation of physical space occurs in many ways and involves the 

establishment of coordinates that have relational meaning and which have been rendered in 

readable forms, as in the cieation of temstrial and oceanic maps or even the descriptive 

tensions between "heren and "there." In Lefebvre's tenns, this is a process of production, 

recovenng naturd space as the domain of human relations and rendering it useful and 

meaningful in cultural terms (and, also, exposing it to the systems of power and 

domination that saturate the social sphere). Through human action we attcibute symbols 



and signs to physical spaces, providing both visual (i.e., maps and cartography) and lexical 

(i.e. descriptive terminology) means for defining multiple spaces upon which society i s  

structured. lt also involves the introduction of built structure to physical landscapes; 

constnicting buildings or highways and streets as routes of passage and flow or erecting 

signs as markea that help orient citizens. ln an elaborative way, the process of rendering 

space meaningful in cultural ternis involves more than just isolating distinct spaces or 

objects in space. l t  also encompasses the reproduction of society by defining spaces 

according to the ways they are inhabited and used, as lived, experiential space. 

ln the narratives of Rap music (constituied in the overlap of discursive and textual 

spaces) the authonty of individual experience is generally structured upon what is 

conceived as the self-evident "truth" of natural or physical spaces where events occur and 

such experience is registered. To reduce the myriad of experiential testirnonies (which will 

be taken up in greater detail later) to a basic formulation, the statemeot "this happened to 

me" is often and increasingly reinforced by the spatial qualifier "here." The "where" of 

expenence has a powerful influence over the social rneanings derived frorn the experieoce; 

themselves, for just as our actions and mobilities bring space into cultural relief, so, too, 

does socially produced space bnag meaning to our actions. The category of space 

comprises the social arena in which individuals reproduce or challenge their experiential 

boundrries of action and interaction. Scale thus emerges as a crucial factor for the 

apprehension and understanding of spatial difference sincc it is also, like many other 

elements of the prevailing capitalist system. prone to uneven development and distribution 

among citizens of different social classes and groups. For example, the spatial patterns that 

define tem tonal boundaries and w hich ftame circulation and mo bili ty are structured 

unevenîy between individuals and institutions. with the scale of the latter king much larger 

than that of the former. Similady. age, class, race, or gender variables cm be regarded as 

social factors tûat can affect scde and the range of ph ysical space accessible to individuals 

as well as larger group formations. 



The wealthy generally circulate within a wider, more elaborated socio-spatial realm 

than those of lesser economic means due to their varied capacities to extead their physical 

and experientiai temtories in a capitalist social system. Expanded spatial frontiers and 

increased rnobility a n  in fact part of the reward for econornic success in this system (an 

example of this may be seen in the accumulations of "air miles" and an emergent econorny 

of travel points among a business class and professional eIite). Men also tend to daim 

larger tracts of physical space than women do, although conceiving of the partial successes 

of the women's movernents from a spatial perspective we cm see that the struggles of 

feminist cultural politics have had a limited but lasting effect on the re-ordering of socio- 

spatial relations (whether in the home, in the work place, or in numerous other physical 

spaces of the public sphere). 

The same can be said of social and cultural struggles waged by racial and ethnic 

minorities in America, for the legacy of spatially pattemed racisrn is easily discemed in 

such artifacts as the photo images of "Whites Onlyn signs forbidding blacks entry into 

public washrooms, theatres, and other sites as recently as the mid- 1960s. More recently, 

as Mike Davis (1992) and Ronald Fornisano (1991) chronicle. spatial segregation nmains 

evident in local school and housing arrangements that are both implicitly and explicitly 

organized along racial lines of exclusion. Lt can be unequivocally stated that racial 

difference is almost always linked to some fomi of spatial difference in America, a fact that 

maintains a strong, if lamentable, correspondence to Du Bois's observation at the turn of 

the century that "the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-linen 

(19û3119W). Cbildren and youths also confront spatial constraints as the parent culture 

comrnands greater freedom of mobility across social spaces than do its offspring, at least 

up until the teenage years. In eac h of these examples, the issue is one of scale, incl uding 

the scale or extent of social interrelations through which individuals and coiiectivities 

express their autonomy and define their identities. 



Encapsulating the influence of discursive, narrative. and physical spaces in Rap and 

Hip Hop, Rose's sketch of Rapts formation and gmwth in illuminating as she identifies 

their variegated influences, tracing a spatial arc through urban Amencan cultural 

lanàscapes: 

Out of a broader discursive climate in which the perspectives of younger 
Hispanic, Afro-Caribbeaas and African-Americans had b e n  pmvided liale 
social space, hip hop developed as part of a cmss-cu~tural communication 
network. Trains carried graffiti tags through the five boroughs; flyen 
posted in black and Hispanic neiphborhoods brought teenagers from al1 
over New York to parks and clubs in the B m x  and eventually to events 
throughout the metropditan area. And, characteristic in the age of high-tech 
telecomunications, stories w ith cultural and narrative tesonance continued to 
spread at rapid pace. (Rose, 1994: 60) 

Context and conjunctural forces can be discemed in the fimi segment of this description, 

with Rose isolating discoune and cultural spaces of enunciation simultaneously at Hip Hop 

and Rapts source. Through both physical and technological pathways. the Hip Hop 

culture was camed outward, dissernioated more widel y as its practices evolved away from 

the central spaces of iheir ongin. Fioally, through the circulation of textual matenals and 

human mobilities, the culture took root in otber spaces, uadergoing subsequent 

transformations that suggest the influence of socio-spatial diffennce that pmduces 

adaptations and alternative inflections in dispersed and disparate locales. 

The dynamic of scale is interesting in this evolutionary history of Hip Hop and Rap 

and it is worth quoting Rose once again at length: 

It was not long before similarly marginalized black and Hispanic 
communities in other cities picked up on the tenor and eaergy of New York 
hip hop ... Regional differentiation in hip hop has k e n  solidifying and will 
continue to do so. In some cases those differences are established by 
references to local streets and events, neighborhoods and leisure activities; 
in other cases regional differences can be discemed by their prefennce for 
dance steps, clothing, musical samples and vaal  accents (i bid.) 

From this description, a dual dinctionality operating at different levels of scaie can be 

discemed: Hip Hop spreads out from a central, local source and effectively shifts in scale 

of influence and impact as it acquires mgional and. eventuaily, national prominence. But as 

Rose explains, at that point when Hip Hop attains nation-wide diffusion and broad 



familianty arnong teenagers and the public ai large, it also attains new regional and local 

character, reverting back to more localized scales of particularity and relevance in daily 

cultures as it is both produced and consumed. This dynamic of dimensions of scale is at 

the core of much of the spatial structure of the Hip Hop culture and can be heard in the 

themes of Rap music as well as in other popular texts relating to the culture. The spatial 

complexities of Hip Hop, far from being incidental or insignificant. arc, I believe, central to 

ail that emerges from it. 

From Spme tu Place: The Production of Scale Md Value 

Gke space, place has been the object of much thought and scholarly intemogatioo. 

emerging in numeruus contexts as either an adjunct to the study of spatiality or as the 

central focus in the analyses of society and spatial processes. For example, Yi-Fu Tuan 

notes that "'space' is more abstract than 'place',' (1977: 6). whereas Edward Relph 

suggests that space "provides the content for places but denves its rneaning from particular 

placesn (1976: 8). Lawrence Grossberg expresses the distinction between space and place 

in ternis of a "structured mobility," statiog that "places are the sites of stability where 

people can stop and act, the markers of their affective investments," and "spaces are the 

parameters of the mobility of people and practicesn (1992: 295). As each of these 

statements on space and place illustrate, the two concepts are mutually entwined and yet 

there is no easy agreement as to how they should be separated to explain their distinctions 

and what these distinctions mi@ mean culturally. Two dominant themes emerge, 

however, whicb can be xen as primary points distinguishing place from space: scale aod 

vaiue. 

Acmrding to John Agnew, scale "refers to the spatial level, local, national. global, 

at which the presumed effect of location is operative" (1993: 251). In a nlationd sense, 

place as a dimensional arena exists in contrast to the larger and mon general scales of space 

(Tuan's position). It is a subset of space. a stnichiring spatiality (Relph's position) that 



differs in size and fonn and. in tems of social relations, effect. Place defines the 

immediate locale of human interaction in the particular whereas space is the expanse of 

mobile trajectories through which subjects pass in their circulation between or among 

distinct and varied places (Grossberg's position). Throughout each of these brief 

definitions. the produced character of place remains evident; like space. it is a social 

construct, but one that is shaped according to different logics and meanings. 

Place is structured doop m m  narmwly circumscribed parameten than is space; it 

is defined by its closeness and proximity to individuals and groups and by its localized 

character that i s  distinguished in contrast to the distant and oxtemal character of abstracted 

space, or of other distinct places. lts reduced scale ailows individuais to inhabit it more 

fully, pennitting greater intimacy, awareness. and involvement with the particularities of its 

geopphic and social composition. Recognition and affiliation punded in place facilitate 

certain kinds of investments in those places of greatest familiarity or significance. This 

closeness introduces the further capacity to cxganize places in coocrete and material ways as 

part of individuals' daily lives, leading David Ley (1989) to suggest that place is a more 

highly ordered concept than space. At reduced scafes. however, it is clear that individuals 

are more capable of imagining lines of mobility and circulation routes from a perspective of 

close proxirnity. This subsequently infiuences one's awareness of the range of possible 

options and. in a literal sense, paths of action, giving rnaterial consequences to the often 

hazy affective and subjective sense of place that individuals cariy within thernselves. 

Just as space and place are each produced according to differing logics of scale, so, 

too. is place subject to its own varied classifications. For fiome individuals or in some 

social coatexts, sense of place as a site of significance may be grounded in the immediate 

environments of personal experience, such as the home or the near neighborhood. In other 

contexts place may be conceived more bmadly, encompassing the entire eity where one 

livrs and worics (an aspect that is often tied to civic pride and "booster" campaigus) or even 

the wider region depending upoa levels of affiliation and identifcation with a given social 



or natural terrain. This approach to place and scale retums us to the crucial notion that 

social relations produce and reproduce Our comprehension of spatiality; there is no sense of 

place that can be derived in the absence of social processes that display their own particular 

characteristics of s a l e  for it is these socid processes themselves that ultimately inforni our 

definitions of sites of si@cance. 

ln socio-spatial tenns, as John Jeffnes observes, it is the city that provides the 

frame for "the repertoires of black popular culture." including style, music, and "black 

popular culture's deliberate use of the body as canvas" (1992: 158). But the concept of the 

urban environment itself remaias an abstraction composed of geaerali ties (w hich Jeffries 

suggests include our preconceived ideas of what the urban is) for no city reveals iîself in al1 

of its cornplexities. nor is any city open and accessible to all, as is evident when 

considenng the restricted range of spatial practices that individuals perfom in 

contemporary Americao cities. Reference to "the cityn is useful for certain analyses that 

seek to identify urban patterns or dynamics and to posit a distinction between other 

pattemed constructs at gecwxial scales of national or global scope. 

The abstraction of "the city" can be productively reduced through additional 

clarification and qualification by making references to spccific cities. for example, as well 

as to specific micmspaces and places within any given urban environment. Thus. without 

disputing Jeffries's point that cities constitute a crucial element in the formation and 

expression of black popular culture in its rnulti-faceted idioms, it is necessary to further 

acknowledge and illuminate the divene practices that pmduce distinct kinds of urban 

spaces in Amenca's cities. The cultural histones as well as the cultural present of. for 

instance, New York, Miami, Detroit, Houston. or Los Angeles differ vastly and, despite 

similarities that might be shared at the scale of "the Qty" or "the Amencan urban 

envimnmeat," the distinctions are pronouiced as arc th nuanced foms and expressions of 

popular culture that emerge from each urban locale. This is no Iess true of the distinctions 

and disparities that occur at the micro-levels of individual boroughs and neighborhoods, 



whether this be in the Roxbury section of Boston, the South Bronx in New York. or 

Houston's Fifth Ward. 

A refinement can be seen developing among youag urban black cultural workers in 

the areas of music and film and who are most influenced by the Hip Hop culture as they 

introduce further reductions of scale, sbifting focus from the larger spaces of the city to the 

mon localized environment of the borough and city section or, by further reduction, to the 

scale of the neighborhood. This refinement should not be regarded as a simple nduction 

that. in its focus on particularity and local levels of experience, is capable of producing 

more autheotically knowable spaces (although this daim is often made, a point to which 1 

will retum in following chapten). Even as an example of a higbly localized and particular 

scaie. the narrowed parameters of the neighborhood refuse totalization, offering instead a 

highly cornplex m g e  of expenences that are shaped by the overlapping effects of internai 

and extemal influences (Le., local and non-local forces). From an analytical perspective. 

however. it is appropriate to shift the emphasis from larger scales of the urban environment 

to reduced scdes since these micro-levels of experience are receiving intensified attention 

through the many foms of black cultural expression today. 

For Jeifries, black popular culture is undergoing a transition that is largely 

motivated by concurrent trandonnations of the late-capitalist, postmodern urban sphere. 

He writes: 

The cultural signifiers that black popular culture ernploys [to continue its 
reaffirmation of black humanity in the upcoming centuryj may already be 
overdeiermimd - overdetermined in the sense thai the significance of place. 
and the presumed authenticity associated with the signifier "black," are both 
k i n g  displaced. (Jeffnes. 1992: 162) 

Rather than a once-and-for-al1 displacement, it seems mon accurate that these preceding 

elements of significance - place and "blacknessn - an king  redefined at multiple levels of 

experience and meaning. While the globalnocal nexus, as described by Kevin Robins 

(1991). evolves into t h  primary frame of social interaction in late-twentieth cenhiry 

Amenca, there is a renewed investment in the significance of place and new attempts to 



revalonze aod reinvigorate the places of social meaning. Similarly, it can be seen arnong 

examples emmating fmm the Hip Hop culture that new si gnifien of blackness are also 

closely aiigned with the revitalized significance of place as they are often, though by no 

means aiways, grafted onto one another. Ln the extreme and more publicly visible cases, 

this tendency is evident in the formation of, and explicit identification with neighborhood 

crews, cliques, and posses associated with the cultural foms and expressions of the Hip 

Hop culture. ln less optirnistic but no less significant ways, they can be discemed in the 

highly locational and place-bound practices of contemporary "gangsta-ismn and the 

activities of Gs, O.G.s, and Wannabes. 

The active processes of making spatial sites significant -- or the active 

transformation of space into place -- involves the investment of subjective value and the 

attribution of meanings to cornponents of the socially constructed environment. Generally 

reinforcing Lefebvre's notion of socially produced space. Tuan descnbes place as "a 

special kind of object ... a concretion of values" (1977: 12). For him, place is rendered 

meaningful and, hence, sipifitant preçisely through the lived practices of circulation and 

habitation. It emerpes as a meaningful domain through experience, perception, and visceral 

contact that occur as one interacts with the physical and social environment. ln similar 

terms, Relph suggests that place is "not just the 'where' of something; it is the location plus 

everything that occupies that location seen as an integrated and meaningful phenornenon" 

( 1976: 3). The sena of place is the product of a particular proximity and farniliarity with 

the environment of one's routine circulation and is encornpassing of those elements that are 

frequently described as the "practices of everyday life," accounting for the minutiae and 

subordiuated details that may k overiooked due to their apparent hsignificance. 

This is to say that place is produced according to rhythms of movernent and patterns 

of use. The dynamic apprehension of space through penonallsubjective processes of 

meaning conferral consequently encompasses the overlapping duaiity of habitation 

habituation. Habitation and habituation are themselves part of what 1 cal1 a reiterative 



process that includes locally repeated practices as well as recurrent narratives and 

discourses that are part of the explanatory and communicative apparanis of everyday life. 

Reiterative processes simultaneously influence the "real" and symbolic foundatioas of 

experience. They also involve the sayiag and the saying again (literally, rendering 

experience meaningful by introducing it into language) and the accompanying repetition of 

actions as well as the ensuing talk about them and about their real or potential implications, 

etc. The sipificance of place consequently acquires definition through discursive 

articulations and narrative descriptions that are formed within a mynad of contradictory and 

competing culturai foms, a variety of genres, and a wide amy of expressive apparatuses. 

Both our subjective and collectively held senas  of place begin to take shape and cohere 

once they are rendered into language, acquiring wbat Ryden (1993) refers to as a 

"discursive depth." 

The "sense of place" that individuals acquire. bowever, is not bascd solely on a 

positive relation to a known environment, for as Tuan suggests, topophilia or "love of 

place" (1974) ertists alongside and often in tandem with one's expenence of "landscapes of 

feu" (1979) wbich are capable of producing what rnight be termed topophobia. For the 

Hip Hop culture, place rnay be significant for its familiarity. nurturing factors, and 

supportive infrastructures but it rnay also harbor other more menacing elements that are aiso 

centrally implicated in establishing critena of significance. From this perspective, place is 

not always a close and positive spatial frame but one that may be threatening, alienating, 

and dangerous to its inhabi tants. 

It is also important to stress that neither the subjective or collective affiliation to 

place is a simple equivalent dcommunity, despite the fact that comrnunity tends to cohere 

within the bounded parameten of place in the local context As Deyan Sudjic argues. the 

overaiching notion of community is a "myth" in the coatext of today's sprawling global 

cities that are characteristically diverse and prone to rapid transformation. The 

contemporary appeal to community values employed by many politicians as well as urban 



planners often harkens back to an earlier, idealized notion of urban cooperatica and place- 

b w d  affiliations where the community is "prernted as desirable in itself, a reflection of a 

natural order of life that is tampered with at society's peril," or understood as "the anchor 

of socal stability" (Sudjic, 1992: 283). 

Community is organized around a much more complicated and longstanding 

structure of intenelatioas, a relatively strong sense of common cause, and at least a 

modicum of Iocalized cooperativn that exceeds geo-social, place-bound affiliations. Yet the 

sense of cornmunity that coheres around locdized issues and interests is still pnmarily 

gmunded in a shared seose of place that accompanies either explicit or implicit rnapping of 

community boundaries and a descriptive lexicoo that is recognizable by the majonty of 

community mernbers. Herein lies an important element of place identification, for in order 

for a place to emerge as a social "product," there must be a point when the description of 

its attributes is rendered explicit or where the value invested in one's relations to place are 

communicated with others who may either share a high level of familiarity with it or, 

conversely, have little or no relation to it. This points to the necessary stage where 

language enten into the definitiw of place for it is in and ihrough language that the values 

of places are shaped. 

As a contemporary medium of cultural and aesthetic expression, Rap music 

provides a means for defining an eaunciative position, accomodating the locationai 

coordinates (both physical and cultural) of expenence that enable young artists to articulate 

their emergent senses of place. The kind of place values to which 1 tefer here constinite 

more than ephemeral positionings dong a specûum of pwsibilities. The investment of self 

in place and the concurrent identification of self within an economy of place-based factors 

ultimately shapes aud influences the ways that subjective perspectives evolvc. 

The close relations of person and place that am stnichiml around scale and value 

have important implications for the construction of the subject identities of the inhabitants 

of a given place. Evolved social n o m  have pmduced strong relationai idluences between 



place and identity which is evi&nt, for instance, in the common casud inquiry about where 

one is from or where one currently resides. This is an efficient way of filling in 

information about one's character and identity as a kind of shorthand and assumes a latent 

relationship between spatiaiity and identity. The ovedapping axes of elements that connect 

social practices and the formation of social identities have received substantial scholariy 

attention for the ways that tbey emerge through a mutually iduential nexus to produce or 

constnict socid bodies. This has betn demonstrated rnostiy through the exploration of 

issues pertaining to coastructions of race. gender. and sexuality. These constructions, 

however, are aiso spatial1 y inscribed as they are placed in particular sets of social relatioos 

that have a spatial component and that acquire meaning through the ways that particular 

locational practices an conceived in differential relation to other practices that occur in other 

piaces. ln the context of cultural politics, the construction of social identities is highly 

intlected by localized stniggles that are waged in various social sites or terrains according to 

particularized patterns encompassing matetial (i.e., actual hwnan needs) as well as affective 

facets of human existence (such as pleasures and desires). 

lndividual and collective identities are connzcted to place, although rarely to a single 

place and, due to conternporary influences such as iocreased travel as well as various global 

communication technologies, never in a pure or unmediated way. lndividuals are more 

likely today to feel strong, value-laden affinities to several places at once rather than to a 

single unambiguous locale, although the identification with a dominant home environment 

still rernains stroag. This pattern of multiple identifications is largely a result of highly 

mobile and nomadic social patterns that produce new fonns of mobile and aomadic 

identities, leading Lain Chambers to write that "our sense of being, of identity and 

laquage, is experienced and entrapolated from movemeot ... identity is formed on the 

rnove" (1994. 24-25). This movement may be across an arnbiguous and ill-defined 

mediascape in the d m  of the popular, but it is also crucial1 y encompassing of patterns of 

circulation and mobility that comprise our daily lives and which lead us across and thrwgh 



socio-spatial boundaries in a process of endless encounten with different places and their 

accompanying localized discourses. Consequently. whether looking to the practices of 

subway train graffiti in the late 1970s and early 198ûs or to the pmliferation of territorial 

affiliations in the fom of Fosses, crews, aad cliques, it is evident that identity formation in 

the Hip Hop culaire is substantially linked to spatiality and mobility. 

Engaging with spatial discourses that elevate the significance of place-based 

dlegiances therefore offers a useful means of isolating the dyoamics. tensions, and 

practices through which place is given meaning. Rap music and the articulations of the Hip 

Hop youth culture consequently provide a lens through which to examine the spatial 

sensibilities of a particular milieu as it constitutes a relatively ment  phenornenon that has 

had substantial impact on the social mechanisms of identity formation among 

predominantly urban youths ofdl races and cthnicities. 

Hip Hop Culture as S m t c w e  of Feeling 

In black popularculture9. most noticeably in the range of practices associated with 

Hip Hop, there is an "emergent" culfural sensibility that can be undentood in ternis of 

Williams's theory of "stmctures of feeling." As Williams explains. structures of feeling 

involve "meanings and values as they are actively lived and felt...characteristic elements of 

impulse. restraint. and tone; specifically affective elements of consciousness and 

relatiooships: not feeling against thought. but thought as felt and feeling as thought: 

practical consciousness of a present kind, in a living and intemlating continuity" (1977: 

132). These structures of feeling evolve as new lived experiences or practices which, 

although cognitively and affectively mcognizable (Rutherford, 1990). remain ill-defined 

and difficult to articulate within enisting ternis. This means that with the evolution of 

structures of feeling that herald new and unforeseen cultural sensibilities then is a 

9 For a dirussion of this km and iio implications for mtempaary cdual saidies. see S w  Hall. 1992. 
"What is This Blackl in Black Popular Culture," in W k  .P_bMiisr Cultu& Gina Dent (td.). Seattle: Bay 
Rtss .  



concurrent emergence of new and different ways of expressing one's experience of the 

wodd, of articulating experience. Williams funher points out that it is frequently in the 

nalm of the arts that "the very first evidence that a new structure is fo&gl' (ibid: 133) can 

be observed. As the ncw structures of feeling emerge they are channeled through 

individual and collective systems of meaning and are mon widely communicated through 

their introduction to repnsentational apparatuses w here language and practice meet 

Tbe evolving structures of feeling and the emergent scnsibilities of the Hip Hop 

culture offer two main departures: fint, they follow generational lines of division that 

distinguish youth culture from the preceding parent culture. The attempts by youths to 

make sense of social and cultural expenences that an radically different than those of their 

parents has led many African-Amencan and Latino youths to develop aew forms of 

language. Through Hip Hop, an entirely new mode of comrnuaication and language has 

developed aioagside a divene range of practices that is altemately a reaction to, and force 

of change in the broader social transformations that have impacted most notably on urban 

minority youth since roughly the mid-1970s. This is not to Say that there has k e n  an 

absence of transition and change arnong non-urbdnoo-minority youth. but that there are 

histotically specific and culturally informed factors that produce different effects and 

outcornes in the various milieux of contemporary youth culture. 

Second, the emergent structures of feeling that are announced by the Hip Hop 

culture can be seen in coatrast to the cultural dominance of the majority white. bourgeois 

Americao culture in a divergence that follow s racial and ethnic as well as generational lines. 

Manifested in material and syrnbolic realms, new cultural sensibilities and the evolving 

structure of feeling arc formed within a society in which, for a disproportiooate percentage 

of urban minority youth, crack cocainc addiction is an unpncedented daily reality, as is 

chronic youth unemployment, HIV infection and AIDS, and gun violence (these being 

topics that regularly hfonn the themes and narratives of Rap music). The eff- of these 

particulai material facts arc knowable and thus cognitively appnhended but they are also 



deeply felt by many membea of the Hip Hop culture as part of an affective economy of 

rneaning and values. They are relatively recent forces that have transfomed the daily 

expenences of countless black and Latino youths, their families, and their neighbors and 

which have necessitated a wide aaay of practical strate@es for survival among these 

youths. Far removed from the sites of official public policy-making and of moral 

regulation, the common events of the micro-worlds of minority youths frequentiy 

necessitate rapid and unprecedented inteflectual nsponses, oot in order to make a better 

society, aithough they may do so over time 10, but as Rap artists like Ice Cube, Ice-T. MC 

Eiht and others suggest, to simply malre it through another &y alive. 

A new spatially inflected tenninology that reflects the contours of the current 

historical moment and the conditions of existence within which the world is experienced 

and explained by urbaa black and Latino youths has developed and it is within this 

referential frame that subjective and gmup identities are increasingly located and defined. 

Place. cast within the accompanying discursive articulation of located identities has. since 

the early 19&0s, become increasingly prevalent in the cultural lexicoa and expressive 

repertoires of urban youth and has k e n  rendered audible in the various forums of Rap and 

Hip Hop culture. Rap bas publicized the many new ways that place has been invested with 

values that are crucial to the formation of identities and affiliations within black youth 

cultures and subcultures. lt has emerged with such force and urgency, that it can be 

considend an important and relevant indicator of change and transition, a harbinger of a 

hanformative mode that corresponds to the concept of cultural evolution and structures of 

feeling. 

Io V i d l  y every large American ciry has active youth pro- aimcd toward finding solutions io many 
of the basic issues confronting urban minority youths d a y .  ûne c.sample is Boston's Tecn Ernpowertnent 
program which encourages p e r  guidance and ken lcarltrship cuirninating in an annuai Teen Pace 
d e r c r i o ~  



Chapter 2 

S ~ a c e  Matters 

Theorizing Space 1 : lmagining Space and Power 

In the preface to Race Matters, Corne1 West describes in detail an incident he 

experimced in New York city: 

1 dropped my wife off for aa appointment on 60th Street between Lexington 
and Park avenues. 1 left my car - a rather elegant one -- in a safe parking 
lot and stood on the corner of 60th Street and Park Avenue to catch a taxi. 1 
felt relaxed since 1 had an hour until my next engagement. At S:00 P.M. I 
had to meet a photopphet who would take the pictun for the cover of this 
book on the roof of an apartment building in East Harlem on 1 15th Street 
and 1st Avenue. 1 waitèd and 1 waited Gd 1 waited. After the ninth taxi 
refused me. my blwd began to boil. The tenth taxi refused me and stopped 
for a kiod well-dressed, smiling femaie fellow citizen of European descent. 
As she stepped in the cab, she said, "This is really ndiculous, is it not?" 

(West, 1993: x) 

At the base of this description, West communicates the irony that even a well-dressed, 

professional and prominent intellectual of African-Amencan heritage must confront the 

cornmon systernic racism of Amencan society. The words spoken to him by the "female 

fellow citizen" offer both tnith and understatement as her utterance suggests a tacit s h g  of 

regret and a tacit acceptance: after d l ,  she still took the cab. But West's own words are 

also interesting in tcnns of what is explicitly stated and what is rendered implicit 

While exposing one or two things about race and class in America, his brief 

narrative exposes a geography of difference that underlies bis experience as a black man 

standing on the street in New York. He has left his car, "a rather elepant one," in a saf'e 

parking lot in a relatively safe m a  of the city. The assumption is that taxis will aot stop for 

him becme he is black even though his dress and demeauor are completely normal for the 

upscale contexts of mid-town Manhattan. The attention to such details as street names, 

however. are an important facet of his story. Tbey occupy a centrai role and are relevant in 

@ ihcir capacity ta provide additional information about the cultural locations ihmugh which 



48 
West circulates. His emphasis on local geographies is crucial to the sense or the meaning 

of his anecdote, for by relating street names and neighborhoods he effectively maps the 

cultural terrains of the city and their distinct and differential qualities dong a spatial axis 

encompassing race and class. Race matters, but it is clear that space does too. 

As this example illustrates, space is an influsntial, though ofteu igaored factor in 

contemporary culture. lt can be at once unifying (i.e., where 'the localn serves as a spatial 

fouadation for such microcosms as neighborhoods or cornmunities) or differeotiating 

(measured in a system of ordered hierarchies of power or influence) and is stmctured in 

and through numerous institutional agendas and public discourses. It has become obvious 

that the spaces we inhabit are generally susceptible to various bids for increased influence, 

authority and power, whether in ternis of official policy. localized politics, the stniggles 

among street gangs or those between youths and the police, etc. Spatial confiici involves 

confiicts of flsctuating intensities and. importantly, fluctuating scales as varbus 

transfomative strategies are deployed in the atternpt to extend control and domination over 

the social Iandscape. Power and authority are uneveoly distributed throughout society with 

space emerging as one important vector among many for the expression of 

dominantlsubordinate relations within the hegemonic order. 

Edward Soja and Barbara Hooper descnbe the "brute fashionings" of socially 

constmcted differences that feature a prooounced spatial character. For them, dominant 

hegemonic f o m  of authority and infiuence frequentiy display a vested interest in bow 

geographies are ordered in relation to each other. 

The cultural politics of difference. w hether old or new, arise priman'ly h m  
the workings of power - in society and on space in both their material and 
imagined forms. Hegcmoaic power does not simpiy manipulate naively 
given differences between individuals and social groups; it actively 
p r h c e s  md reproduces difference as a key stratcgy to crtate and maintain 
modes of social and spatial division that are advantageous to its continued 
empowement. (Soja & Hooper, 1993: 184- 185) 

Hegemonic power, however, is extensive and dispcned throughout society, making it 

dificult to attach responsibility for the pnvaiiing spatial ordering of society. The social 
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organization of power that is invested in space is not imposed by a mling elite or faction 

maintainhg supreme privilege and authority dong the convergent axes of race. class, 

gender. and age. It is continually renegotiated in such ways that power and its sustaining 

ideological underpinnings a n  articulated toward the interests of' the dominant social classes. 

The consensual element of the pnvailing hegemoaic relations. understood in Gramscian 

ternis as "a certain collaboration, i.e.. an active and voluntary (free) consent" (Gramsci, 

1971: 271), works at dl levels of society to affirm the reproduction of existing racial and 

spatial boundaries. Thus. even ihose who inhabit socially rnarginalized spaces are active in 

the reproduction of the inequal distribution of social powen and in the reinforcement of a 

hierarchy of difference that constructs their subordinate position. The mechanisms through 

which hegemony is secured and maiotained are multiple, as are the effects. Yet the ways 

that these differentiating effects manifest themselves in various lived environments can be 

observed by gazing across the stratified social terrain and tracing the rolling topographies of 

power that fan be apprehended in laquage and in practice within these environments. 

I f  is through the complex d y ~ m i c s  of discourse and procrice thaz race is spolia fi& 

and space is racidked: ihêse me two sides of the same coin . Discoune sets the stage for 

practice, produciog the conditions in which the world is actively perceived and 

apprehended by social subjects; practice or the active expression of ageacy and experience 

is drawn up into discourse. "talked into life" (Wagner-Pacifici, 1994). and infused with 

meaning within existing regimes of power and discipline. This said, it is also necessary to 

stress chat this is not a simple or natural "fact" of contemporary Me. Rather, it is part of a 

process of cultural negotiation or, to use a concept common to the field of cultural studies, 

spatial relations constitute a facet of ongoing "cultural struggle." The social construction of 

urban America is thus entwined with the social construction of race with debates on 

everything frorn the nghts to quality public education to the uses of public space being 

sbaped by the raciaUspatia1 dynamic. Race is spatialized and space is racialized thmugb the 
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explicit and irnplicit segregation of minority populationsL l, the segregation of the services 

and activities upon which communities or neighborhoods an founded, and through the 

graduai public acceptance of this phenornenon within a generd "commoa sense" repertoire, 

The theme of "the city " and urôan space is central to this discussion. I t  holds a 

particular cultural value in society for as John Jeffries writes. "in black popular culture, the 

city is hip. ifs the locaia of cool. In order to be 'with it,' you must be ia the ci ty... the city 

is where black cultural styles are bornw (1992: 159). In fact, urban spaces and places have 

figured prominently in various shidies of African-Amencan culture. with W.E.B. Du 

Bois's study of (1899/1%7), with its sociological research on the 

communi ty structures of blac k life in the wards or neighborhoods of Philadel phi a at the end 

of the nineteenth century, providing an early example. With a highly specific spatial focus, 

Du Bois isolates a community within a community, or, as Charles Scniggs (1993) has 

suggested. an "invisible city ... a city within a ci ty ," rnapping the conceatrations, lifesty les, 

and occupations of the ci ty's black population: 

The new immigrants usually settle in pretty well-defined localities in or near 
the slums, and thus get the worst possible introduction to city life.. .Today 
they are to k found partiy in the slums and panly in those small streets with 
old houses, where there i s  a dangerous intermingling of good and bad 
elements fatal to growing children and uawholesome for adults. Such 
streets may be found in the Seventh Warâ, between Tenth and Juniper 
streets, in parts of the Third and Fourth Wards and in the Fourteenth and 
Fifteenth Wards. (Du Bois, 1û99/1%7: 81) 

The localited references and the depiction of a highl y concentrated black ci tizenry reac h 

new and feanome proportions by the mid-1- as Mike Davis's Citv of Ouam (1992) 

reveals with its descriptions of a "carcerd city" and the enforced military-style zoning of 

public and residential spaces accotding to criteria of race, class. and age. In Davis's 

For example. in 1994 it wai reported tha< a major Boston ta.., compsay mainuinecl a 'separate and 
unequ;rln policy differcntiating ktwccn the prcdominantiy 'black* artas of Roxbu~y, Dorchester, and 
Mattapan and the rcst of Boston. The company was accuscd of opcrating two sepvve phone liaes for 
"whitea and "blackn customers, offering regular prcfercntial servicc to the "white" areas of the city whiIc 
ignoring callcrs from the "black" line altogetbcr. (8oston F& Zû, 1994). An officia! investigation 
laer deiermincd that the allegations were unfoundcd 
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bistoncal study of urban development in Los Angeles, the containment of what the 

dominant classes oftea consider to bs "uadesirablcs" or "alieoî" (which include an 

inordinate proportion of blacks and Chicanos) is explicit. This illustrates that the 

contemporary city remains the pnmary space of racial division and racial tension and that, 

despite progress in soae quarters, apparatuses of urban racial segregation have taken new, 

sophisticated, and highly technologized forms. 

Theorking S p c e  2: Perspectives on the "Glo&aU&mai N e m n  

ln North American society today, there is a smog fascination wiih "space." Spatial 

metaphon and narratives proliferate as a means of stating when one stands in relation to 

concepts and ideas (Le., one's "positionn or "location") or in relation to the wider reaim of 

objects, structures, and occurrences. ln the social world where individuais and groups 

experience what de Certeau (1984) and others refer to as "everyday life," space is invested 

with great importance. It is embraced proudly, defended fiercely, and generally imbued 

with meanings and commitments that fom the fouadation of one's connection to a given 

space and which provide the deeper affiliations or affective bonds that can rnotivate the 

transformation of space into place, from the general to the particular. 

Yet this approach to the cultural geographies of human interaction is cootrasted by 

simultaneous sbifts toward new global "flows." The concept of "flow" encompasses 

transnational cconornies and the exchange and transfer of huge volumes of maaufactured 

goods, financial information, news and media images, and human bodies around the world 

according to a pnvailing (i1)logic of maxhized eaciency and rational order. This is the 

cultural effect that can be discemeci in such disparate examples as the rise of continental fne 

trade agreements or economic unikation stratcgies; the underiying theme of the 1985 USA 

for Afica Song "We are the World;" or the Benetton advertising campaigns that amplify 

racial and cultural difference in the attempt to diminish it. 
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The massive scope and scale of contemporary popular culture leads to 

advertisements for Hollywood movies that open on a given date "everywhere;" Coca-cola 

and its patented bonle shape and copyrighted corporate logo is as recognizable in Kuwait as 

it is in Kansas; MacDonald's fast food products are so unifom that a Big Mac in Muncie is 

techoically identical to one in Moscow (and its regularly updated hamburger consumption 

figures speak of a ravenous hunger on a global scale). It is said ihat these and other factors 

of a "global culture" reduce the difference of space (i.e., Meyrowitz. 1985: Harvey, 1989). 

They draw the world and its dispersed peoples ever closer (for instance, through style, 

façhion and global taste), into ever more intimate contact (thmugh telecommunications 

technologies, mass media, and popular culture). They link individuals and collectivities 

across what were once perceived as incommensurable cultural-spatial divisions. It can be 

seen that a diverse array of'capitalist forces are in motion that introduce a transitional global 

sensibility. These examples point to the extension of economic power and the conquest (or 

in David Harvey's ternis, "compressionw) of tirne and space. As we are beginning to 

reaîize, the impact is not solely one of spatial proportions but "ais0 the stretching out over 

space of relations of power, and relations imbued with meaning and symbolismn (Massey, 

1992: 4). 

As we appmach the end of the century and the end of the millenium, there is a dual 

pull in apparently opposite directions, toward the micro-spaces of particularîzed 

geographies and the vast, macro-spaces of a global scale. What, we might ask, is the 

relation between these two directionalities and what are the consequences of theit 

divergences? How can this be understood "on the ground," where meanings are made 

within the systems and structures of social interaction? Where does "power" enter and 

exert iwlf within these social interactions and, pursuant to this, what stakes are involved? 

Who stands to win or lose? In either oblique, vague references or. by contrast. via explicit 

and articulate critique, contemporary cultural workers includiog Rap musicians and other 
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artists have encountered similar questions and have initiated their own intense debates on 

the topic within the expressive cultural spaces they build and inhabit. 

These "competing centrifuga1 and centripetal forces that charactenze the new 

geographical arena" (Robios, 1991: 24) have norganized oiu sense of the world as well as 

the sense of self. The bases of subjective identities (i.e., the "1" through w hich individuals 

relates to the world and others) are changing as social systems are transfonned at the 

rnacro-level. The cultural apparatuses that organize our individual and collective senses of 

social beloagingoess are being altered by the newly emergent "globaVlocal nexus." This is 

defined by Kevin Robins as being "associated with new relations betweeo space and place, 

fixity and mobility, centre and periphery, 'real' and 'virtual' space, 'inside' and 'outside', 

frontier and tem toryn ( 199 1 : 4 1). Wi thin postmodern or poststructudist theoretical 

approaches, this may be celebrated as an indication of the declining cons&m.int of fixed 

boundaries and stnictured terrains (as well as the accompanying erosion of faith in the idea 

of fixed histories. unified centers, and coherent unmediated subjectivities). Advocates see 

the possibilities as leading toward the potential for a new radical hybridity formed in the 

limitless options of contiogency (i.e., Bhabha, 1990; Chambers, 1994). 

indeed, there is much to value in the concept of multiple "empowered" margins for, 

at the least, the relations of domination and subordination within the hegemonic order that 

have traditionally sustained the authonty of the "center" are exposed. By emphasizing the 

necessary presence of social "Others" so-called marginals assert their presence as a 

structuring force within the relations of power, challeaging systerns of oppression as they 

begin the process of cultural and political redefinition (hooks, 1990). I t is important, 

however, to resist the coaceptualization of pure or absolute structures. systems, and 

positions within them, for this denies the achial fluidity of human social interaction. Thcre 

can be a tmdency to isolate subjective agency and collective practices as series of positions 

(social. political, etc.) and to associate identities with these respective positions in a rnan.net 

that renders them rigid. fixed or static. Furthemore, it is important to stress the plurality of 
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existing hieratchical relations as social phenornena that are multiply coostituted and which 

an always histoncal and contextually specific. There an, in fact, many positions that can 

be accounted for in spatial terms and the dynamics and sustaining features from one set of 

conditions to the next should not be generalized. As I shdl explain later, this can be seen in 

the different ways that Rap artists understand their cultural environments and articulate their 

perceptions of them in different cities and in different national regions. 

The oppositional images of place that d e n  spring forth on bchalf of marginalized 

social formations in attempts to re-cast them within the giobal/local nexus are not, however, 

always progressive. Akhil Gupta and James Ferguson explain ihat: 

The irony of these times, however, is that as actual places and l d t i e s  
become ever more blurred and indeterminate, &as of culturatly and 
eihnically distinct places become perhaps even more salient. It is here that it 
becomes most visible how imagined communities corne to be attached to 
imagined places, as displaced peoples cluster around remembered or 
imagined homelands. places, or communities in a world that seems 
increasinply to deny such firm temtorialized anchors in their 
actuaîity ... Temtoriality is thus reinscribed at just the point it threatens to be 
erased. (Gupta and Ferpuson. 1992: 10- 1 1) 

They caution that "often enough, as in the coutemporary United States, the association of 

place with memory, loss, and nostalgia plays directly into the hands of reactionary popular 

movements" (ibid. 13). What they describe is a fundarneotally reactionary posture that 

frequently arises from either a sense of encroaching loss or, displaying a conservative 

impulse, an attempt to preserve existing conditions and to thwart the onslaught of rapid 

change on a national or global scale. Similarly, Kevin Robios writes that "globalization is 

profoundly transforming our appnhension of the world: it is provoking a oew experience 

of orientation and disorientation. new senses of placed and placeless identity ... The driving 

imperative is to salvage cestered, bounded, and coherent identities - placed identities for 

placeless times" (199 1: 40-41). As he sees it, there is a danger that. in the midst of a global 

trend that threatens to erase territorial divisions and the boundaries upon which national 

identities have been historically based, individuais and groups desperately seek to supplant 

this sense of loss and "disorientation." They utgently attempt to introduce either a 
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rej uvenated oatiooalism or, conversel y, a hy per-localism that is framed within powerful 

notions of nostaigic pride, tradition, and racial or ethnic purity that might reaffïrm or reify 

unified and unambiguous identities. 12 

These concems also correspond with David Harvey's and Doreen Massey's views. 

Harvey wntes that, "indeed. there are abundant signs that localism and nationalism have 

become stmnger precisely because of the quest for the security that place offers in the rnidst 

of dl the shiftirig that flexible accumulation implies" (1989:306). His Marxist analyses of 

the condition of postmodemity accommodate various geographicd perspectives as he 

fluctuates between a critique of illusory ideals of large-scale nationaiisms (citing the 

charisrnatic leadership of Ronald Reagan and the patriotism of the British Falklands War 

effort as two examples of how the image of nationalism has been advanced) or, in the 

reverse. of tendencies toward a disjunctive arrangement of fragmented and differentiated 

localities. The apparent indifference of capital and corporate investment that is guided by 

an endless search for the Iowest labor expenditures coupled with attractive tax waivers 

(such as those offered by Mexico) motivates corporations to uproot regional and local 

manufacturing and distribution centen in the US., in the process decimating economies 

and casting thousands of workers and their families into a financial void. The nse of an 

urgent locaiisrn in this content is a response to the indifference of the corporate trend. The 

tendency is to n-invent localities as potentially lucrative manufacturing centers and to 

reassert their presence in  terms of labor pools, services. etc., tbat might persuade 

commodi ty manufacturers to stay or to lure new industries to a @en ngion of production. 

Finally, Massey warns of the inward-turning and thus reductive responses that are 

the frequent nsult of a panicked reaction to the effects of globalization. She argues that 

l2 Describing 'a response to the forces of globalizption.' Robins descriks a phenornenon whereby 
'purificd identities arc constnicted tiuwgh the purification of spacc, through tht maintenance of territorial 
baundaries and fton tiers" ( 199 1: 42). This argurnen t is dso central to Paul Giiroy. 1937. There A 

k: The C w  Politics of u m  . . in't No 
. Chicago: University of Chicago Pnss 

as i t prtaini co British nationalism(s), "the English," and UX. blacks. See also R d d  Formisano. 199 1, . .  . ton m t  B w  Race, C l a s s , c  196th and 1970s. Chapcl Hill: University of 
Nonfi Cadina Press for an example of the notion of purifiai identities, dcfcnsive postures, and localizcd 
rcsistance to extmially imposed auihority. 
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"there is today all too much evidence of the emergence of disquiethg forms of place-bound 

loyalties. There an the oew nationalismr sprioging up in the eart of Europe ...T hen are 

also burgeoning exclusive localisms, the constructions of tightly bounded place-identities" 

that are "static, self-enclosing and defensiven (1992: 7). Relating specifically to Rap music 

and the Hip Hop culture, the "place-bound loyaltiesn and "localismsn described by Massey 

and othecs can at times be discemed in the discourses of space and place that are associated 

with the "inner-city " and subsumed in the pervasive articulations of "the ghetto" and, more 

recently, "the 'hood." 

The "Inner-Cityn and the Ghetto , 

lt is worth exploring the terni "inner-city," for in the media and elsewhere it has 

anainecl a stanis of acceptability that tends to elide the cornplex assumptions accompanying 

its usage. Inner-city is, literally, a terni that points to sites or spaces at the core of urban 

America. lt occupies the opposite pole of the outer city, the suburbs and stnp malls that 

surround the perimeters of ail major cities.13 In this sense, it is purely gcographi& 

delineating a set of spatialities. Ekyond its spatial coordinates, however, the term has a 

resonaoce that reaches through the urban cores and the suburban and nonurban sectors of 

society, cutting to the very beart of the contemporary body politic. 

Timothy Maiiqalim Simone criticizes the practices of signification that can subtly 

influence social dialogue and meaning production: 

ln the aftennath of the civil nghts movement of the sixties and seventies, 
Amencan culture bas discovered that racial effects are more efficiently 
achievcd in a language cleansed of oven racial reference. Although 
conceptuai pmcision in discussions about Amencan social life demands that 
racial discourse employ racial categories, such categones may or may not 
make the explicit reference to perceivable and acknowledgeable racial 
chaiacteristics such as skia color. (Simone, 1989 1 6  17) 

13 Jœl Oamau hu al- identified a lurther phenornenon cailed the "Edge City' which is the third stage d 
the trajeciory from suburban housing areas, to malls and retail/consumption spaces, to fully functional 
csties which bave sprouîed at the frontier or older, tractitional city bwndanes (Joel Garreau. 1988. 

on the New F m .  .New York Doobleday.) 



SI 
The common sense meaniags of the expression "inner-city," especially wheo used as a 

prefix in constnictions such as "imer-city youthm or "inner-city violence.' cannot be left 

unexamiad. To do so is to risk the gradua1 erosion of awareness about how race and class 

bave been historicaily and systemically ordered in our urban environments and in the 

consciousness of the white. middleslass majority. That is to Say, a tenn like inner-city 

youth, applied offhandedly by policy-makers. educators, and the media. refen almost 

exclusively to minority teenagers. I t  is a buzz-word that cornes fuily Ioaded with 

extenuating implications. assumptions, and stereotypical ideas of who occupies these 

spaces and in what ways. 

This underlying principle is evident, for example. in a report released by the 

Hentage Foundatioo's Policy Review, a conservative American think-tank. that predicts a 

comlation between a growing urban black youth population and increases in urban crime 

over the next fifteen years (Whitmire, 1995). l4 When mobilized in certain contents, then, 

the tenn inner-city implicitly refers to images or conditions of danger, violence, and 

depravity which can be contrasted with ideals of calm. safety, and security of non-inner- 

city. suburban spaces. The term is aiso used in some contixts to signify an eadier mythical 

period when the modem city was ostensibly free of tbreat or danger, particularly from 

minorities and immigrants. ln the temporal sense. this is often implicitiy expressed by 

white conservative commentaton as an histoncal moment that precedes the mass migrations 

of Europeaa ethnic groups and Afican-Americans to urban centers in the Northem U.S. 

This cm be, and frequently is further reduced to the mon blunt links that epuate black 

youth with the danger of the city core.15 Discussions that attempt to understand or 

decipher inner-city constituents and the means througb which urban core environments are 

l4 This daim har severe implications and is baseci on a questionable d i n g  of mnternporary crime trends 
in which b~aclrs arc mare vigorously policed and more Iikcly to be found guilty of crimes than other 
minoritics and whitcs. For an overview of the subject, sa Stcven Donzigcr, ed 1996. Tbç Real . . . . War qn 

: The oi & N a o o m t i c e  -. New York Harpcr Ferennial. 
lS For an examination of popular perceptions of youth and violence. sec Charles Acland. 1944. Youtk 

. - 
ics of "Youth W. Boulder: Wcstvicw RISS. 
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constituted as commuaities of concentrated poverty often end up blaming the victims. This 

includes the castigation of weIfare recipients, women as single mothers, substance abusers, 

etc. Less frequently accounted for are the impact and produced outcomes of inadequately 

funded and unresponsive educatiooal systems, health services, police protection. or 

recreational services. Thus, the decontextualized and ahistorical uses of the terni imer-city 

have a potentially negative, reductive, and neutralizinp effect on those who actively 

comprise urban core comunities. 

The spatial distinctions implied by the tenn imer-city are important as they are 

figured into the logic of common centedmargin paradigms. As lain Chambers explains: 

There is the emergence at the center of the previously peripheral and 
marginal. For the modern metropolitan figure is the migrant: she and he are 
the active formulators of metropolitan aesthetics and life styles, reinventing 
the laquages and appropnating the streets of the master. This presence 
distubs a previous order. Such an interruption enlarges the potendal as the 
urbm script is rewritten and an earlier social order and cultural authority is 
now turned inside out and dispersed. (Chambers, 1994: î3) 

In spatial texms, the imer sanctums of elite and institutional dominance -- the centrai power 

bloc - do indeed exist in what Mght be geographicaiiy identified as the city core, if not 

precisely the inner-city as 1 have discussed it above. Yet the buildings that bouse this 

cultural power bloc are shells at the end of the workday and on weekends; they are empty 

edifices that continue to articulate the authonty of the "the power elite." They symbolize its 

presence in an ongoing way even when, or perhaps especially w hen they are vacant. By 

night, individuals (rnany of whom actually live in the inner-city) converge on the buildings 

as a virtually invisible "ethnic" labot force which cleans and maintains them, departing 

before the "real" woridorce retums. The people who comprise the dominant hegemonic 

classes and who motivate the institutional discourses of authority in business, commerce, 

and poli tics, however, do mi, en masse, inhabit the con. l6 The suburbs continue to offer 

l6 It is appropriate to d e r  to the important exception of intemificd gentrification projecti that s e k  to lu= 
young professionais bsfk into ihc city in an attemp to reclaim those sprcs which had ban  pmiously 
a h h m î t o  urban dwcllers with the oiislaught of 'white fligbt' from the city centcts. This boomerang 
c k c t  is interesiing as it repositions rhose returning to the city to occupy high-sccurity urban 
condominiums ;is picmeers. 1 would argue that, fmm this perspective and within the discourses of a 
fearsomc inner-city that are in general circulation. the "inner-city" is in actuality the next fronticr of 
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a safer haven or refuge from both the intensities of the urban professional work world 

(coastituied in capitalirt societics as a site of civilized threat and lcgitirnate combat) as well 

as the dangers that emerge, in the popular imagination more than reality, on the streets &ter 

dark (constituted as zones of primitive, uncivilized. and illegitimate/unlawfd combat). 17 

Displaying a considerably less optimistic view than that of Chambers, Ronald 

Fortnisano describes "white flight" or the gradual evacuation of America's urban cores in 

the post-war years and into the 1960s as "the greatest exodus in America's history. I t  

drained the white population out of the city limits and engorged the near and far 

suburbs ... the suburbs were almost eatirely white, while blacks, Hispanics, and later 

Asians were nnged into the central city by the suburban noose'' (1991 : 1 1- 12). In 1980, the 

majority of the Amencan population inhabited metropditan areas. ln Joe Darden's snidy of 

the role of race in neighboihood selection processes, the distribution of white and black 

metmpolitan populations reveals the entent of racial separation and the formation of distinct 

segregated home enviroments: 

Almost one-half of the white population lived in neighborhoods in the 
suburbs compared to less than one-quarter of the black population. On the 
other hand, more than half of the black population (57.8%) lived in 
neighborhoods in central cities, compared to exactly one-quarter of the 
white population. (Darden, 1987: 27) 

The disturbance or "interruption" that Chamben vdorizes seems at odds with statistics of 

location and other factors (Le., employment and income). Formisano explains that, as new 

electronic industries and a service sector requinng education and skills emerged. the 

tendency was for companies to locate at the edges of the cities, nearer to the majority white 

populations who benefited most from the transition to a new form of economy. This 

combination of a predominantiy white and middle-class cornmuter population that held the 

best-paying jobs in America's cities and a gmwing white middle-class suburban population 

American domestic conquest as the nation tums inward an itself afkr several centuries of Vnagining the 
fmntier a. an extemal beyand- See a h  Ncil Smith. 1%. The New Urùan Fmntict, Gentrification and the 
Rev;uichist Citv. New York: Routledgc. 
l7 This is the oprative logic thst infornu Tom Wolfe's k s t  selling novel The Banm of the V e  and 
which frames the œntrai incident at the core of the story. 
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that inmasingly relied on jobs and services among sprouting "edge cities" left many urban 

centers ~ e l i n g .  

The depression olAmericals cities in the period leading up to tbe 1980s resutied in 

a spatial vzuiation in its geographic composition. Compiicated by misguided urban naewal 

projects (sometimes referreâ to as "black removalu projects), unscrupdous development 

plans, and racially and ethnically motivated political stmggles, these trends contributed to 

the decline of opportmity and quality of life For those in the central urban sectors. 

Contradicting Chambers, those in the "inner-city" achially appropriated very few of the 

"master's" streets in a real or tangible sense. The streets were surrendered and abandoued 

by departing white and middle-ciass families. for, "rather than repair the damage to our 

cities. it seemed simpler, and certainly less dangerous and more profitable. to rebuild the 

Amencan city somew here else" (Smith, 19W: 61). 

Chambers is more accurate, however. when he suggests that the centdmargin 

paradigm is disrupted in tems of aesthetics and life styles. at the level of popular culture. 

With the nse of Rap music. and subsequently through contemporary films and videos, 

young black artists have demonstrated an unprecedented capacity to influence language. 

style, and image among the wider youib population. Thmughout the 1980s to the present, 

the linguis~ic, sartoriai, and musical expressions of the "inner-cityn have been uaavoidable. 

The infiuences of urban Hip Hop culture, while adapteci and refined in various contexts, 

occur with regularity across the social spectnim, emerging in rural and suburban spaces, as 

well. as a prirnary facet of an economy of "cool." This has been further facilitated by the 

expansion and ubiquity of such media as cable television and music channels (i.e. MTV 

and BEI' in the United States and MuchMusic and MusiquePlus in Canada) which ngularly 

featwe images of Amencan cities via videos by Rap and Hip Hop artists. While, at one 

level, this cxtended range of influence can be crcâited to the power and scope of the mass 

media in al1 of its forms, it is also reflective of the complex culturai dynarnics that identify 

hipness with black popular culture and which associate the urban core with "authentitity" 
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and the city's "streets" as a legitimating space of cultural value among youths, the 

discussion of which will be taken up in tater chaptea. l8 

Yourh. Race. ond Spore 

The cultural tensions that are produced through the convergence of issues of race 

and space are intensified when the variable "youth" is invoduced as an active element (or 

complication, depending ou one's perspective) in the organization and ordering of society. 

The image of youth that has pervaded the popular imaginary through film. television, and 

musical promotion since at least the 195ûs when American youih culture (as we generally 

understand it today) came into full bloorn is often either one of optimism and unbounded 

promise or, conversely, threat, danger, and crisis. In Lawrence Gmssbeq's assesment, 

youth was the designated demographic goup that would in effect embody the ideals of the 

American dnam and an unbounded future. Youth was invested with the nation's hope: 

The baby boomers becarne the living promise of the possibility of acnially 
achieving the Arnerican dream. They were to be the best-fed. best-dressed, 
best-educated generation in the history of the world. They were to be the 
living proof of the success of the Amencan experiment. (Grossberg, 1994: 
35-36) 

Youth. in its pst-war baby boom configuration, is also pnrnarily coded as "white" and, 

more often than not. middle-class and suburban in the imagination of many social 

commentators. Thus, the cliched images of young love, a car, expendable income, and a 

non-stop soundtrack of "hits" from yesterday or today (i.e., the image of 195ûs160s youth 

as represented in the 1973 George Lucas film American Grafini) have a continuing 

resonance in the dominant popular conception of youth and what it is. 

Y outh continues to be framed against the American rniddle-class ideais of a iiberated 

consumer culture, evident. for enample, in Thomas Hine's Po~uluxe (1986) which sets out 

l8 Indeed, in Riap. the u r b  'smet' is rhetorically linkcd to autheniicity and reality (i.e. 'keep it street'), 
the site whcre euth is livcd and espcrience de~ined Hardcotc rappcrs acknowledge thcir debts to the suetc as 
a s p c e  wherc Me's lessons are learned (in some permutaîions, tven idcntifying patermi ifluences in the 
spacc iiscif, i.c. "the strcet is my fathef) and to tum one's back on the strcct is prceived at some level as a 
denial of cornrnunity and, ultimately, a "scll outn 
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to examine "the look and life of Arnenca in the 'SOs and '60s." ln ihis example, Hine 

betrays the eommon assurnptiooo of wbat he nkrn to as Amcricabs "golden age" by erasing 

race from the historical social setting from which Amenca's youth culture emerged: 

The decade from 1954 to 1964 was one of history's greatest shopping 
sprees, as Americans went on a baroque bender and adomed their mass- 
produced houses, furnitun and machines with accoutrements of the space 
age and of the Amencan frontier ... There was so much wealth it did not need 
to be shared. Each househotder was able to have his own little Versaifles 
dong a cul-de-sac. (Hine, 1986: 3) 

In this particular permutation -- and this is a standard image-ideal rather than an anomoly -- 

there is no acknowledgernent of the fact that for millions of black Americans and poor 

whites, there was an entrenchment of spatial segngatioo in the fom of massive urban 

housing projects (such as Chicago's infamous Cabrini-Green housing development or 

Toronto's Regent Park complex) and a complex system of raciaYspacial redistribution. 

Even the conflicting images of more radical, sinister, and less idealistic white youth 

practices are ail too frequently ignored in this kiod of selective recollection. The political 

struggles of freedom summer and the civil rights movement or the violence of the war 

resisiance and black power rnovements are either romantically reirnagined or "disappearedn 

beneath the steamrdler effects of mainstream revisionism. Tbey are often reduced to a 

series of gestures, political positions without history or substance, or styles 

It is important to recopize that these histoncal moments produced some of the first 

and arguably most infiueritial politicaUcultural engagements of a youth culture that 

embraced a new vision of hope and attempted to coanect the values of both black and white 

Americans outside of formal institutionai spaces. The category "youth" should not be cast 

in general ternis that fail to account for "interiocking forms of oppression" that themselves 

have a pronounced spatial dimension. Refemng to urban black youths, Venice Berry 

remarks on the distinct difierence of cultural experieoce that infonns not only racial or 

ethnic identities but also identities of youths in ghetto envimnrnents. According to Berry, 

"the term 'youth,' which came to mean a specific attitude including pleasure, excitement, 

hope, power, and invincibility, was not experienced by these kids. Their future was 



mangled by racism. prejudice, discrimination. and econornic and educationd stagnation" 

(L9P4:1W). 

As many among the baby boom generation now confront their own middle-age with 

an uneasy combination of embarrassrnent or nostalgia and anxiously reshade their youtbful 

hues through revisionism. they are also forced to coafront a new generation -- their own 

offspnng that constitute the current youth culture -- that they find largely 

iccomprehensible. l9 The predomiaant, mass-mcdiated image of contemporary youth 

seems to be of a generation cornposed of scared. scarred, m i s t d u l .  angry, and apathetic 

"slackecen" and "dead-cad kids" wbo have given up on today, let alone tornorrow.20 This 

is tnie across the color line and in the suburbs as well as in the city core, as D o ~ a  Gaines 

( 1991) has pointed out. But the scope and intensity of economic dunss and systemic 

racism, in tandem, set rninority youth apart from white youth. 

When W.E.B. Dubois wrote of a "double consciousness, this sense of always 

looking at one's self ihrough the eyes of others, of measunng one's sou1 by the tape of a 

world that look on in amused contempt and pity," he was describing the "tweness" of . 
being "an American and a Negron (19û3/1994: 2). He was right, of course, that "the 

problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line. "21 Despi te massive 

transformations in society and genemi improvements in social well-king and the overall 

quality of life since Du Bois fint wrote those words, the color-Iine remains a major and 

l9 In the Boston region. several infidenu ~vea lcd  this as àvic officiais. plia depanrnents, and other 
affiiiatcd ;tdults failed to understand activitics in the mosh pit as anything 0th- than violence. See the 
Boston Globe articles "Vioience halts Green Day Concert: 70,000 angry fans spark mash melee,' Sept. 10, 
1994, and " 10 Arraigned in Plymouth Concert Uproar: Poiice say punk-rock show halted to avert dancing," 
Jan. 16, 1995. 
2o The 'new' youth or Generation X has becorne somcthing of a growth industry in the 1990s. as 
numemus magazines have dcdicated issues to the topic. See jWq&,, Summer/Fall 1YW ("Thc New 
Teens: W b t  Makes Them Diffmnt"); Tirne. July 16, 1 M  ('Twmtysomethingn); m e s s  Wcek, Aug. 
19, 1991 ('Young Amcricans: The Undcr-30 G e n e m t i o n m ) ; ~ J u n c ,  1W ("Gmwing Up Scared") 
and Dec. 1992 ("The New Gcneration Gap: Twentysomethings and Fortysomethings"). Remiering in 
Novcmkr, l m ,  S w b  specifically targcts 'men and women in their 20s." 
21 Se, for cxûmple. the emphasis on race and society comprishg the faturc stories of New- 'The 
New Poli tics of Race," May 6. 1 W 1; "Tackling a Taboo: Spilrc k ' s  Take w lnttrracial Romance," June 
10, 1991; "Beyond Black & White," May 18, 1992; "The Hidden Rage of Succcssful Blacks," Nov. 15, 
1 9 0 .  Sce also Timc. "TheTwo Amcricas: E Pluribus Unum?." May 18, IYuZ. 



64 
costly obstacle. Blacks and many other racial and ethnic minorities tend to benefit least or 

last from social improvements - and they are often the first to feel the negative effects of 

cutbacks and decreases in social service spending -- while attitudes of bigotry and racist 

intolerance are still widely evident. But the "problem of the color-line" and the "double- 

consciousnessn of which Du Bois wrote have been exacerbated by the subsequent 

emergence of the contemporary "problem" of youth. 

In his detailed study on "youth in crisis," Charles Aclaod examines the ways that 

the distinct discourses of "youth" and "crisis" form a crucial conjunction that encompasses 

numerous social issues relating to moral decline or "trouble." As he expiains, whereas 

"youth ... is increasingly symbolically central as that internai Other defined as a threat to the 

stability of the social order but central in the composition of that order," (1994: 41) the 

situation is negatively magnified for black youth. Building on several of the themes found 

in Policin~ the Crisis (S. Hall, et. al., lm), Acland describes what he sees as "a cnsis- 

in-process" or the continuance of "hegemony through crisisn involving the maintenance of 

the prevailing hegemonic order in the midst of a concurrent and overlapping series of 

cnses.22 The emphasis on multiple and simultaneous crises that saturate society provides 

the proper context for the analysis of youth. race, and space. for by accessing the means 

through which each category is discunively coastructed and socially organized, it becomes 

possible to more fully illuminate the extensive apparatuses of contemporary hegemonic 

power. 

ln the case of minonty youth, the cnsis can be seen as king dixursively onented 

toward the localized practices of certain social groups who cohere in specific social 

environments, Le.. the ghetto or the public housing projects For the dominant hegemonic 

classes, the crisis lies not in the simple existence of minonty youth. lt is, rather, the 

potential for minority youth to extend its influences and expand in terms of influence and 

2 Both Hdl  and Acland achowledge Gramsci's prspctive on 'the crisis of wthority.' Peneining to a 
generational divide, Gramsci notes that "the crisis consists prcciscly in the fact that the old is dying and the 
new cannot be bom; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms ap* (Gramsci, 15371; 276). 
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importance beyond the confines of the ghetto that constitutes a socially sanctioned area 

designated to the uses of minonty populations. Fundamentally, it is a problern of 

containment; containment in a spatial and physical sense pertaining to the institution of 

"vertical ghettoes" or public housing hi@-rise structures or, in broader cultural ternis, a 

crisis founded in the inability to sustain the traditional authority of European-based value 

systems. The dual recognition of Hip Hop's cultural reach beyond the ghetto and its 

capacity to galvanize a sense of imminent crisis arnoap members of both the white and 

black bourgeoisie has. in some cases, been exploited by Rap artists thernselves as they 

orient their commentary toward the negative attitudes and social anxieties that the music 

raises. The title of lce Cube's "The Nigga You Love to Hate" (1990, Priority Records) 

articulates an understanding of the fear and disdain involved. ln another example, the 

cover of Ice-T's album "Home Invasion" (1993, Rionty Records) graphicaily represents 

the means through which the black urban thnat will enter the white suburban home: Rap 

music and the ean of white childrcn. 

In this regard, Rap is easily implicated by social authorities as an active factor in the 

crisis threatening maiastream society and the dominant white majority for it is among the 

most widely disseminated forms of coatemporary black popular culture. its impact is felt 

throughout society. including those enclaves that are traditionally defined as white and 

rniddle-class. As Ac land wntes: 

Cnsis oprates as a mobile signifier that migrates from debate to debate and 
cames with it a field of connotations and nferential indices. lt implies a 
common set cf standards, values, and ethical questioas that set the debate in 
motion and guide the institutional responses. The discourse of cnsis is a 
potential point of conjunchin of a series of such points; it is the logic of a 
fonn of hegemony. (Acland, L M :  41) 

The confluence of youth. race, and class that occm within ghetto environments has been 

discumively constructed, fmm the outside, as a visible and "troubüngn blight on American 

society. It has accordingly been nominaicd across numerous discursive fields as a 

pmfound threat to American con values. as a looming crisis of massive proportions. ûf 

course, these core values are not unquaiified foundations of an Amencan ideal; they do not 
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exist in the form of inscribed tablets. Rather, they are highly contestable and are, as the so- 

called "cd ture wars" of' this decade indicale, subjcet to diverse interpretations. 

Yet in many cases the discursive patterning of race and youth in this country 

essentializes the gcneral character image of the t hreatening force (black and poor, 

uneducated, uadisciplined, and from single-parent homes, etc.) by sirnul taneousl y 

homogenizing and essentializing the dominant system of "standards, values, and ethical 

questions," writing them into the national body as the ideals upheld by the rnainsüeam 

majority. This is racism in action, conducted within the patterns of social discoune. 

Discursively constnicted as foundationd components of the variegated social structure ia 

what Acland refen to as a "cornmon" frame of knowledge, these ideals aiso establish the 

grounds of society's stratified relations of domination and subordination; they are ideals 

tha! the interna1 Other has not and, in fact, cannot uphold once "it" is discursively 

constnicted as "~ the r . " z  As the color-line continues to assert itself in contemporary 

America along with the accompanying crisis of youth, mon recent attempts to remake 

American society (including California's coatroversial "Bill 181" and the Republican 

Congress's 1995 "Contract With America" through which, smong other things, welfare 

programs, single-parent assistance. and affirmative action initiatives w e n  al1 under attack) 

reflect a continuing racial disjuncture, contributing to new fons of exclusion and 

separatism that is deeply felt amonp the nation's minority unâ majority populations. 

Constructeci as the doubly threatening Other, young blacks and Latinos are exposed 

to thorough and intense regimes of discipline and surveillance by the parent culture of 

mainstream society. They are positioaed defensively on a &ily basis, knowing that they 

are the objects of socially inscribed feu, mistrust, and blame for many of the problems that 

comprise a widely perceived sease of socid disorder. For instance, in his anafysis of the 

coverage of "Afncan-Arnericans according to TV news" in the Chicago area, Robert 

Entman notes a pnvalent pattern of stereotyped reprcsentations of black youth and a high 

23 This point i s  convincingly arguai by Paul Oilroy (lm in relation to Mach in the Unita! Kingdom. 
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frequency of cases in which black leaders as well are portniyed negatively compared to 

their white political counterparts. He noter further that "because television ncws offers 

only implicit information about the relationship between poverty, race and crime, viewen 

are left with no coherent explanation of poverty issues. Only indirectly does TV news 

suggest, for example, that racial discrimination mi@ have something to do with poverty, 

which in tum may help explain al1 that crime" (LW. 35). Entman also explains that the 

tendency to show images of young black defendants in police mug shots with no 

identifying captions differs from portrayals of white defendants who are more frequently 

named and shown in an array of photos or video footage. He suggests that this has an 

additional negative influence on white perceptions of black youths who can, as a result, be 

more easily lumped together in the mainstream white imagination as a homogeneous 

criminal set, uodifferentiated fmm one another in their racial and criminal composition. 

As I have mentioned. statistics and empirically defined localized practices are 

merged, interpreted and then discursiveiy reframed in a manner that reproduces an image of 

mayhem and which reinforces social fears and mistrust of minority youth (black males 

specifically) and the imer-city social sites with which tbey are associated. lndeed, the 

resultant discourse of irnpendinp catastrophe has similarities with those analysed in Britain 

by Hal 1. erd. (1978) and Gilroy (1961) w ho isolate the dominant discourse on black youth 

and crime as a pattemed responr to a pemived "threat from within." Despite the diffennt 

social histones of race relations in the U.K. and the U.S. there are many relevant lessons to 

be gleaned fmm Gilroy or Hall's nsearch and analyses. As they enplain, the discursive 

project linking minority youth to wider social md moral collapse provides a knowable 

(visible, familiar, institutionaify coded) culprit. Having labelled the causal force of social 

ills it is then easier to generate support among the white majority as well as among the 

working classes (which often maintain a stronger seme of tradition and nostaigia for the 

"better days" of an idealized past) for increased policing, more prison facilities, capital 

punishment and other options. 
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By identifying the "enemyn and then mobilizing the forces of the state in a highly 

publicized series of counter-atiacks such as the U.S. governrnent's "War on Dmgs," or the 

Los Angeles Police Department's "Operation Hammer" (Davis, 1992) the growing 

uneasiness of the majonty population is temporarily ailayed by the impression that 

"something" is being done. incnasingly, the white perception of black youths. isolated, 

redefined, and amplified as a threat via conduits of authority includiag the mainstream 

media is based on fear and anxiety. This is not the same fear and anxiety that white and 

middle-class America experienced in the wake of the Black Power Movement of the 1960s 

and 7(h, but a terror that is rwted in the apparent inationality of black youtb today. In the 

absence of any ncognizable program or politic that informs actions. the image of black 

youth out of control is gradually emblazoned on the collective American mind. Members of 

America's minority populations have become major casualties in the discursive and 

systemic violence conducted by conservative political and cultural authonties throughout 

the 1980s and 19%. with the 1992 election of a Republican Congress in the U.S. further 

empowenng this nactionary mission. 

How have the conditions of minority existence been described in academic critique4? 

Young black males have been discunively rendered as one of the pnmary threats to "law 

and order" (Hall, et. al, 1978) in the city, a primary focal point of social anxiety in a nsing 

"moral panic" (Cohen, 1972) that is fuelled by strong talk of deviance, delinquency and 

danger. Black youihs are repeatedly cast as cootemporary society's "folk devils" (ibid.) to 

which an array of negative consequences are attributed and which provide a visible 

presence toward w hich "official" retri bution may be targeted " Unwanted as worken, 

underfunded as students, and undennined as citizens, minonty youth seems wanted oniy 

by the criminal justice system" (Lipsitz, 1994: 19). Lawrence Grossberg writes that. 

"youth is the 1st and almost always ignored category in the traditional list of subordinated 

populations (servants - i.e., racial and colonized minofities, women and childmn) who, in 

the name of protection, are silencedn (1992: 176). T h i s  has not been lost on members of 
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the Hip Hop culture: Public Enerny's logo is fashioned in the image of a defiant black 

youth lined up in the crosshain of a saiper's rifle scope. Public Enemy nurnber one; the 

young black male; "it takes a nation of millions to hold us back;" "Countdown to 

Armageddon;" "Bring the noise": these are among the rallying cries enunciated and 

disseminated through the discounes and cultural foms of Rap. 

How . one might ask, does mainstream society perceive the manifestations of black 

youth, and where, on the map of urban cultural differences, is it located? We might look at 

the recent U.S. study w here the predicted growth of America's teenage population over the 

next ten years is tied to estimated increases in armed violence and crime, leading James 

Fox, Dean of the College of Criminal Justice at Northeastern University to state: "1 truly 

believe we will have a bloodbath when al1 these kids grow up" (Globe and Mail, Feb. 18, 

1995). With predictions of a more rapid population growth among black and Latino teen 

groups beiag associated with greater percentages of crime and violence, the study 

subsequentl y raises particular concerns about rhese youths. The report further identifies 

"inner-city anas" as the primary site of the wont violence due to the crack cocaine trade, 

referring to "black and Hispanic ghettos" as king the exceptional landscapes of danger and 

desolation. a virtual "black" hole in Society. 

Ln another context, Hement Shah and Michael Thornton examine American 

mainstream news magazines through the 19ûûs from the perspective of racial ideologies 

and black-Latino interaction. They observed that among the most common charactenstics 

of' reporting on minority populations: 

the coverage of blacks and Latinos suggests that their interactions take place 
in a space distant and isolated from others. Numerous references were 
made to the problems of the 'inner-city,' the 'black ghetto' and the 
'Hispanic [sicl districts,' which are isolated from other parts of the 
cornmunity ... the references to temtonal concepts such as ghettos and 
districts in combination with tities such as 'Browns vs. Blacks' add up to 
contentious black-Latino battles over space. (Shah and Thomton, 1994: 
147- 148) 

The authors argue ihat the pioduced effect of cultural distancing and the concurrent creation 

of a syrnbolic physicd distance ( h m  the white majo"ty population aad iudership) is a 
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temporal distancing that "has the effect of making the 'here and now' of black-Latino 

i n t e d o n  the 'there and then' of the mostl y white readers of mainstream magazines" (ibid: 

149). This is interpreted as a discursive strategy which elides the vast distinctions between 

blacks and Latinos, homogeuizing hem under the sign of the racial/ethnic "Other," while 

metonymicall y reducing each to essential ist representations that suggest a certain 

backwardness if not an outright primitiveness. 

Because blacks and Latinos are constructed as inhabitants of culturally and 

temporaîiy distant spaces, Shah and Thomton suggest that "it is easier to imagine that social 

interaction there is lirnited to primordial stmggle over temtory ... unseemly bickerinp over 

redisiricting, and violent confrontation" (ibid: 150). Thus, to speak of the imer-city is to 

easily coovey the accompanying images and meanings that encompass minonty youth. 

Similarly, to talk about black or Latino youth, especially within the general contexts of 

violence, crime, the h g  trade, gang activity, etc., is to summon the idea or the image of 

the urban core; hence, race is spatialized and space is racialized. These images and 

associations are part of America's "common sense" repertoire. The cniical project, 

therefore, is to continuaily point out and challenge the ways that youth, race. and space are 

conflated in social discourse. 

The image of young black men loudly occupying public spaces, pants sagging and 

hooded sweatshirts pulled close around their faces, has becorne a new symbol of 

intimidation and aggression in the white popular psyche. This can be seen, for example, in 

the May 18, 1992 issue of Canada's major news magazine, Maclean's (following violence 

and looting mlated to the acquitta1 of the LA.  police charged in the beating of Rodney 

King), where this very image is accompanied by the headline "Young, Black and Angry." 

It is, however, the volume and visibility that poses such a thnat to the status quo of the 

social mainstream as Hebdige (1988) observes in his analysis of youth, surveillance, and 

display. It is easier for mainstrearn society, encompassing not only white Amenca but 

also. increasingly, America's black middle-class and parent cultures, to perceive black 
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youth as unnily and undisciplined, for, in so doing. they do not have to understand what is 

before thcm. Thcy have only to d o m  it a contain it. 

The color-line remains a fundamental factor in how America approaches issues 

pertaining to its youth. For evidence, one needs o d y  to consider the frequency with which 

elemeatary, secondary, and college and uaiversity institutions have been t h s t  to the 

fonground of codic t s  and debates with overt racial overtones over the part 40 years. 

George Lipsitz observes that "since the 1970s, n senes of mord panics about gangs. dmg 

use, teenage pregnancy and 'wilding' assaults have demonized inner-city minority youths, 

making them the scapegoats for the chaos created in national life by deindustnalization and 

economic restructuring" ( 1994: 19). This demonization is discursively reproduced within 

issues and incidents that anse across numemus institutional and social domains of power 

and authority (education, unemployment, teen pregnancy, black-on-black vioience, drugs, 

gang activity . etc.). Each locates miuonty youth uniquel y within its discursive npertoires, 

bringing to bear its own distinct forms of evaluation and judgement, surveillance or 

containment.24 These distinct discourses on youth also constitute sites or spaces wheie 

npnsmtatious in the fom of images and language are produced, creating the means for the 

social construction of minority youth in America. 

Accompanying this construction of minority youth as scapegoat, demon, and folk 

devil is the sense that today's youih are somehow less caring and mon vicious than earlier 

generations of their same age group, and the crime statistics for urban violence among 

youths are widely invoked to suggest that this is more so arnong black, Latino. and 

increasingly. Asian teenagers. As part of the process of social labelling, this makes it 

easier to addnss rninonty youth in the racist terminologies of savagery and provides public 

justification for the institution and instalment of new forces of power (such as the "thne 

strikes and youtre out" legislation for young criminal offenders in the U.S. as well as the 

s t u ~ i n g  show of police might in Los Angeles as described by Mike Davis in Çitv of 

3 11 iis important to acknowldp the positive images and reprrsacatianal constnictions chat are evidmt as 
well, which dtcn pcrtain to achevernent or personal industry as prime American virnies. 
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ûuartz). ln fact, white-collar corporate crime is much more costly to Americans than street 

crime and there are estirnated to be up to "six tirnes the number of work-relatcd deaths as 

homicides" (Donziger, 19%: 66). lt seems. then, that the Amencan divisions dong the 

color-line are also exacerbated by the other imperatives iacluding class and corporate 

pnvilege and various phenomena specsc to the adult social sûata. 

The cultural geographies of difference and the "embedded contextsn that help fonn 

identities become esîremely important to the ways that youth cxists as a stratified constmct. 

It is multiply rnarked by the local conditions of daily life, for as Milbrey McLaughlin 

writes. "even within the same comrnunity, differences in neigbborhood, history, families, 

and structural and spatial arrangements of parks, schools, and public transit create 

substantially distinct conditions for the evolving self" (1 993: 38). As a social category. 

then, "youth" is higtily susceptible to the difference within multiple systems of power that 

frame issues of race, class or gender and that reveal an ineluctable spatial dimension in the 

ci ties of Arnerica. 

T e @  2 Dien: the Nihilist lmpuise 

The doubled Othemess that is shaped by subjective expenences and extemal social 

perceptions is a crucial reality for black youth who regularly live with the additional 

statistical reminden that they face a higher likelihood of king the victims of violent crimes 

than their white counterpairs or that they c a ~ o t  expect to eam as much as their white 

colleagues in the nation's workforce (Ti Jan. 30, 1995). If. as Du Bois put it, race 

creates a "veil" t h u g h  which blacks viewed America, the dynamic of youth and race has 

created a shmud through wbich, for many, no light passes. As Cornel West (1993) 

suggests, the unforgiving conditions that nsult lrom 'a cutthroat market moralityn in 

contemporary American cities "grnerates a raw rage" among black youth which has becorne 

one of the defining factors of i~ social attitudes and cultural practices. it produces a 

phenornenon whereby youths Wear hats inscribed with the logo "R2Dn or Ready to Die, 
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which was also the name of the successful debut Rap album by The Notorious B.1.G. 

(1994, Arista Records) who r a s  himself murciend in a drive-by shmting in April, 1997. 

The idea and expression of nihilism and "black ragen has only served to reinforce 

rnainstream social fears of young blac ks. For instance, "starn lawyer William Kunstler 

iotroduced the povibility of a black ragefinsanity defense for Colin Ferguson, w ho opened 

fire on white cornmuters in a Long Island cornmuter train, killing six and wounding 

nineteen pssengers, in December.1993. The site of this vident transgression is in itself 

fascinating, for Ferguson's eruption occurred in the conternporary white "middle passage" 

between the urban core and the suburbs. It is the terrain of daily transit for thousands of 

office workers and functionaries who reproduce the larger and more historically rwted 

tendencies of "white flightn on a daily basis. John Garvey notes that the incident produced 

a rupture in cornmon perceptions of space and mobility, writing "the overall point is that 

this is not supposed to happen in Long Island ... the whole point of Loag lsland is that it's 

not supposed to be like the city -- and in this case, the city means where black people live 

and die" (1996: 127). 

Ferguson's unarguably nprehensible actions expose the cornplexity of the spatial 

disjunctun; the perceived irrationality and unpredictability of black-on-black violence or of 

the black-coded "imer-city" Iiterally rode out of town with the white suburban dwellers and 

exploded in the transitional nexus between these distinct inner and outer naims. The fact 

that the violence took place in neither the city or the suburb offers a critical enunciation of 

the existing spatial disparities, focusing precisely on the the transitional mediation, the 

cornmuter train.25 In this regard, al1 attention turns to the real issue at stake, aamely, the 

fact that both the real and perceived threat of the imer-city an now, like never before, 

mobile, uohinged from the spatial confimes with which they are mait commonly associated. 
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And through it dl ,  the Colin Ferguson incident is profoundly laced with the antagonisms 

and caoternporary manifestations of racial ciifference and hate. 

The implications of the proposed black rage defensc are that any and al1 black 

Americans who confmnt systemic racist oppression throughout the duration of their lives 

have the potential to empt into spontaneous or premeditated violence. Rather than holding 

individuals responsible as self-motivated agents of their own actions, the black rage 

defense racializes the violence cven as it attempts to define it as a symptom of social 

inequality. Among other problems. this argument incorrectly positions blaclcs beyond 

reason through a damaging attempt to introduce a rationale in which such senseless 

agpssion might be grounded and justified as a viable response to prolonged conditions of 

subordination and socio-spatial containment. The damage it incurs as an argument is the 

reinforcernent of the white fear of apparently irrational and unprovoked violence. This fear 

undoubtedly results in even greater levels of anxiety and mistrust of blacks among the 

white majonty population. Of course, the looming question remaias: what about al1 those 

black folk who, like Ferguson. have experieoced the fnistration and humiliation that racist 

oppression exerts but remained rational and non-violent? Ferguson may in fact have acted 

madly, but to defend his actions on the grounds of black rage is a gross injustice to the vast 

number of black citizens who opt for other legal or politically progressive modes of 

response. 

The economicand moral depression of a large segment of this geaerationfs youag 

men and women of color bas indeed produced conditions of despair and despration; it has 

produced a prevalent nihilistic tendency which West describes as "the lived experience of 

coping with a life of homfying meaninglessness, hopelessness, and (most important) 

lovelessness" (1993: 14). He further explains the consequences of nihilism in black 

America: "The fnghtening result is a numbing detacbment from others and a self- 

destructive disposition toward the world. Life without meaning, hop, and love bneds a 
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15). 

The Spotid Lugics of Rup and fhe Rise of "The 'Hood" 

Rap music's shift towarà a self-produced discourse introducing the 'hwd as a oew 

spatial concept delimiting an "arena of expenence" can be weighed against larget trends 

cumntiy restnicturing global and national ecoaomies, transf'onning national and regional 

worKorces. and, often, devastating urban locdities. As Tricia Rose (MU), Michael Eric 

Dyson (1993), and others have noted, Rap emerges as a voice for black and Latino youth 

which, as a large subset of North America's socially disenfraachised population, is at risk 

of being lost in the combined transfomations of domestic and global economies that are 

aitering North America's urban cultures today. The discourse of space encompassed by the 

term "'hood" may in this context also be interpreted as an articulate nspoose to conditions 

of change occumng at a meta-level, far beyond the scale of the local (and the influence of 

those who inhabit it). By symbolically representing the 'hood as a nlatively stable enclave 

where locaiized identities might cohere, however, Rap artists risk failhg into line with the 

conservative patterns of vanous nationalist movements that attempt to "fix the meaning of 

places, to enclose and defend tbem" by constructing "fixed and static identities for 

places ... as bounded enclosed spaces defined through counterposition against the Other 

who is outside" (Massey, 1992: 12). 

As an analytical point ofdeparture, 1 cite Paul Gilroy's observation that, "today we 

a n  told that the boys, and the gids, are from the 'hood -- not from the race, and certaidy 

not from the nation" (1992: 308). The emphasis on localized patterns of spatiality is 

undcrstd here as a displacement of older, more established discursive frames in which 

black cultural and political identities are fomed. His concern is, importantly, that the 

fragmentation into localized and pnriicular patterns of identification reduces the expansive 

possibiliticr and the enabling poteotials of a rnobilizcd cultural politics of race. Gilmy's 
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apparent anxiety lies with the likelihood that. by defending temtorid spaces and regional 

@ identities. black youths will continue to lose a political motivation rbat might add 

convergence, if oot necessarily unity, to the black cause in America as well as in the 

extended international African diaspora. 

Gilroy's assessrnent of the discoune of the 'hood is only partially correct, 

however, for those ensconcexi in the Hip Hop culture, which is also commonly described 

as the Hip Hop fl4fi01z.2~ do not entirely ignore the earlier dominant themes of race and 

nation that were so central to black American iatellectuals and leaders from W.E.B. Du 

Bois to Marcus Garvey to Malcoirn X to Martin Luther King. Jr. (and which today includes 

Jesse Jackson and. to an even pater  extent, Louis Farrakhan). The exceptions are 

demonstrated, for example, in the personae and political stances of rappers such as Paris, 

who reflects a political discourse and cultural agenda explicitly modeled after the Black 

Panther Party, or X Clan, a group that is strongly committed to an Afrocentnc identity and 

pro-black Muslim ideologies. The often vague, even abstract notions of "race and nation" 

which are generally suggestive of something much more unified and cohesive than h 

actually the case are, in the absence of sustained institutional forms and coherent leadership 

(that have declined in relevance to mauy youths since the mid- 1970s and are. as in the case 

of the NAACP. further ihnatening to unmvel), difficult to imagine for many youths. 

It is at chis stage, then, bat  the 'hood may be conceived as somethhg more than a 

reactionary or conservative response to Iarger fluctuations. The progressive potentials of a 

discourse of spatiality that is rooted in the terminologies of urban locality and the specüic 

concems of young blacks and Latinos must also be considered as an important topic for 

examination in the attempt to locate alternatives to the pervasive oibilism in black 

cornmunities outlined by Cornel West. The 'hood subsequently offers an immediate, local 

frame of reference and nievance. As Rose suggests: 

26 1 use the ternis 'Hip Hop culturem or 'Hip Hop nationm bccause ihey are uimmon to the subcultures 
that I am dtscribing. The tmas are also relevant in the -c sense that Nelson George (1989) ernploys the 
tcnn *R&B world' to explain musical and e x m u s i c d  cultural phcnomena. 
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one's attachent to and status in a local group or alternative family. These 
crews are new kinds of families foqed with intercultural bonds which, like 
the social formations of gangs, provide insulation and support in a cornplex, 
unyielding environment and rnay, in fact, contribute to the community- 
building networks which serve as the bais for new social movements. 

( l m  78) 

The 'hood is constituted as a privileged realm of interaction and emerges thmugh its 

co~ections to iocality as a new "scale of analysis" for the definition of experience and 

identity in a wodd of diminishinp opportunities and non-sustainhg political and economic 

structures among minority youth. In its discursive constructions, it does not introduce an 

outright solution to the decentering of an expansive politics of race but it is indicative of an 

alternative spatially-onented perspective that may be productive of other, new forms of 

progressive social rnovement. 

Gilroy's further contention that "it's important that the 'hood stands in opposition to 

foreign things ..." (1992: 308) is foundational to an andytical approach to the emding 

political discourses of race and nation that have, in the pst. fonned the bonds of black 

identity. The new empbasis on the Bood signifies a transition that is part of "a shift away 

from the notion of the ghetto, which is eminently exportable, and which carries its own 

interesting intercultural history ..." (ibid). In a study commissioned by the U.S. 

Department of Housing and Urban Development in 1985. mernbers of the Cornmittee on 

National Urban Policy use the tenns "ghetto" and "poverty neighborhoods" in their 

analyses of urban conditions. For the purposes of their nsearch, the ghetto was defined as 

"an ana in which the overall census tract poverty rate is greater than 40 percent. We define 

the ghetto poor as those poor, of aay race or ethnic p u p ,  who live in such hi&-poverty 

census tracts" (Jargowsky & Banc, 1990: 19-20). Despite their nliance on census fuidings 

and statistical evidence, however, the authors admit that the 40 percent poverty rate is 

"inherently arbihary" and that they tmed to various city and Census Bureau officiais to aid 

their judgement of w hich areas could accuratcl y be defined as ghettos (ibid: 20). 
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This reflects the extent to which the UMge and idea of wbat a ghetto is and where a 

ghetto lies infonn and validate statistical data. The illusion of a carefully maintained 

scientific objectivity (which is primarily intended to conform to the requirements of 

govemment policymakers at the civic, state, and federal levels) is negated by this appeal for 

a legitimating affirmation. The biased input from chic or census officiais who confirm that 

the images match the numbers tends to ignore the lived component of these spaces and the 

quaiity of life that can still be derived from economically depressed farnily and community 

c0ntexts.n Quite sirnply stated. the numben do not tell the story of these social 

landscapes nor do they account for the interractions and experiences that constitute their 

unique social chaiacter. 

The social-scientific zeal that leads to the erasure of qualitative factors reiated to the 

human element that form the foundation of the social and cultural character of these spaces 

makes it easier to impose polides, pl=, and progmms €rom the institutiooalized "outside" 

or, in a more stratified analogy. frorn a hierarchically stnictured "above." Y et, in a footnote 

to an article examining interracial relations. urban territory, and graffiti writing practices 

amoag New York city youth, lvor Miller relates how one prominent graffiti artist, Phase 2, 

"doesn't like the terni 'ghetto.' because he feels it is pejonitive. For people who live in 

jmor barrios and projects. this is their home and their community and be calls it just that" 

(Miller, 1994: 186). The point here is that, al though ghetto regions and so-called "inner- 

city" neighborhoods frequentiy conforni ta the images and expectations of oficials and the 

wider public, they also provide the site for a rich anay of cultural creativity, social 

propriety, and nurture. And, as home environments or communities, these spaces are 

invested with value and are made meaningful by the citizens who live in them. As a 

27~t  is aLso important u> note iha< the report disproves the notion tbat the majority of America's p r  live 
in urban ghettos. JargowsS. and Bancfound that "in LW. there w m  2.4 million poor people living in 
ghenos -- 8.9 percent of ail U.S. poor M e .  Thus it is cI&y n a  tnie that the typical poor person was a 
rcsident of an urban ghetto"( 11990: 10). The passase goes on to st;ite. howcver, tbat ghetto povetty 
irnpacis most htavily on black and Hispic citizcns: of the total number of America's poor whites. 2.0 
percent are ghetto dwellcn; of pocr Macks 21.1 percent are ghetto dwellers; and of poor Hispanics.lS.9 
percent are ghetto dwcllers. 17ieir findings concludc that "ncarly tw*thirds d the ghetto p a x  arc black and 
most of tht rcst arc Hispanie" (îbid). 
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dominant cultural referent, the use-value of the term has therefore also been negatively 

defined according to the expediencies of a self-interested social elite. Scen in this light , a 

shift to a new discourse based on the revised spatial frame of the 'hood introduces a 

potentially empowering conceptuai transition. The discoune of the 'hood proposes an 

alternative to the sedirnented meanings of the term ghetto which have. arnong other things, 

framed much of white America's popular perceptions of black urban dwellers, ngardless 

of their class status. 

This still does not account for the "space" of the 'hood, however. The 'hood does 

not replace the ghetto but is, rather. a displacement of a m o n  discursive nature. la many 

instances, spaces commonly referred to as the 'hood exist in the same physical locale and 

urban environment that has k e n  descnbed as "the ghetto" by earlier generations for at least 

the past forty years. a point which will be taken up later. 1 want to argue that, as a 

discursive shift, the turn to the 'hood is part of a cultural recuperation of Af'rican-American 

and Latino dominated space enacted primarily by the urban minority youth segment. The 

ghetto has traditionally been understood as the unfortunate urban environment existing as a 

blight within the city. Coded as "ethnic" by urban white ruling majorities for over a 

hundred and fifty years, the ghetto as a geocultural enclave has always been cast as a spatial 

pariah. grudgingly ceded to ethnic or racial populations or, conversely, surrendered to 

them. 

The 'hood implies the general spaces of the ghetto but it also allows greater 

flexibility as it is intoned to describe and delineate locality - literally, one's aeighborhood 

and the space to which one relates as a home environment. Thus, where the ghetto has 

been culturally shackled to a negative symbolic configuration of images and ideas, the 

'hood offers a new terminology and discursive frame that cari simultaneously address 

conditions in dl "the 'hoodsn everywhen or to individuated spaces, ta particular sites of 

significance. The argument might be made that the 'hwd "signifies" (in the black cultial 

sense of the term involving vernacular and linguistic traditions) on the nsonant precmr 
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of the ghetto, displaying a new capacity to acknowledge, embrace, and extend some of the 

themcr and concepts r b t  the ghetto has traditionally encompassed as a repnseotational 

term, 

The 'hood, then, is a duaily intlected tenn that refers inwardly to local sites and the 

specificities of place while, simultaneously, constitutiag a concept that isolaies a red or 

imagined "hem" from other places, from "there" (a relational basis for the establishment of 

a corresponding "usn and "themn dichotomy which will be taken up in later chapters). As 

Rob Shields explains, the discursive production of spatially inscribed values, achieved 

through the substantiation of "places and spaces ... from the world of real space relations to 

the symbolic realm of cultural significations" (199 1: 47). is one of the means by which 

social hierarchies are achieved and maintained. The value ascnbsd to place is excised from 

actual terrains, sites, environmcnts, etc., and is consequently strucnired in and thmugh 

discourse. Our "common sease" comprehension of the tems "ghetto" or "slum" is 

concretized through negative images pertaining to urban geographies and is based on 

previous usages and a spectrum of cultural noms and values. This amounts to a form of 

"cultural shorthand." 

Mainstream represenftolins of such spaces (including portrayals in newspapen, 

magazines, literature, or television programs) are closely aligned with the social 

construction of reputaîions that transgress the boundanes of the spaces and places in 

question and may overdetemine the acnial daily practices of those who inhabit thern. 

These "spatial myths" (Shields: 1991), which also iotroduce a means of laklling according 

to a loose system of spatial values. are aot only disserninated through media mechanians 

but are dso a featun of discursive patterns at the laal  level. Rap music is influentid in the 

rejection of certain social stemtypes and labels nlating to spatial myths in some contexts, 

w hile simultaneously furthering the introduction and circulation of others. 

The spaces and places that form the foundation of Rap's rcferences to the 'hwd a n  

discursively pmduced fmm withia a pre-existing system of relational differences organized 
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hierarchically and enforceci through various institutional and cultural apparatuses. ln Rap, 

"the 'hood" emerges as a meaningful t em  that is oriented toward, on the one haad, 

recognition of social and cultural idiosyncracies of the artist's immediate environment and, 

on the other hand, recognition of differeaces (real or perceived) that identify other places, 

whether they be similar socio-ecooomic enclaves (i.e., other "lioods") or extemal spaces 

comprising the spheres of middle-class comfort, upper-class affluence, or higher 

concentrations of racial "Others." 

Gilroy poses several relevant questions that revolve around the terminologies of the 

'hood, indicating an attemp to understand the nature of the new historical conditions of 

youth. identity, and black culhirai politics in contemporary America: 

But, if the 'hood is the essence of where biackness can now be found, 
which ' h d  are we talking about? How do we weigh the achievements of 
one 'hood against the achievements of another? How is black life in one 
'hood comected to life in others? Can there be a blackness that coanects, 
articulates, synchronizes experiences and histories across the diaspora 
space? (Gilroy, 1992: 308) 

In response, it is useful to point to the dialogic character of Rap and to its unique capacities 

to focus conversation and debates within society in general and among black Amencans in 

particular. Gilroy (1992) hiniself suggests this line of approach elsewhere when he cites 

the progressive and "democratic" possibilities of "antiphony" or cal1 and response that is 

commoa to black musical forms and characteristic of a black cultutal aesthetic. The cal1 and 

response in Rap, whether refemng to the "shout outs* or "dissesn, the use of sampled 

recordings, or response records does, in fact, offer a cultural coanection across time and 

space. It also supports the argument that there is sufficient dialogue and s h e d  interaction 

to realistically discuss Hip Hop in tenns of a nation status. Rose also points to the 

dialogical and communicative strengths of Rap and Hip Hop: 

Out of a broader discursive climate in which the perspectives and 
experiences of younger Hispanie, AfmCaribbeans and Afk-Amencans 
had k e n  proviâed little social space, hip hop developed as part of a cross- 
cultural communication network..And, characteristic of communication in 
the age of hi&-tech telecommunications, storics with cultural and narrative 
resooance continued to spread at a rapid pace. (Rose, 1994.60) 
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Today's prevalent articulation of home environments in the 'hood situates Rap artists 

within an enunciative space (meaning, the space from which they articulate their sense of 

self and their relations to the world around them as they enter into various cultural 

discourses) that is summoned "in opposition to foreign things" but not always in a negative 

or defensive configuration. 

In both the aairmative and negative c~~gurat ions  (i.e., here is good, ~ k e  is less 

good or bad). the discoune of the 'hood is still part of a pattern of communication and is 

more often than not part of an open and ongoing local, regional. and national dialogue 

rather than a sort of punctuation signifying its end. Still, Gilroy's line of interrogation is 

well founded for it remains unclear precisely how such highly context-laden expressions of 

particular expenence are able to mate  dialogue across the multivalent and shifüng spaces of 

black popular culture -- not to mention the added complexities that occur wheo these 

dialogues cross over into the extended cultural nalrn consisting of a sizable audience of 

young white Rap fans. If Rap can in any way be equated with CNN as a communicative 

medium for black communities (as Chuck D of the influentid group Public Enemy has 

asserted) then it is important. as Gilroy suggests, to ask what exactly is beiag 

communicated and how it rnight provide the foundations for prounded and informed 

dialogue amoag constituents of various dispersed localities. 

Rap music offers an illustrative example of a cultural form that emerges from the 

dynarnic covergence of the global and the local. lts international reputation and popularity 

and its global distribution is enabled by the transnational entertainment industry that is 

dominated by only a handful of major corporate labels. Yet its connections to local 

contexts, social environments, and sites of significance are also entwined in the cultural 

systems that form a foundation for the music's production. These include street corners 

and basket bal1 courts. rhools, neighborhwd night clubs and dance halls. as well as local 

or regional independent recording companies. These are oiten the sites unseen where 

youths. aloae or in groups, hone their sllllls, practicing and developiog their craft. They 
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are. by and large, anonymous spaces that are of little interest or relevance to the broader 

society and CO much of the record buying public. Rap, however, stands out for the urgency 

with which its creators address the urban environment around them, descnbing in often 

painstaking detail the activities that occur there or mapping the cultural byways that 

delineate their Iocalities and give spac<2 meaning. 



Chapter 3 

Locat ia . i i i~  Hov: Rads Geo-cultural Sources 

Rap Md the Discursive Arena 

Since Rap music's popular and commercial debut it has undergone numemus 

transformations and developed several notable subgenres that reflect and announce various 

transitional social practices that rnay be ooly marginally related to the music itself. The 

music has evolved into a popular and public form of black youth expression with Rap 

artists addressing a range of cultural issues through their music that have commonly 

remained submerged within dominant discourse. Ln the sarne general time-frame there have 

been both radical and more subtly auanced changes in "the black public sphere,"28 that 

sphere within a sphere that has always existed as a facet of Amen'can society but which has 

been systematically and systernically rendered invisible, secondary, or problematic within 

dominant discourse and enquiry. l t  is not an empty c l a h  to suggest that Rap music and the 

spectacularity of the extended Hip Hop culture have been central factors in the circulation of 

cultural counterdiscourses among rnany black and Latino teens and in the cootemporary 

transformations of African-Amencan cultural identities and politics that are formed within 

the public sphere. This is especially true in view of the fact thrt the music and various 

associated practices have provided a lightninp rod for nurnerous heated debates about social 

values, moral and ethical parameten. gender inequality, sexisrn or misogyny, class 

confiict, intergenemtional dissonance, and the ongohg antapnisms of racial disharmony in 

Amenca today. Beyond this, Rap and the accompanying facets of Hip Hop have also been 

integral to the production of new stylistic sensibilities that have had an unavoidable impact 

on several facets of popular culture and which have extended far beyond their source within 

cultural domaios of black urban youth. 

28 Fm a collection of analytical essays on 'the Black Public Sphere,' see the specid issue of mblic 
Culture (7: 1, Fall 1w4). 



Nancy Fraser (1992) provides a useful theoretical mode1 w hen she argues that 

subordinated social groups will out of necessity formulate resistant. oppositional or  

alternative "discursive arenas," constmcting what she refers to as "subaltern 

counterpublics" that a n  founded upon "counterdiscourses." Fraser explores a spatial 

conceptualization of the "arena" where counterpublics converge through dialogue and 

discourse. Her theoreticai formulation conveys a spatially expansive ideal as she argues for 

a multiplicity of discursive formations that, despite the common prevalence of contradictory 

agendas, are in mutual dialogue across disparate social senings and cultural contexts. She 

stresses the importance of articulated alternatives that are culturaily and pditically oriented 

and which coojoin different discourses and comect divergent positions. This is to Say that 

she envisions an alternative discursive anna that encornpasses and encourages forms of 

social action that can, under histoorically specific conditions, lead to coali tion-based political 

aggregates. Although Frasef s theory does not address geography and social dispersion 

perse, it is obvious that the cultural and subcultural formations that comprise the objects of 

her aaalysis occupy separate social spaces and can be located upon a cultural map of 

difference. 

Yet Fraser also acknowledges the multiple forrns of existing social oppression and 

disenfranchisement and the ways that marginalized social factions maintain an active 

presence within the dominant public arenas and within the dominant social discourses 

w hem systemic oppression tends to be reproduced most consistently. "Marginality " is only 

ever partial and its geo-cultural conceptualization as a site at the edges of social power is 

often wroogly expressed as a tangible element, something that can a ~ ~ d l y  be pointed to. 

The theoretical notion of marginfcenter dynamics must also acknowledge the particular 

ways that each are codependent and rnutuaîly intluential as sets of social forces. This 

perspective refutes the simple and cornmonly misapplied oppositional bipolarity of 

miuginkenter relations. instead opting for a more connective and intemlated mode1 that 

accepts these power differentials as relations in tension and struggle. From this view, then, 



the arena of public discoune is seen to be hierarchically structured with centrality and 

marginality (or domination and subordination) CO-existing within a structure of relational 

difference where. in fact, each relies on the presence and definition of an "Other." 

Fraser's approach is consistent with that of black feminist scholar Angela Davis 

(1981, 1989) who points out that effective stniggle against hegernoaic hierarchies of 

domination must be founded on an integrative logic that emphasizes the various 

interlocking f o m s  of oppression experienced by individuais and social groups across a 

broad spectrum of social experience. In a slightly different sease, tbroughout her work 

focusing on themes of resistance and cultural transformation, bel1 hooks (1988) advocates a 

cultural project that subxribes to the radical processes of "talking backn and "coming to 

voice" that initiates the articulation of personal or collective politics -- whether these be 

politics of resistance or of identity fonnatioo. None of these theontical formulations are 

intended as precise programs for change, however, for society is an unruly amalgarnation 

of competing and contradictory forces and the tenains of culture are characteristically pmne 

to variation and unevenness. There are no puarantees that progressive change can be 

achieved or that the Ends of desind changes will result (Grossbeq. 1992). Y et. in each 

of these theoretical and practical propositions, there is a theme that conforrns to the ways 

that Rap has been taken up, implemented. or deployed by members of the Hip Hop culture. 

The articulation of experience and the influences of contemporary conditions that 

inforzn cultural identities frequently emerge within the arena of the Hip Hop culture as a 

series of counterdiscourses that represent the attempt to circumvent constraining and out- 

dated programs for social empowement. While there are many examples of conservative 

and even regressive positions that are articulated within the Rap form (Le., the 

reinforcement of restrictive patriarchal values; the expression of traditional notions of 

heterwexual masculinity; a preponderance of r a c k  or anti-semitic sentiment; and a strong 

cornmitment to narrowly conceived capitalist ideals of wealth and power) they tend to 

@ gcaerate the mort contmversy to the exclusion of other alternative positions. The 



disjuncture produced by Rap's alternative or progressive counterdiscourses also illustrates 

the pmblems with identify ing the black "voice" as homogeneous or the black public sphere 

as a unified concept when, in fact, they display several overlapping points of antapism. 

With Rap, black and Latino teeoagen have established an identifiable discursive 

arena, a f o m  where the ideas and concerns as well as the expression of powerful strains 

of both nihilism and optimism of a generation can k head in multiple ariiculative modes. 

Rap's young creaton have located a cultural voice that is both an adaptation and a deparhue 

from prior voices of nationalism and black unity politics. An adaptation in the postmodem 

dialogic sense that the past is often revisited as an archiva1 repository of ideas, discourses, 

syrnbols, or styles that continually resurface (albeit radically nworked) in contemporary 

contexts. Examples of this can be seen in the penonae of rappers who expressly identify 

with the images and political stances of the,Black Panther Party and other political facets of 

the earlier Biack Power ~ovement.29 It is a depamire inasrnuch as the dialogue between 

generations and between different classes of Afncan-Arnericans is often strained, nflectjng 

the extent to wbich evolving social and cultural conditions of existence often result in 

divergent rather than convergent cultural strategies. 

Krïstal Brent Zook offen a suggestive conceptual definition for the nationalistic 

discourses that can be heard in various forrns in Rap music when she writes that 

"nationalism represeots a necessary vision of safety, protection, and what 1 refer to as an 

empowering 'home'" (1992: 256). Ageeing with her description, 1 believe it is relevant to 

then introduce and interrogate the oumerous spatialities that also inform the concept of 

"home" - and the cultural apparatuses that make "home" recognizable as refuge and as 

politicai sanctuary -- as it is undentood in the contemporary American context. ln the 

popular music by black artists of the late 196ûs and early 1970s the ghetto was the 

pnoritized urban spatial site that emerged as the dominant constnict of "homen and the 

29 One example of tbis is the 1995 M o  Van P e e k  film PWkr (Lm which spwned two Hip Hop 
albums and features rapper Nefertiti of the now defunct Islamic Rap possc Blackwatch Movement in a 
prominent de. In addition to hc recordcd .wumitrack, a second album Pump Yu F ~ I :  Hip Hop lnrpind hy 
rhe B k k  Panthcrs ( 1995, Pol yGram) was issued to coinci& with rhe film's reltase. 



legitimate space of political and cultural fomentation. As the American ghetto has been 

transfomed in the intervening years the discourses within which ghetto existence is defined 

have correspondin gl y undergone transitional shifts; the conceptisal space and geo-cultural 

construct of the 'hood is the product of these shifts, especidly among youth factions. 

There are numerous examples of the previous generation's discourse of ghetto 

existence: Donny Hathaway recorded "The Ghetto" on his debut album "Everything is 

Everything" (Atlantic) in 1970 ; Wafs f ird self-titled album "The World is a Ghetto" 

( 1973. United Artists) featured a hi t single of the same title; The Spimers released "Ghetto 

Child" (Atlantic) which charted bnefly in the U.K. in 1973. Receding these, however, 

was Elvis Presley's 1%9 hit recording "ln The Ghetto" (RCA) which coincided with his 

retum to live performances after an eight year hiatus fmm the stage. Presley's recording is 

free of explicitiy criticai cornmentary and stands as an observational expression framed in 

sentimentality. Yet it is indicative of a trend to fonground the existence of class and socio- 

spatial difference that had b e n  shaping the composition of the nation's cities with particular 

intensity in the post-war penod and which bad achieved a new level of intenst -- and 

concem - across the social spectrum. The emphasis on "the gheuo" as a space and as a 

problem (freqwntly coded in public policy and the rnainstream media as part of the "black 

problem") was undoubtedly a response to the combiaation of effective urban political 

organizing (and the accompanying visual impact of such urban activists as the Black 

Panthen); ghetto-centend violence that had escalated throughout the nation since the Watts 

riots of 1965: and a general awareness that Amenca could no longer ignore the peds of a 

separate and unqual society. 

The increase of govemeat and university-sponsored studies of ghetto conditions 

(such as the contmversial 1965 federal report on The Negro Family: The Case for 

National Action" by Daniel Moynihan and numemus reports on the subject of America's 

"underclasses") basicall y reified the concept of a "problem." This scholarl y activi ty was 

accampoied by inmascd media attention and accclcrated television and press covcrage 



which had an extremely iduential and dfecting visual emphasis that publicized the "crisis" 

that was impacting America's inner-cities. Middle-class whites. many of whom had 

already fled the cities, could no longer Nm a blind eye to the conditions of the urban cores 

as the black urban poor began making more urgent demands for civic change and 

community support. Because every large American city bas its own black or minority 

ghetto, the issue was national in scope and this was an essential factor in the formation and 

successes of 1950s and 1960s black nationalist politics and the Black Power movement as 

well as in the shaping of black urban culturai identities throughout this period. These 

issues were taken up and rnobilized within a spatial discourse that was formed within the 

reprcsentational constmctions of the Amencan pst-war ghetto. They were also deeply 

embedded in political. economic, and artistic articulations of black cultural identity with a 

history, and the pro-black, Afrocentrist ideologies that ensued often mobilized the ghetto as 

a symbolic image of location and cultural struggle. In black popular music, the ghetto was 

the dominant spatial trope that symbolically referred to an urban terrain that was 

recognizable to the majority of black (and white) Americans whether they actually inhabited 

ghetto spaces or not. It was associated with a common cunency of meanings and values, 

motivating images of cultural experience within a popular vemacular that was centrai in the 

communication of black cultural siruggle. 

By the early 1970s. the relative cobesiveness of the black power movement was 

also crodin$O and the promises of either radical political empowerment or of ecmomic 

progress were harder to accept for many people as anything more than rhetorical idealism. 

Addressing this period, Ree bee Garofalo w r i  tes: 

The Civil Rights Movement appuvcd to have run its course. Activists knew 
that the issues it raised would surface again in diffennt contexts and new 
organizational forms, but for the time being the rnovement had been 
forceably rendered dormant. its 20-year history of peaks and valleys. 

30 1 say 'relative cohesivenas' bccause. despite a much wider base of sympaihy and support, the 
discursive terrain of activism was, as now, highly frapented. In more ment distillations (iaduding 
numemu Rap mks Md SpiLe Lceb 1989 film Da Z b  RigM Thing). these dirfernra have ken  rcâuced 
to the polarized poli tical stances ernbodied by Malcolm X and Martin Luther King, Ir. 



successes and failures, contradictions and divergent tendencies chnicled in 
popular music. (Garofafo. 1992: 239) 

The decline of strong, progressive leadership and i ts by-product "progressive poli ticsn 

(West, 1993: 45) as well as a deepening economic debilitation among urban minority 

populations contributed to a profound sense of social and cultural drift and widespread 

nihilism which have, over the years, gradually takea mot among many black and Latino 

youths. 

As Garofalo explains, the politicized and culturally infomed songs that had k e n  an 

important part of the popular music landscape toward the end of the 1 W s  up to roughly 

1971 gradually disappeared. He writes: 

Reflecting the 'quieter' mood of the early 1970s. the black popular music 
which came to the fore was the 'soft soul' sound pioneered by the 
Philadelphia-btised writer-pducer team of Kenny Gamble and Leon Huff, 
and producer-arranger Thom Bell ... With the movement in disarray , civil 
ri@ themes were on the decline in popular music. (1992: 238-239) 

Although the heavy Funk music in this period was anything but "quiet," it was generally 

devoid of any "real politicn and was geared more toward the unarnbiguous expression of 

the politics of pleasure and sexuality. 

Within a very short time that paralleled the rise of Disco thmugh the mid- 197ûs Rap 

began to fiourish in the parks, street and house parties, and underground nightclubs of 

New York. These developments facilitated the emergence of a new form of black popular 

expression and the evolution of an alternative means of cultural articulation that, as Gilroy 

suggests, "set in train a process that was to transfomi black Arnerica's sense of itself and a 

large portion of the music industry as well" (1993: 125). These "organicn urban sites of 

the music's origin are sifificant for they constitute the starting point of Rapts particular 

history as weli as informing the historiography of Hip Hop culture that has, in tum, k e n  

iduential in publicizing characteristics of the lived environments and the various 

conditions of existence that comprise the black Arnerican ghetto. 



Rap Music anci Urbrm Economics in the 1980s 

Ln the p e n d  leading up to and including the fiat wave of recorded Rap. the music 

was highly influenced by the economics of the pnmary locales of its invention and 

production. Examinhg the growth of Rap through a socio-economic lem, Clarence 

Lusane observes that the impact of 1980s "Reagonomic" policies contnbuted to the urgency 

with which urban minority youth sought new avenues for financiai enrichment. As he 

notes: 

For many of these youth, rap became not only an outlet for social and 
political discourse, but also an eçonomic opportunity that required little 
investment other than boldness and a cornpetitive edge. In a period when 
black labor was in low demand, if one could uot shoot a basketball like 
Michael Jordan, then the entertainment industry was one of the few legal 
avenues available for the get-rich coosciousness that domiaated the social 
ethos of the 1SWOs. (Lusane, 1993: 43) 

Corne1 West (1989) argues, however, îhat entertainment has long been an option of hope 

(within the triad of enabling cultural practices emphasizing "the persona in performance" 

that include athletics and the "sermooic practices" of the clergy) in the siniggle for upward 

economic mobility among African-Americans, especially throughout the late twentieth 

Yet the options available and the means by which they might be accessed and 

exploited change acrr>ss social spaces with the gradually fluctuating conditions of any given 

historical period. Thus, the effects of the transition to new global economies since the 

1960s which span diverse econornic sectors, combined with the constraints of conservative 

economic and social programs thaî emerged with particular intensity in the eady 1980s. had 

a double-aegative effect on Amerka's urban youth populations. Addressing this 

phenornenon and its effects in New York City, Tricia Rose writes: 

Shrinking federai funds and affordable housing, shifts in the occupational 
structure away from blue-collu manufactwing and toward corporate and 
information services, dong with frayed local communication patterns, 
meant that new immigrant populations and the city's poorest residents paid 
the highest pnce for deindustrializatim and eeonomic restmcturing. (Rose, 
i9W 30) 



As 1 have stressed, Rap music is an undeniably urban music emanating from city con 

regions that communicates many of the comsponding core themes of urban existence. ln 

the functional logics currently guiding the evolution of modem cities (relatiog to, for 

example, urban planning and civic administration) urban black youth and minority 

immigrant populations generally constitute a vast labor resource for the oagoing operation 

and maintenance of city systems. They fil1 what are often the most menial of jobs for 

below-subsistence wages. Or, coovenely, tbey are framed as a "problem." as a major 

factor coatributing to the crises of the American city which require additional allocations for 

numerous basic services or for such budgetary items as urban policinp. 

lt remains tme, however. that contrary to prevailing imaps  of minority youth as 

class members of the economically dispossessed, the individuals who comprise these social 

factions a h  constitute an inf'iuential and necessary force in  an active economy. Their 

limited earnings still allow hem to contribute to the vitality of localized ghetto and non- 

ghetto economies. lt is both false and demeaoing to consider individuals from America's 

economic "underclasses" as non-contributing members of society. Owing largely to the 

ways that grim statistics tend to speak on the behdf of individuals and social groups. their 

human prexnce and impact often remains umgistered except at local levels of interaction. 

Furthemore. the existence of grey and black markets and the trade in contraband or 

iliegal substances cannot be fully assessed for their local economic impacts. lt is safe to 

assume, however, that the mooetary fIow from these sources constitutes an important 

aspect of many urban localities. Whites and blacks living in impoverished enviroaments 

musi coafront the negative influences of prostitution. the Street drug economy, and theft. 

Yet, in an unfortunate sense. these a n  also aspects of a local economy that flourish 

w herever people are faced with poverty and desperation. It is crucial to acknowledge this, 

and it is equally crucial not to isolate this as a racial phenornenon but a phenornenon of 

poverty econornics that crosses aii racial bounduies. 



The nductive representation of various social formations based on biased measuns 

of economic and consumer power devalues the stniggles of those who, although fmaocially 

hard-pressed, continue to reproduce the basic threads that can weave community into local 

neighborhwds. Through much of the 1970s and 80s, the widely documented "Madob" 

syndrome became a comrnon fact of urban city existence. Increasingly, "inner-cityn youths 

with a high school education or less were asked to expect little more than service iodustzy 

work. This was in marked contrast with the middle and late-eighties affluence of young 

urban professioaals (who, both black and white. often eamed mpssly intlated incornes) 

and their capacities to purchase the material symbols of wealth and financial success. lt is 

this imbalance, fraught as it is with material and symbolic representations of difference, that 

marks much of the tension among classes in larger American cities. The imbalance is 

further illustrated through phenomena such as neighborhood gentrification programs and 

various forms of civic rezoning and developrnent that discriminate against low-wage 

eamen. the unemployed. and those who rely on social assistance. 

Against this bleak backdrop, "getting paid" or "making ends" emerged as common 

themes in the discourses of ghetto life and were clearly audible even pnor to the message- 

oriented Rap that began with the release of "The Message" by Grandmaster flash and the 

Furious Five (Sugarhill) in 1%2. For example. Jimmy Spicer's "Moaey (Dollar Bill, 

Y'AII)" (1981, Rush Gmove Music) was an ode to cash, weighing the expense of basic 

urban survival against the ideals of matenalistic accumulation and unrestrained purchase 

power. The economic disenfranchisement of many young black urbm Americans provided 

a grounding for the ideological articulation of class consciouaiess within capitalism and the 

symbolic representation of the expnence of poverty as weil as the desire to tramcead it. 

ln  the early and mid-l98ûs, for example, members of the Hip Hop culture 

expressed kir recognition of these matenai disparities thiough a semiotic appropriation of 

the signs of wealth. in sartorial expression within the Hip Hop culture the exaggerated 

symbolic depiction of material prospcnty signaled a shift away from the "Ieather and 



feathern look of Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five or Afrika Bambaataa's RapFunk 

units that had continued from the late 19709. lnstead, it twk  the fonn of massive gold 

chaius or 24 Karat gold braided necklaces and diamond studded medailions replicating, 

among other things, Mercedes Benz hwd omaments which were wom over the name- 

brand sporiswear that characteiized the &Boy style. Ln tems of a developing Rap 

discourse, "getting paid" can also be heard as the expression of an agenda for trangressing 

restrictive economic boundaries and. in practice, of finessing the music business in order to 

finance a departun from the ghetto. This is perhaps most notable in boch the album cover 

image and title track of Eric B and Rakim's classic nlease Paid in Full (1987, Island 

Records). Conceived as an enabling creative practice, Rap was quickly framed as part of 

an emergent repertoire of cultural options that coincided with the ongoing quest for 

economic empowerment and enhanced social mobility among black and Latino youth 

constituencies. 

Lusane is critical of this development among Rap artists, explaining that the 

cornmitment to capital accumulation amoag rappers actually maintains a systern of 

enslavement "that nquires an econornic elite and mass deprivation" (1993 : 45). As he 

notes. these trends reproduce the ideals of the capitalist system within the ghetto 

environment by reinforcing an ultimately restrictive desire for material wealth and its 

trappings. Lusane's assessrnent notwithstanding, these changes can alsa be envisioned in 

a more progressive and optimistic light. The articulation of renewed optimism and vitality 

that mid- 1980s Rap canied in the context of ghetto existence also contributecf to a partial 

(and often inconsistently applied) reversal of the dominant idea that the ghetto was 

effectively a dead-ead for black and Latino youths. 

Ariists and producers in Rap and Hip Hop began to mobilize a nlatively new 

discome that identifïed the music's rclatioaship to the ghetto enviionment as the source of 

new economic potentials that could only be fdly realized in practice throyh an 

amalgamation with a larger industriai network. As Nelson and G o d e s  explain, the shift 



from free. impromptu perfomances in parks and other public spaces was largely due to the 

sudden commercial poteutid of Rap: 

Back in the day. before rap became a recorded d o m ,  these [ive shows 
were the few outlets where neighborhood youth could enjoy this new 
music; once the hiphop crews realized then were mucho dollars to be made 
(popular groups made about $150 per set), the street and park shows were 
limited. (1991: 204) 

Lnterestingly, the general transition toward the mid-1980s when Rap finally attained a 

relatively stable position in the music business also presented a major contradiction in 

values within the Hip Hop culture that has never been fully or adequately resolved This 

involves attempts by comuiercially successful Rap artists to remaia "mal" or true to the 

street while in some cases generating multi-million dollar sales and earning regal incomes 

that allowed them to move into toney neighborhoods such as Beverly Hills. 

Lusane points out that "since lm, black youth suf'fered the laqest decline in 

employment of al1 component groups of al1 nices. In 1986, in the middle of the Republican 

years, black teenage unemployment was officidly as hi& as 43.7 per centn (1993: 43). 

Guided by buddiag younp artists and entrepreneurs who often had littie or no experience 

with promotions or production but who were actively seeking alternative ways (both legal 

and illegal)îl of generating an income. the Rap scene began to "risen from the underground 

in a culturally and spatially expansive way, merging with the wider music industry as 

individuals in and around the scene began to recognize a growing potential for financial 

reward. Rap's trajectory fmm the street corners and parks into the clubs and studios was 

also leading into the boaidrooms of small, mid-sized, and (more tentatively) major record 

companies as the business side of the Hip Hop culture was exposed to its own micro- 

version of economic mstmcniring that eventually contributed to the mainstreaming of 

various core facets of the culture. These dcvelopments h d  the effect of ncasting the ghetto 

as a new "milieux of innovation" (Castells, 1989) and. in the contexts of a transnational 

31 it is important net to lose sight of the fa* that Rap emergcd no< only lm within the cwstrained 
esonornic conditions of the Amcrican ghctio landscap but, wiihin these urban sites, it also evolved within 
the the dcveloping mcmamorny that was futlai by the p w i n g  crack W. 



industry dominated by corporate enteriaiment giants with ravenous appetites for new 

commodity product, Rap was elevated to a oew plateau as a commercial fonn. 

Locating Hip Hop 

Descnbing the early stages of Rap music's emergence within the Hip Hop culture 

for an MTV "Rapumentary" on the topic, Grandmaster Flash. one of the core DJs of the 

eariy scene, recalls the spatial distribution of  sound systems and crews in metroplitan 

New York: 

We had temtories. It was Like, Kool Herc had the West side. Barn bad 
Bronx River. DJ Breakout had way uptown past Gun Hill. Myself, rny 
area was f ike 138th Street, Cypress Avenue. up to Guo Hill. so that we al1 
had our temtories and we al1 had to respect each other. 

The documentary's images embellish Rash's commentary. displaying a cornputer 

generated map of 'The Bmnn" with colored sections demarcating each DJ's temitory as it is 

mentioned, graphicaliy separating the enclaves that comprise the main area of operations for 

the competing sound systerns. This emphasis ou temtoriality involves more than just a 

geograpbical arrangement of cultural worken and the regionalism of cultural practices. it 

illuminates a particular nlationsbip to space or, more accurately, a nlationship to particular 

spaces. As flash conveys it. the sound systems that fonned the backbone of the 

burgeoning Hip Hop scene were identified by their audiences and followers accoiding to 

the ovedapping influences of persona and turf. The temtories were tentatively claimed 

through the ongoing practices that occumd within their bounds and were reinforced by the 

circulation and rnobiiities of those who recognized and accepted their penmeten. It is not 

at ail insignificmt that the dominant historical narratives pertaioing to the emergence of Hip 

Hop identify a transition from gang-onented affiliations (formed around crews or posses 

and their protection of tuf i  to music and break dance affiliations that mainiained and in 

some cases intensified the important smicturing systems of temtoriality. 

flash's refereace to the importance of 'respect" is not primarily addressing a 

respect for the süllr or chancar of his cornpetitors (although, clsexhne [George, 19931 



he acknowledges this as well). Rather, his notion of respect is related to the geographies 

that he maps; it is based on the existence of circumscribed domains of authority and 

dominance that have been established by other DJs, as he has established his. These 

geographies are inhabited and bestowed with value. They a n  understood as lived places 

and sites of significance as well as being understood within the market logic that includes a 

pmduct (the music in its va.rious live or recorded forms) and a consumer base (various 

audience formations). The proprietary discourse also i mplies, therefore, that the Hip Hop 

cartography is to some extent shaped by a reftned capitalist logc and the existence of 

market ngions. Without sacrificing the basic geographic components of territory, 

possession, and group identity that play such an important role among gang-oriented 

activities. the content of New Yorks urban spaces was substantially revised as Hip Hop 

developed. 

Clearly, however, the boundaries flash describes and which are visually mapped in 

the documentary were never firm or immoveable. They were cultural boundaries that were 

continually open to negotiation and renegotiation by those who inhabited their terrains and 

who circuiated throughout the city's boroughs. As the main fom of musical expression 

within the Hip Hop culture, the early DJ sound systems featured a senes of practices that 

linked the music to other activities such as graffiti art and "tagging." Together, these 

overlapping practices and methods of constructing place-based identities and of inscribiag 

and enunciating individual and collective presence created the bonds upon which affiliations 

were forged within specific social geographies. Hip Hop's distinct practices introduced 

new forms of expression that were contextually linked to conditions in a city comprised of 

an amalgrnation of neighborhwds and boroughs with their own highly particularized 

social noms and cultural nuances. 

W hile Rap's capacity to circumvent the constraints and limiting social conditions of 

young African-American anà Latino youths has been examined and celebrated by cultural 

critics and scholan, the= has been little attention granted to the many implications of Hip 



Hop spatial logics. Tricia Rose goes the furthest in this direction when she details the ways 

that Hip Hop continuaüy displays a clever txansformative creativity that is endlessly capable 

of aitering the implied or preferred uses of technologies and space. Her specific references 

to Hip Hop culture and space stress the importance of the "postindusirial cityn as the central 

urban influence "which provided the context for creative development among hip hop's 

earliest imovators, shaped their cultural terrain, access to space, matenals, and education" 

(1994 34). Yet it should be ooted that the particuiarities of urban space thernselves are 

subjected to the deconstructive and recoastnictive practices of Rap artists. Thus. w hen in 

another context laia Chamben refers to Rap as "New York's 'sound system' ... sonorial 

graffitin with "the black youth culture of Hariem and the Bronx twisting technology into 

aew cultural shape" (1985: 190). he overloolo the comsponding strategies that give nse to 

the radical transformation of the sites where these cultures cohere and converge or the 

spaces that are reimagined and, importantly, remapped. Hip Hop and the Rap artists who 

give it a voice emerge in yet another guise, in this case as alternative cartographen for what 

the Rap group Boo Yaa Tnbe refen to as "a new funky nation." 

Tracing Rap's OrigindEmhn'ning Historiography 

lt is by now comrnon to "return to the sourcen when outlining Rap's development 

and current populari ty, with the detailed &scnPtiun - not anal ysis -- of spatial particulars 

becorning the nom of narrative histories that trace the emergeace, evolution, and influences 

that inforrned and motivated Rap at its inception. These histones are often, in the first 

instance, geographical. They set the stage in a particular manner that highlights the flow of 

people and cultures through a defined environment -- the borough of the Bronx in New 

York. 1t is not, however, solely the geography of the city that makes the historical 

narratives of Rap's emergence unique. The history of the blues and jazz in the 1920s and 

30s, for example, is also often structured arouad the importance of regional and local 



geographies.32 With Rap, no matter how it is explaineâ, the emphasis i s  always placed on 

the dominant geo-cultural component of its formation: the "inner-city." 

This is evident, for instance, in David Twp's DD Attack: Africao Jive to New 

York H ~ D  Hop, which has for years provided one of the more concise historical overviews. 

Toop begins his narrative with references to New York streets and night spots. locdiziag 

the base of the music's mots: 

Hip hop's home. the Bronx. is an area with a fearsome reputation 
caricatured by films such as Bronx W h s  and Fort Apache: The Brom. 
Its grim project housing and bunit-out buildings have little of the political 
and cultural monance of neighboring Hariem. let alone the material assets 
further downtown; it was within the Bronx and, to a lesser extent, Harlem 
that black youths developed their own alternative to gang warfare that bad 
risen fmm the dead in the late 1960s to dominate and divide neighborhoods 
north of Central Park. (Toop, 1984: 12) 

Encoded within a temiinology that bespeaks "the ghetto," Toop describes architecture and 

geography, social structure and territory The mapped spaces of the Bronx. Harlem and 

Central Park a n  identified by name precisely because those narnes speak of particular 

places in particular ways (although the veiled reference to a temtory "further downtown" bis 

easily decipherable as Mauhattan). They d m d y  have meanings and, thus. significance ihai 

has been constructed (often) through the entertainment and news media. They are funher 

made comparatively meaningful according to a general mapping of New York's 

interborough organization, with Toop both conveying basic information and assuming 

pnor howledge pertaining to the geecultural arrangement and spatial dimensions of the 

city. New York's icoDic pnonce, its identity as a globai city, allows Toop and others to 

implement a descriptive shorthand that facilitates the efficient communication of spatial and 

cultural coordinates. He d i e s  on the general assumption that most people wül h o w  that 

Harlem and the South Bronx are black cornmunities and this knowledge makes it easier to 

graft on further images (as well as stereotypes) pertaining to the cultures that cohere then. 

- .  32 See, for example. LeRoi Joncs. 1%3. Blues Pcooie: N-Y.: Morrow 
Quill Papcrbacks. (espcciall y chaptcr 8). 



Dick Hebdige's (19û7) description of Rapts invention introduces a further 

extension of the cultural constituencies that cohere in local urban neighborhoods and 

acknowledges the cmciai influences that were experienced over the years with the influx of 

various immigrant and ethnic gmps.  He demarcates the B m  in mon histoncally precise 

tems than does Twp, referring explicitly to the predominantly black and Latino cultural 

melange that has defined the experience of the bomugh for over sixty years: 

Both reggae and rap also grew out of city slum envimnrnents. Rap started 
in the South Bronx of New York. which had been a maialy black and 
hispanic ghetto for decades. By 1930 nearly a quarter of the people who 
lived there were West lndian immigrants. And most of the Spanish 
speakers living in the Bronx nowadays either came onginally from 
Canbbean islands like Puerto Rico and Cuba or are the childten of 
Caribkan imi gants... There are now three million Puerto Ricans living in 
New York -- as many as live in Puerto Rico itself. The Bronx had never 
been pmperous. But in the 1960s it went into a sudden decliae and by the 
end of the decade it had become the poonst, toughest neighborhwd in the 
whole of New York. (Hebdige, 1981: 137) 

This narrative delineates the Bronx and the local oeigbborhwds therein as a dynamic. if 

depressed environment that is the product of histoncd fluctuations of people and cultural 

fr<Nors. It is npresented hen as a temtory of culnval hybridity, formed dong the cultural 

axes described by Tnnh Minh-Ha when she points to "... a Third World in every First 

World ..." (1981: 138139). By foregrouoding the histoncd and cultural elernents of the 

borough, Hebdige mitigates the constraints that a closed narrative of urban decimation or 

economic decline might imply. He works against the sense of closure and containment that 

often accompaaies popular irnageiy of the Bronx and which fuel the scripts of such films as 

those cited by Toop. The dominant image of the Bronx, reinforced by photographs or 

television and movie footage, is already one of poverty, disease, violence, and danger 

which are coded as black. Yet with a preliminary understanding of the vitality of the 

borough and its various communities and an attempt to locate the urban spaces of the South 

Bronx in an historical light, the linear narrative equation of Broax=blac k=doorned 

wasteland is challengeû. 



Among the most indepth historical examinations of Rap's geopphical origins is 

Tricia Rose's Black Noise: R ~ D  Music and Black Culture in Contem-mm? America. 

Noting that "rapts primary context for development is hip hop culture, the Afrodiasporic 

traditions it extends and nvises, cad the New York urban terrain in the 1970s" (19% 26), 

Rose carefully analyses and assesses the postmodernlpostindustrial city, f iat  in the abstract 

(i.e.. "the city"). and then in the particular. focused on the urban conditions of New York 

City and the South Bronx. Against a backdrop of economic and infrastructural decline and 

a prevailing sense of "loss and futility" among those who live there. Rose identifies a 

positive and progressive agency that refutes the cooceptualization of the area as an 

architectural and human disaster. 

Like Hebdige. she introduces a histoncal perspective that accounts for the flow and 

dynarnic interrelations of diverse ethnic and racial groups. ln fact, this point is devaloped 

with varying degrees of detail by virtually al1 chroniclen of Rap history when 

acknowledging the profound impact of the Jarnaican cultural presence in the Bronx and 

Harlem neighborhoods, and of the influences of the Jamaican sound systerns. such as Kool 

DJ Herc's. and Iyrical "toasters" who had a crucial role in community-onented leisure 

practices (Le., Holman, 1984; Hager, 1985; Gilroy, 198/, L993; Fernando. 1994). More 

recently, rappen themselves hiive begun to explicitly recuperate the previousty overlooked 

Latino presence that has k e n  evident and vital to the growth of Hip Hop from "back in the 

day," poiotedly correcting erasures that have contributed to a generalized popular 

perception of Rap and Hip Hop as the invention solely of urban black yout@ 

Central to this discussion, however, is the emphasis Rose places on the relations 

between localized urban conditions and the rise of Rap as a response, dialogue, or 

statement by black and Latino teenagers. Rap does not spnng forth from the South Bronx 

by accident; it emerges from within an economically lirnited context as a new means of 

33 This point is  evident in Michad Hdman's the New York City Br- (1984) which 
describcs the ethnic and racial composition of eariy brmk dancc m u ' s  while atso offering an intcnsting 
introduction to the commercial development of brcakdmcing. 



negotiating the immediate environment and of motivating individual and collective cultural 

practices of opporhinity on a day-tday basis. This was the case in the mid- 19Ms when 

Rap began to develop as an artistic medium and it continues to the present From this 

perspective, it is clear that Rap was not simply founded in the organic cteativity of a 

homogeneous American urban youth population. but emerged from within particular 

geographies of oppression where the interlocking forms of race and class (and, as Rose 

11990,19941 explains. gender) often tend to nproduce the most intense conditions of lack. 

It thus becomes necessary to approach Rapts invention and evolution from within a matrix 

of influences that are most prevalent within high density urban localities that are, 

correspondingly, predominantly inhabited by black, Latino. and low-income popuiations. 

According to Rose: 

Hip Hop culture emerged as a source for youth of alternative identity and 
social status in a community whox older local support institutions had been 
ail but demolished along with large sectors of its built environment. (1994: 
34) 

As she suggests. the production of new, alternative forrns of expression is a creative 

response to real social and matenal constraints that are most deeply felt in localized urban 

cultural spaces. 

Citing the sirnuitaaeous erosion of political, cultural. and physical structures, Rose 

delineates the multi-faceted impact of economic and social decline that bas nepatively 

affected the lives of those who inhabit the core of many large Arnerican urban centers since 

the mid-1970s, and youth in particulm. Hip Hop and Rap have, in tandem. been crucial in 

the redefuiition of the American urban environment and, more pointedly. the radefinition of 

the relations among black youth and the Amencan metropolis. The culture of Hip Hop 

embodies a range of activities that wt only display but consciously foreground spatial 

characteristics. w hether through the sonic appropriation of aural space. the appropriation of 

Street corners (where at an earlier stage in Hip Hop's development, Rap improvisation and 

break dancing were common), or appropriation of the city's architecture through the 



ubiquitous display of spray painted graffiti tags, bumers, and pieces. Hip Hop is 

comprised of a melange of spatial practices and spatial discourses that are both constituted 

by and constitutive of the spaces and places in which its primary cultural producers live and 

work. Rap music has therefore been an exceediagly influential force in both the 

representation and transformation of the urban environment throughout the 1980s and 

1990s. 

Representing the " Realw : Gheno S p e .  Ghetto Identities 

The discourse of ghetto aauthenticity in 1 9 W s  Rap and what bas evolved into a "real 

niggan mentality in the 1990s is actually a continuation of discourses of difference that, as 

Malcolm X (1%6) and others have noted, can be traced to attitudes relating to the 

inherently different social class positions such as those between the "house nigger" and the 

"field nigger" in the antebellum South. For Maicolrn, the house nigger was the 

embodiment of black subservient passivity while the field nigger embodied a core militancy 

as the activist figure of disgnintled and resistant "masses" of black Amencans. These are 

first and foremost spatial distinctions which are highly value-laden and cany the weight of 

a deeply ingrained caste system within the npnssive structures of plantation slavery of the 

time. Their spatial demarcations are also implicated in the distribution of power as it was 

neptiated between the slave owner and the domestic servants and field laborers in his 

possession. Turning his point toward more conternporary expediencies, Malcolm X 

contrasted what he described as the "Uncle Tomn institutional structures of l%ûs negro 

leadership (most notably CORE. the NAACP, and the Southem Christian Leadership 

Conference) with what he perceived as the more authentic and radically politicized positions 

of blacks in the streets and ghettoes of the nation who most resembled the resistant "field 

nigger."34 Space and spatial variations across the black social spectnim continue to be 

34 The Boogie Dora Roductions uad; 'House N i g p n  ( 1991. Zomba) clearly &n the discinaions 
bctwecn the housc nigger and the field niggtr: 'It's the conœpt of the house nigga, field niggalthe house 
nigga will sel! you up the rivcrlso to mess up, he'1l look biggerland whcn ya kat under the rock hell 
slitherhut 111 g n b  the tail of the house nigger ...." 



central to a cornprehension of black identities (and this is no less truc of other races and 

ethnicities) and the particular spatial disourses of contemporary Hip Hop culture reproduce 

the conceptualizations of spatially distnbuted power that frarne the identities and 

experiences of black teenagers in conternporary Amenca. 

ln the early phase of recorded Rap, the ghetto is essentially coostnicted as a 

symbolic center which anchors the narrative images portrayed. As Massey suggests (with 

particular regard for the relations between space. place. and gender). the symbolic 

meanings of spaces and places "both reflect and affect the ways in which gender is 

constmcted and undeatoodn ( 1994: 179). This idea applies as well to the dynamics 

between space and place and the interiocking social variables of race. class. or age for each 

configuration reveals sets of relations that are geographically distri buted and spatial1 y 

varied. Spatial narratives and the discursive reproduction of ghetto seasibiiities thus denve 

iheir mial  meanings from the fact that ghettoes do exist as knowable spaces and. as such, 

lhey constitute a rad force of influence in human iives as part of a dialectical interaction of 

mutua influence. 

In another context. Todd Boyd explores Rap's themes and what he tenns "cultural 

authentici ty" in an insightful essay that describes the locus cf African-American authenticity 

and its expression in Rap as a primarily class-based phenornenoa. He writes that "this 

emphasis on the working class, using the ghetto or the 'hood' as the dominant metaphor, 

has ken most vividly presented in rap music" (1994 292). Boyd accurately isolates the 

centrai importance of the formal tendency among Rap artists to conjoin class-onented 

themes and spatial imagery although he misguages the pend in which this articulation of 

clasa and authenticity began He erroneously asserts that "with the advent of West Coast 

(primarily, Los Angeles) rap. the life of a young African American male and his stniggles 

to survive have become the ncumnt theme in demonstrating one's firm entrenchrnent in 

the jungle-like setting known as the ghetton (ibid: 293). By placing this evolutioa in the 

bistarieal coorcxt of the emcrgcncc of rcst eaart Rap. he locntes this particdu 



phenornenon in approximately 1987-88, roughly coinciding with the release of lce-T's 

"Rhyme Pays" (1987, Sire) and N.WA.'s "Straight Outta Compton" (1988, Ruthless). ln 

fact, the developments he describes had already begun taking hold in 1982 with the release 

of 'The Message" and was fairly well estabüshed by 1981. His andysis falten mainly due 

to a failure to pmperly define the crucial distinctions between the spatial discourses of the 

ahetto and of the 'hood as well as the inability to distinguish their diffennt moments of 
b 

Boyd is basically correct in much of his criticism of the current cliched "gangsta- 

ism" and the hypermasculioist sensibilities that identify the 'hood as a perceived social 

space of "hard-core" black cultural reality. Yet without acknowledging musical precurson 

such as "The Message" or "Street Justice," he misreprexnts the spatial discourse and its 

accornpanying relations to a discourse of urban reality. The spatial emphasis in Rap has, in 

fact, changed substantially t h u g h  the 19ûûs and 1990s. a ~ o u n c i n g  shifting perspectives 

on the lived environxnents which many (though by no means all) Rap artists cal1 "home," 

as weli as providing astute commentary on the intensification of ghetto poverty that 

displays historically and geographically precise characteristics.35 The symbols and implied 

values associated with social geographies that form the basis of Rapts narratives did not 

remain static in this period. The changes in spatial discourse over time indicate the extent to 

which the repertoire of signs and symbols have been traosfonned with the evolution of the 

Hip Hop culture. 

Furthemore, Boyci's reductionist assumption that the spatial elements of Rap 

narratives are mereiy "metaphors" fails to coosider the crucial relations between the spatial 

character of working class eavironments and the lived conditions of working class 

35 Fm example, the releasc of 'What's On My Mindm (19!25. Po' Brolce RsordJRelativi ty Raordings) by 
The Dayton Family, a Rap act h t d  in Flint, Michigan, features severai cuts ba t  refer dircctly and 
expiicitiy to the socicseconomic conditions of Flint The city has been subjcctcd to a serious downnirn in 
its loui economy due to largcr, extraneous conditions impacting the automobile industry and Iocai 
employmcnt (fonning the subject of Michael Moore's mthing docurnentary film, Roger and Me, which is 
abut lifc in flint). In this context, there is a ciear histoncal/geographid/s~~ial matrix that multiply 
infl ects Oie articulation of race, c I a ,  and gender issues raised by Boyd. 



existence. ln practice, human experience is substaatially influenced by the geographies of 

class dûference (as well as by the geographic variations of race and gender with which 

Boyd is also concemed). The articulation of space and place-based perspectives involves 

the process of translating experience of various landscapes into words. Lt is a particular 

method of nvealing the micro-worlds of experience in language and of making experience 

meaningful. As Emest Allen, JI., explains, "generally speakinp. the core values articulateci 

in a &en rap message, no matter the origin of individual rappers. tend to be socially rooted 

in the &ily lives of marginalized African-American you th..." (19%: 162). 

Even as metaphor, whether simple or not. a spatial or place-based terminology 

cannot be dismissed as being inconxquential since metaphor functions according to a 

perceived nlationship between one thing and artother. Due to the capacity for metaphors to 

communicate the perceived aature of these relations, the laquage and thought behind any 

given Rap selection acquire p a t e r  relevance and importance. As an artistic means of 

expression (as opposed to a literal fom of communication), Rapts use of metaphor is 

warranted, with metaphoncal expressioos, allegory. and allusion beiag indicators of an 

artist's ski11 and innovation. Still, Boyd's focus on a prevalent and problematic rhetoric of 

ghetto-oriented authenticity is compelling, but his reading largely ignores the symbolic 

functions of ghetto irnagery and devalues narrative representations of space and place, 

regarding hem as being somehow suspect. 

Space and place are never simply employed metaphoncally in Rap lyrics; they are 

also deployed discunively as pari of a much more cornplex project of identity formation 

and cultural critique. When bound in tension with other circuiating discourses they 

teproduce the fom and shape of our social envimnments, providing a map upon which 

young black artists and wider audience formations might trace patterns of dominant 

hegemonic powet and locate spaces where alternative or oppositional potentials can cohere 

and ihnve. As 1 have noted, these expressions can be cast in either conservative or radical 

ideological forms. 



The discursive construction of the ghetto as an authentic space framing black youth 

experience in both ''The Message" and "Street Justice," for example, is part of the detailed 

process through which subject identities, social formations, and place-based meanings are 

defined and aiticulated in the emergent Rap form of the early 1980s. These early examples 

further established precedents for the spatial discourses in the genre that came later, leading 

Robin Kelly to write "to be a 'na1 Nigga' is to have been a product of the ghetton (19%: 

137). The ghetto, in dl of its negative complexity, is still heralded as an iddized space for 

minonty teens within Rap's cultural discourses precisely because it is considend as being 

somehow more "real" tban other spaces and places. 

Shields offers what might be an expianation for this in t e n s  of spatial discourses 

and the production of an affective sense of belonginpess: 

people ... ascribe to particular discourses about places as a mark of their 
"insider status" in particular groups and communities. This group affiliation 
through knowledge of discourses which locate places and areas as particular 
types of places, with particular relations to other places and people 
(outsiders) does not restnct the development of personal views of "the real 
situation." (Shields, 199 1 : 25) 

Because blacks and Hispanics were disproportionately affected by economic downturns 

through the 1970s and 80s (Rose, 1994: 27-34). today they frequently occupy the lower 

end of the nation's economic spectrum as a demographic formation. These groups a h  

tend to be disproportionately represented in most major urban ghettoes in contemporary 

Amenca, phettoes which have been transformed in ethnic and racial composition over the 

past century and a half. Yet black and Latino youths are also disproportionately active 

within Rap, dominating the industry and dnving the genre's ongoing processes of 

innovation and reinvention. This results in a situation whereby the contemporary American 

ghetto can be relatively easily identified in Rap's popular narratives as a predorninantiy 

black realm. producing the different status contents that revolve around a stnictured logic d 

36 f hir is not dways the case, however, as the urùan walgng-elm boroughs in Boston refiect. The 
equalizing forces of class impoverishment bave led to frequent taciaily motivared imiagonisms betwecn 
Irish-American and blxk and Latino teenagers in the housing projects of Dorchester, Roxbury, and South 



Rap's particular stylistic construction of the interconnections between spatial 

practices, place, and social character is part of a discursive act that, in the early phase of 

Message Rap (between roughly 1982 and 1984), articulates various existent symbols of the 

ghetto toward each other under the prirnary sign of black niale youth authenticity. in the 

process this produces an enhanced proximity between the textual portrayai of life in the 

ghetto and actual experience within the lived spaces of the Amencan ghetto. To nsist 

stereotyped reproductions of al1 blacks and Latinos as ghetto dwellers, "gangstas," 

"hustias," or "true playas" (which is what Boyd ultimately cautions against), however, it is 

essential that the constructions of the ghetto as a social space in Rap discourse not be 

perceived in a nductionist sense as the only set of place-images associated with 

contemporary black youth. Historically contextualized, Rap's pronounced shift toward an 

expressive ghettocentncity occurred at the same moment that its popular appeal and 

commercial distribution were accelerated. This resulted in the redirected focus toward 

neighborhoods and local sites of significance among artists working in the genre and bas 

coatinually threatened tooverride d e r  possible images of lived cultural space among Hip 

Hop's young audiences, both white and black. 

Finally, the unnerving consequences of ghettocentric authenticity were fully realized 

in the early 1990s with white Rap artist Vaniila Icets unsuccessful attempt to rewrite his 

personal biography through the media, re-imagining his origins and cecasting his identity in 

a false composite: a white youth who emerged from the black ghetto. This forgery of 

identity was conducted across a socio-spatial divide. As a strategic rnove to reinforce his 

popular viability, Vanilla lce (whose LP To the Ememe 11990, SBK) was the fastest 

selling Rap album of d l  time upon its release) attempted to strengthen his ghetto profile of 

legitimacy and credibility. His prospects for secunng a place in the Rap pantheon were 

Boston or 'Sauthie." Tiie racid overiape have also pioduceâ the cultural frame for crcative amaigamations 
such as that of rapper Marky Mark (and his group the Funky Bunch) who hails h m  Dcirchatcr. ln  
Canada, Toronto's successful Reggae rappcr Snow reprrscnts anothcr example of the meeting of Irish and 
b l s k  Cui bbean uorking cine cultures. Fo< a dctaiicd ethoamphic sNdy of thir phenmaon. sec Simon 

White Youth: T-ae TrqPLllan Fmm JA UK, 
. . 

Jones, 1988. Culture. M o n :  MacMillan. 



dashed (his uneven skills and confused terminology notwithstanding) when the tnith about 

his middle-class background and the schools and neighborhoods from which he actually 

emerged were nvealed. In other cases, the legitimacy of white rappen Pete Nice and MC 

Serch (who formed the nucleus of the now-defunct Third Bass) or of Toronto-based 

Reggae rapper Snow, is located in their documented connections with the ghetto and the 

black youth culture of the housing projects and high schwls when they were raised and 

educated. The tendency is no less siwcant for many black Rap artists who. like Run- 

D.M.C., attempt to tap into the image of ghettcxhic, seeking Street credibility while hailing 

from neighborhoods slightly rernoved from the "inner-city." For them, the projection of 

ghetto associations is less difficult and tess contentious since the dominant social 

perspective "always alreadyn interpellates black youths, especially males, as gheno citizens 

if not gheno "thugs."37 The image and expression of ghetto authenticity in Rap continue 

to meet success in the market. Yet, while rappers reinforce their identitites as qualified 

chroniclen of social reality and ghetto conditions they aiso exteod a plethora of negative 

stereotypes that ultimately hobble and restrict black youth in society. 

37 The unambiguously a p n  association with suburban or non-urbn sites of origin was oot entircly 
unheard of, howevcr, as Etap supcrgroup Run-D.M.C., hailing from HollidQueens, and Iatcr, groups such 
as Public Encmy and De La Sou1 from h g  Island, dmionstratcd. 



Eineroence - of a Cultural Form: 

R ~ D  Music in Context 

Don'? push me 'cause I'm close to the edge. Ih trying not to lose my heu4 
11's like a jungle sometimes, it m&s me wonder how I keep from going under 

'The Message," Grandmaster Flash and the Furious f ive  (1982, Sugarhill Records) 

The Popular Emergence of Rap 

The story of Rap's rise from the black ghettoes of Amenca is by now comrnon lore. 

told and retold in both mainstream and marginal media. lt has been historically framed as 

part of a surge of artistic creativity formed at Street level and is frequently described within 

the notion of radical innovation under duress (Le., Hager, 1984; Toop, 1984; Rose, 1994) 

which further points to the cultural vitality and inventiveness of vanous black youth 

subcultures. In the intervening years as Rap has grown in terms of its scope of influence ,in 

popular culture this narrative has &ad a powerful effect on how the music, the anists who 

produce it, and its audiences have been perceived within the system of mainstream values. 

For instance. eleven years after Rap's commercial breakthtough, a much cnticized article 

on Rap in Newsweek (March 19, 1990) continued to define the genre for a broad, 

maiosiream (middle-aged, middle-class, and white) audience which may never have had 

contact with its young producers or heard the music at ail. Like this particular article, much 

of Rap's journalistic coverage has k e n  inaccurate, dismissive or heavily biased against the 

forni or its infonning cultural practices. The maiostream media's diffusion of images of the 

scene into the American mainstream consciousness continues to be uneven at best. The 

spatial specificities of Rap's origins, which include the twin factors of where the music 

actually emanated from and how that social space has been constnicted within cntical 

discourse by various social commentators (inciuding academics), can thus be ngarded as 

an endunng facet of how the music's contemporary character is defined and understood. 



Whether represented in positive or negative lipht these competing perspectives have 

influenced popular conceptions of the genre in relation to other forces of popular culture. 

Havelock Nelson and Michael Gonzales recount their initial exposure to the new 

music by citing the ways that Rap was integrated into the lifestyles and practices of urban 

youth while altering the cadences through which they experienced the city: "after that black 

noise attackfiat invaded my earholes, my eyes were wide open to the changes rap music 

was causiag in the aeiphborhood" (1991: svii). As rhey note, Rap productd a cadicd 

sensory experience while pmviding a cultural forrn that was easiiy adapted to, or absorbed 

by existing infrastructures, channeled into the general "flow" in the urban black 

communi ty . From a more theoretically conceived angle, this corresponds wi th Elizabeth 

Grosz's perspectives on the "interface" betweea social subjects and their eovironments. As 

she writes "the fomi, structure, and noms of the city seep into and effect al1 other elements 

that go into the constitution of corporeality andor subjectivity. lt effects the way the 

subject sees others ... as well as the subject's understanding of, alignment with, and 

positioniag in spacen (1992: 249). This explifit recognition of the rnutually influential 

relations between space and self or space and one's sociaVsubjective identity is often 

miuing frorn analyses of Rap as an urban artforni that in a fairly short time swept through 

Amenca's major cities. 

Nelson and Gonzales explicitly stress the lmality of their initial experience with 

Rap, recalling that the spatial frame of the local comprises a territorial frontline of contact. 

Their sense of locality is dually conceived for, on the one hand, it summons place-based 

images of their own idiosyncratic expenence w i h  Rap on the home front, yet, on the other 

hand, they imply that Rap presented opportunities for expansive spatial identification with 

other localities where Rap was similady embraced. 1 previously explaincd some of the 

complexities and problems of "locality" in relation to studies addressing national and 

international popular culture. Yet when it is framed within the twin coordinates of sale 

and value, the local as a stnictunng concept has a valid d e  in how we corne to understand 



certain aspects of the world around us that may not be of Our making. As a culturally 

influentid force, music is seen here to be centrally implicated in the processes by which 

space is made into place and the ways that locality is bound to notions of subjective 

experience and personal identification with nmwly  demarcated zones of human existence. 

Quite literail y Rap and the Hip Hop culture have redefined and redesi gned these 

spaces and the way we use them as they have been integrated into the lives and social 

circulations of thousands upon thousands of people. Rap has dways been much more than 

a simple reflection of the urban soundscape yet it is difficult to ascertain the complexities 

that lie between reality and the representation of the urban condition and the ways that the 

music itseif has, in its perseverance and ubiquity, had a transfomative impact on the city 

as an experiential envuonment. While the production of major Rap recordings is conducted 

exclusively in North Amenca's larger urban centres and the city as a conceptual space 

remaias a dominant factor in the music's thematic content, the fact is that, rather than Rap 

being inflected by the city in a one-way flow of influence, due to its sustained popularity 

and ongoing innovation it has actuaily had a profouod sensual impact on the urban 

environment. Rap is today an unavoidable lacet of the sound of the city and its 

pervasivenea has radically altered the city soundscape and the character of certain sites or 

places when it is heard. 1t is therefon not only based on the sonic cbaracter of the city, but 

the flows and tones of the city are themselves gradually being nconstructed through the 

rhythm of Rap and Hip Hop. 

Cleariy, any music can be a factor in how individuals or groups experience a 

situation or a place. how they locate themselves in various cootexts, and how they find 

meaning in them. Tbe manufachiren of Mu& have demonstmted this. But like any kind 

of music, Rap is an expressive f o m  existing within its own elaborate system of styles, 

codes, and images that fongrounds particular sounds and rhythms that can, in turu, affect 

our sense of space and place. Rap and Hip Hop have changed the ways that particular 

places are perceived, whether it be a clothing store with Rap jams on the sound system or a 



street where cars doing the slow cruise are blasting Hip Hop beats at mega-volumes. ln its 

formative stages, Rap's impact was f iat  ngisteied at the micro-levels of the local as it 

circulated primarily through informal social conduits such as house and block parties or 

school gymnasium dances as well as t h u g h  the important (though largely undocumented) 

practice of cassette tape exchange between DJs and their butgeoning audiences (Toop, 

1991: 78). Its influence grew rapidly and, within a few years of its ongins, it was a 

dominant facet of the sound of young. black America, and could be heard in numerous 

social contexts as the backbeat to the practices of work and leisure among minority 

teenagers. 

lsolating the then locally emergent phenomenon that became Rap, Billboard 

magazine's first coverage of the music in 1978 focuses on the turntable technique of 

"rocking the beat," describing Kool DJ Herc's growing acclairn in the Bronx and the role 

of Bronx-based ntailer Downstairs Records in supplyiog him with "obscure r&b cutoutsn 

that formed the core of his extended club mixes. The story is written with an emphasis on 

the emergent Bronx "B-Beat" or break beat scene that spawncd the Hip Hop DJ, which at 

the time was particular to the Bronx. The popularity and rapid expansion of Herc's 

innovation is evident as Robert Ford, Ji. (who CO-wrote and financd pioneer rapper Kurtis 

Blow's first charting single "Christmas Rappin'") reported that "other Bronx DJs have 

picked up the practice and now B-beats are the rage al1 over the borough and the practice is 

spreading rapidly" (July 1,  1978: 65). 

Almost a year later under the headline "Jive Talking: N.Y. DJs Rapping Away in 

Black Discos," Ford descnbed the nse of "rapping DJsU as an outgrowth of the mobile DJ 

business, simultaneously identifying Rap's dominant socio-spatial milieu as the black club 

scene. M l i o g  some of the more influentid innovators of the style, be writes that DJ 

Hoilywood "is now so popular that he has played the Apollo with billing as a support act 

lt is not uncornmm to hear Hollywood's voice coming frorn one of the countless portable 

tape players c d e d  through the City's streets" (Billboanl, May 5, 1979: 3). With its focus 



on the mobility of the DJ, the relevance of the black dance club circuit and other 

performance venues, and Rapts sonic dissemination through cassettes this eady coverage 

chronicles a crucial historical moment. Even at this stage it can be seen that Rap's capacity 

to develop and extend its influence was king cast in geographic or spatial ternis, not 

simply in t ems  of popular appeal or commercial viability. Furthemore, this coverage 

pmvides information and documentation about who was making the music, who its 

audiences were, and the pnmary contexts for the music's consumption and enjoyrnent. 

Perceived by industry insiden who had their "ears to the street" and by the artists 

themselves as a marginal "undergroundn phenomenon the idea of Rap breaking out of the 

local scene in the boroughs of New York primarily involved extending familiarity and 

recognition rather than selling units. Rap was at this stage generally diffused through live 

performances or informaliy distributed cassette recordings (Le., sold from the stage at 

shows, out of briefcases or car trunks on the Street or, eventually, on the racks in small 

"mom and pop" record stores). Few innovaton at the time expressed a stronp sense of 

Rapts future potentials; for example, Ford's coverage in Billboard reveals that in the late 

1970s before Rap was a commercial recorded phenomenon, pioneers Eddie Cheeba and DJ 

Hollywood envisioned Rap as a means of entering into careen as radio DJs. They were 

not thinking of their musical contributions in business tems or of extending Rap's popular 

appeal within the music industry. Nor did they foresee its potentials as a recorded genre. 

According to David Toop. "the lack of industry co~ections in the Bronx, the young age 

group involved in hip hop and the radical prirnitivism of the music itseli conspind io 

produce an island of relatively undisturbed invention in a sea of go-getter commercen 

(1984: 78). With the move from the small parties and nightclubs in the Bronx toward 

larger and more prestigious venues in Harlem (America's black cultural mecca) and 

elsewhere, the music and the associated Hip Hop culture underwent substantial 

transformation and growth. 



Wi thout subtracting from the significance of disparate factors such as technical 

advances affecting the quality and efficiency of DJ sound systems, the creative 

enhancement of DJ tumtable skills, or the introduction of rapping MCs between 1978 and 

1980. the crucial influence of DJ mobility needs to be stressed. It is a central factor that 

facilitated the publicity and exposure of the early break beat styles that gave birth to Rap 

and carried it outward to larger and more diverse audiences. Whereas house DJs helped to 

establish certain venues as bonafide Hip Hop clubs and drew people toward them, the 

mobility of the vanous DJs and their crews took the music outward, enabling many more 

people to experience the burgeoning scene within the contexts of their own home-sites, 

within their own localities. ln the city, temtory and turf were (and remain) powerful 

elements of social identity and affiliation arnong urban youth in the penod. As DJ acts 

began circulating throughout New York and spawning a whole generation of DJs and 

rappers. there was a wave of localized adaptation as individuals and crews sought to 

develop their owa styles that were locally relevant but still rernained true to the Hip Hop 

scene at large. This adaptive tendeacy also enhanced the vitality of the scene by infusing it 

with new and hybrid elements that kept it fresh, interestiag, and comrnercially attractive at 

these micro-scales. 

According to a report in Billboard (Feb. 16, 19û0), it was the appearances of 

Bronx-bom DJ Hollywood at the Apollo Theatre in 1978 that introduced the potentials of 

the music to a wider segment of the black public, subsequently nflecting the enduring 

importance of Harlem as a barorneter of black cultural taste. Significantly, DJ 

Hollywood's Apollo performance introduced Jerry Thomas (CO-producer of the Fatback 

Band) to the music. resulting in the band's recording and release of the first charting Rap 

single, "King Tim 111: Penooality Jock" (1979, Polydor Records). As this illustrates, Rap 

was by 1978 already developing into a powerful cultural and commercial force among 

black teens in New York, following a trajectoy fmm the South Bmnx to Harlem and then 

(via club and high schwl performaoecs. cassette tape distribution, and cornrnunity radio 



broadcasting) throughout the other New York boroughs to New Jersey and beyond. Rap's 

spatial dimensions were consequentl y being extended w hile local artists and promoters 

introduced the genre as an emergent option for pleasure and leisure in public spaces 

catering speciricaiiy to the Hip Hop sceae, including clubs such as Disco Fever, the Latin 

Quarter, Negril, and the Roxy which evolved into predominantly Rap venues. 

As Kurtis Blow recalls, "a whole new cultural thing was prowing up around 

rap ... The b-boy culture spread dl over the city, and by early 1979 we were dl working bus 

rides to Philadelphia and Baltimore. The whole East Coast was rocking" (George, et. al., 

1985: xii). After Fatback's "King Tim 111" and the first ceriified Rap hit "Rapper's 

Delight," by the SugaihiIl Gang (1979, Sugarhill Records). entered the Hot Sou1 Single 

charts in October of 1979, Billboani noted that Rap "bas since escalated in popularity to 

such major cities as Detroit, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington. D.C., Chicago and 

Atlanta" (R. Joe & N. George, Nov. 3, LW: 4). As reflected by its coverage in 

Billboard, Rap rapidly gamend national attention and as it did, consistent, reproducible 

elernents of the Hip Hop culture began taking hold in virtudly every major urban Amencan 

center. This spread was fint facilitated by the human traff~c between New York and other 

major cities and, later it was aided by the additional influence of early Hip Hop films such 

as Charles Ahearn's Wild Sfyk ( LW) or Stan Lathan's B e d h e e t  ( 1984). 

In addition. overlapping contact between the gradually expanding Hip Hop scene 

and the New York avant garde art scene in this general period (with its own attempts at 

alternative or oppositioxtal political and aesthetic articulation) extended the influences of 

Rap, graffiti art, and breakdancing, introducing them to a larger and often more 

economically empowend public faction (Le., white audiences). This led to wider exposure 

and pmduced some interesting alliances. For example. British Punk Rock impresario 

Malcolm MacLaren was an early fan and supporter of New York Rap, booking acts to open 

for his then-fledgling Post-Punk proteges, Bow Wow Wow. As Rap grew in popularity, it 

successfully rurpassed many (though by *no rncann ail) elhnic. raciai, and elars baundhes. 



It was at this point perceivcd as a distinctly New York phenornenon (as opposed to being 

"simply" from the South Bronx) that, while dorninated by black and Latino artists and 

audiences, was attracting attention amss a diverse social range. 

ln 1980-1981. the particular confluence of cultures resulted in the release of 

successful Funk and Hip Hop-influenced tracks by white New York bands Blondie 

("Rapture." 1980, [Chrysalis Recordsl) and the Tom-Tom Club (" Wordy Rappinghood," 

and "Genius of Love," [l98l, Island Records]) whose memben were familiar witb the 

uptown Rap club scene. The crossing of cultural and musical boundaries mapped out 

along class and racial lines was further encouraged through performances by Hip Hop DJs 

such as Afnka Bambaataa (who, with Sou1 Souk Force, appeand at the third annual New 

Music Serninarin Jaly. 1982, at which MacLaren was a keynote speaker) in galleries and 

clubs of the Soho district. Followiag the complex interrelations of musical and cultural 

influences is a difficult project but then are several clcar examples of cultural cross- 

pollination in this period. Afrika Bambaataa regularly peppered his repertoire of hard- 

boiled electro-Funk with snippets of Rock, New Wave. and Punk musics (from the Sou1 of 

James Brown to British progressive Rock by Babe Ruth to German techno-Rock by 

Mtwerk), display ing a broad musical Lnow ledge and familiari ty with different styles and 

genns. The Grandmaster flash and the Furious Tive release "It's Nasty" (1981. Sugarhill 

Records) and Dr. Jeckyll and Mr. Hyde's "Genius Rap" (1581, Profile Records) are both 

structured around the Tom-Tom CIub's "Genius of Love," which was itself based on the 

rhythrnic structures of the earlier Zapp recording "More Bounce to the Ouncen (1980, 

Wamer). The rhythm and melodic hwk that these songs are built around have since been 

taken up and adapted countless times, most recently suifaciag as a ample on Mariah 

Carey's topcharting hit "Fantasyu (1995. Columbia). 

Although white and black musical exchange in America bas a long and chequered 

pst, the basis of such exchange varies in different historical and musical coatexis with 

appropriative and recuperative strategies being exercised according to the aeeds and 



possibilities of a given era. As George Lipsitz explains, Hip Hop Dl's conscious use of 

"bifocality, juxtaposition of multiple realities, intertextuality. inter-referentiality, and 

cornparison through families of resemblance" is part of the active "struggle to assemble a 

'historical bloc' capable of challeaging the ideological hegemony of Anglo cultural 

domination" (1990 152). The culturai geographies of a nightclub scene and the 

accompanying media diffusion of localizable cultural practices provide a structunag 

influence for these musical linkages. They introduce the mechanisnu for tninscultural 

interaction and exchange within subcultures enabling such affinities within casual or 

infornial patterns whereas institutional forces (such as the music industry) follow more 

fomally otganized and economically rationalized pattems. ln New York, the gradua1 

dissemination of Rap, graffiti and break dancing as the cornentones of Hip Hop culture 

involved the transgressing of distinct social spaces that were historically shaped by 

segregated culturai practices tbat were evident well before rapping DJs ever picked up a 

microphone. As Hip Hop branched out both stylistically and spatially, the formal and 

informa1 distributional apparatuses eoabled communication across numerous cultural 

domaios, frequenily pmducing the foundation for unique forms of musical hybridity. 

The cumulative effect of such hybridity was the production of new zones of cultural 

transmission that, at least briefiy. offend the possibility of interracial soliâarity as well as a 

tentative cc+mingliog across class cultures. This was aided by the role played by white 

fernale promoters such as Patii Astor and Cool Lady Blue. Astor opened the East Village 

artspace Fun Galiery that displayed (and one would assume sold) @Titi "pieces" and Cool 

Lady Blue booked a weekly Hip Hop event at the Negril club on the lower east side in New 

York that brought "uptown kids downtown and rap music to white hipstetsn (George, 

1992: 20). These events and others like them constitute a unique moment in the evolution 

of the Hip Hop culture for as Rap's discourses later acquired a mon pronounced 

ghettocentnc edge or became more explicitly Afmcentric/nationalistic, the loose-bit 

alliances of the period berneen 1978 and 1984 became more tenuous. Today, it is largely 



through the expansive project of the Worldwide Zulu Nation (founded by Afrika 

Bambaataa ammg athen) that Hip Hop's eiaborativs counterhcgemoiuc alliance fia& i a  

rnost consistent expression, although this, too. is a minor force. 

While Rap cuts by Afrika Bambaataa and Soul SoDic Force, Grandmaster flash and 

the Furious Five, Kurtis Blow, The Sugarhill Gang, and Felix and Jarvis slowly continued 

to chart on J3illôoard1s Hot Soul Singles and Disco Top 100 chartsî8, many critics at the 

iime were caught unawares, describing Rap as if it s p n g  from a vacuum or was disgorged 

from a deep, dark hole in the social stnicture.39 There seemed to be little maiostream 

awareness of its roots or the fact that its foundntions were already well-established in the 

local cultures in and around metropolitan New York. After the music first debuted on the 

Billboani Hot Soul Singles charis'o, however, the magazine achowledged that "in New 

York the phenornenon is at least seven years old in its current f o m n  (Feb 16, 1980: 57), 

thus locating its mots in an earlier musical md cultural era. 

Live to Tape: The Rire ofCommercia1 Rap 

Writing in 1985. Nelson George noted the shift between Rap's initial phase of 

development and its sudden nse in popularity when it was observed that "what was once a 

fiuid, quick-cbanging. live art is now defined by the recorded version. Where a live rap 

once consisted of a series of catch-phrases cleverly ad-libbed and smng together, today's 

recorded raps tend to be story-oriented" ( 1985: 18). The rise of recorded commercial Rap 

38 In the spnng of 1982. ~ i l l ~ s  Disco Top 100 was ~named the DancclDiafo Top 80 and in the 
summer of chat year the Hot Sou1 Singles and LP charts wetc rcnamed BIack Singles and BIack LPs in ader 
to rcflect "the diverse nanule of music that field now encompassesa (June 26.1- 3). 
39 Despite k i n g  reportcd in the music trade journal ml- as early as July 1, 1978 ("B-Beau 
Bombarding Bron..: Mobile DJ Starts Something With OIdie R&B Disksn) this attitude has prcvailed in 
dcrnic circlcs and in much of the popular press. For example, Dick HcWige writcs that the Rap rccocds 
'King Tim III" and "Rapper's Del ight"appd frorn nowhcrcm in 1979 ( 198'7 142). Eleven years aftcr 
their release, pmsweek (March 19, 1Wü) publishcâ an unevenly reportcd fcaturc story that failcd to 
acknowledge rhe music's Longevity and depth of history. 

The Fatûack Band's 'King Tim Ill" entercd the chart on Ckt. 6. 1979. at numbw 88 lollowcd a week 
lacer by the Suprhill Gang's "Ripper's Delight' which entered at nurnber 81 and evcntuaily rcachcâ number 
four on the Hot Soul Singles chart, number fourtan on the Disco Top 1 0  chart, and number thrty-six on 
the Hot 100 chart- 



music in 1979 and the music's gradua1 commercial growth through the early 1980s 

introduced a new spatial dimension to the music that can be regarded as influentid in the 

changes refemd to by George. Despite a cautionary skepticism. evident in the Billboard 

headline "Rap Records: Are They Fad or Permanent?" (Feb. 16, 1980: SI)), Rap's entry 

into the recording studio and eventually into the commercial music Stream extended the 

reach and influence of the Rap scene that had grown in and around New York. The 

dimension of commercial recording introduced a new space for its production as well as 

introducing new means of consuming the music (via twelve-inch singles and record 

albums, radio, and later, music video broadcasting) in new ways and in new places. 

Ln its early stages prior to the introductioa of the MC (masten of ceremonies, 

microphone controllen, mic checkers, etc.) the Hip Hop DJ was the main attraction at 

clubs and parties. It was the DJ who initially rapped over the record tracks and break beats 

with a series of simple shouts and phrases akin to the style of boisterous radio DJs or 

Jamaican dancehall "toasters." The DJ was essentially the main event. A live microphone 

next ta the tumtables e ~ b l e d  the mobile DJ to connect with the audience while spiming 

disks. This performative mode enhanced the live component of the event, adding an extra 

element to the overall entertainment factor -- the DJ not oaly spun the records for the 

dancers but was also evolving into a showman in his own right. It was at this point that 

J3illboard's reporters acknowledged that mobile DJs were a fixture in the Bronx party 

scene. 

As the tunitable mixing became more sophisticated. MCs were gradually 

introduced to "get hypen and it was they who developed a Rap style implementing simple 

rhyme schemes and word games spiced with exhortatious to the audience to "raise your 

bands in the air and wave them like you just dont care," etc. As frontmen. the MCs 

projected personaiity and in the performance mode gave attendees a new focus for their 

attentions. In a fairly bnef period following the widespnad introduction of the rapping 

MC. the MC (or MC ensembles) joined the D1 as headliners and the statu and piofle of 



the DJ, while still absolutely crucial, gradually declined as the 1980s progressed. This 

transition was also emphasized with the tum to the studio and commercial industry as the 

rappen rose to the fore and were marketed as the main event. 

Once farniliar with the dynamics of the DgMC performance format and the absence 

of a band as such, New York audiences proved to be receptive to the direct modes of 

address that, among other things, re produced black cultural traditions of antiphony . As 

common performative traits. many of these practices were sustained in the first recorded 

Rap songs w hich initially camed over the rnost familiar and characteristic elements from the 

live performance setting. This also involved the important fact that Rap was first and 

foremost a form of dance music that had strong yet different appeal for break dance crews 

and the general club-going public. The lyrical forms, styles, and themes of the [ive setting 

set the basic standard by which early recorded Rap was rneasured. This was visually 

reflected, for example, in the advertising for the first full length album nleased by the 

Sugarhill Gang wbich featured a photograph of the group, onstage with microphones in 

hand, perfoming before on audience in a dance club setting (Billboard, Feb. 2, 1980). 

Likewise, the accompanying video for their hit single "Rapper's Delight" was set in a 

discotheque environment with disco dancers arrayed around the p u p .  

The space of the recording studio facilitates and demanch certain musical production 

practices that render it distinct from the live performance mode. Exploring the relations 

between perfomance and recording in Rock music, Theodon Gracyk writes: 

The recording creates a 'vimial' space and time in which a performance is 
represented as taking place ... Reaiism may prevail for classical. jazz, folk, 
country, and other musics where fidelity to performance is still the goal. 
Under the conventions of rock the realist relationship between musical 
work. performances, and recording is moot; in part, thanks to rock's 
ongoing exploitation of the recording process itself. (Gracyk, 19%:53) 

For Gracyk, 'songs are never the causal source of sound recordinp. Performances a n "  

(ibid: 46). In Rap, tunitable composition implementing prencorded selections highlights 

the technical aspects of song construction. a factor that is often rendered more audible by 

sounds that a n  in most recording contexts perceived as beinp undesirable (sucb as pops 



and scratches on the original archival recordings that find their way onto the completed Rap 

recording). ln many case this is also a testament to the authenticity of the original recorded 

product, with the patina or sheen of age k i n g  transferred to the new recorded version. The 

space of the recording studio therefore mediates the relation between the reaiity of the 

performance and the completed material that, once labelled and packaged as a musical 

pmduct, is shipped to record stores for consumption. As studio recording became a 

standard pnictice in Rap. the creative processes were necessarily expanded to include new 

levels and forms of technical expertise. Among the considerations at this stage of Rap's 

development was the question of how best to nproduce the desirable qualities of live Rap 

performance. 

With the move into the studio, Rap artists were able to exploit recording 

technologies in new ways, not least of which included the use of multiple tracks and studio 

editing techniques. The rationaî logic of the recording. engineering, and mixing pmcesses 

meant that songs could be more carefully organized and structured in the studio than they 

had beeo in the context of the informal street jam or the live club performance. Artists had 

the option of using the technicai attributes of the studio space to develop more cornplex 

beats and rhythm as well as scripting more detailed lyricai narratives. This explanation 

does not subscribe to the concept of technological determinim. however. for it would be 

inaccurate to overly emphasize the role of recording studio technologies in Rap's 

transitional development. lt is more clearly a case of technology serving an enabling 

function whereby Rap artists and producers were able to utilize the studio technologies 

(and, by the mid- 1980s, instruments such as the Roland TR 808 drum machine and digital 

sound sampiea) in the interests of creative innovation. 

Like the radical re-assigoment of the tunitable which was made over into a tool of 

musical production (Chambers. 1985; Hebdige, 19a1) the apparatus of the recording studio 

was exposed to an entinly diffennt set of expectations atid demands than were initially 

iatended. For instance. enpensive digital round rarnplern became a studio staple in the 



early and mid-1980s largely as a cost-cutting technology that circumvented the oeed for 

extra studio musicians playing a range of instruments. Rap artists quickly appropriated the 

sarnpler's p s i  bili ties. sw i ping and splicing b a t s  and melodies from pierecorded matenal, 

simultaneously challenging copyright law s in unpecedented ways. The transi tioa of Rap's 

lyrical and narrative foms toward longer or more "serious" raps also reonented the 

relationship between sites of production and sites of consumption or between artists and 

audiences. This signaled the emergence of a new musical product -- essentially a new style 

of Rap - that fuither disthguished it from Disco and what Rickey Vincent ( 1996) refers to 

as "Dance Funk and "Mooster Funkn (which remained strong on the Black charts at the 

time). Retrospective analysis reveals that these changes were also catalysts in the 

expansion of the genre's commercial potentials as Rap broke into the wider music industry. 

The question of space as a construction in early Rap music can be taken up in 

several ways. Considering Rap's aural qualities and the aesthetic tone that studios 

procedures pemitted. Rap producers were able to maintain the sonic elements of club 

performances. For instance, "Freedom" (1980, Sugarhill Records) by Grandmaster Flash 

and the Furious Five. features a continuous b u u  of voices throughout the track, audible 

behind the lead vocals and rhythm in the studio rnix. Like earlier recordings, such as 

Marvin Gaye's "What's Going On." (1971, Motown), Willie "Litîie Beavern Hale's "Party 

Down" ( 1974. TK Productions) or The Fatback Band's " Mister Bass Man" (1974, Ace 

Records) before it, the cacophony of voices in "Freedom" implies a space other than the 

recording studio. In the thematic context of Gaye's "What's Going On." the background 

voices do no< point to any particular space; rather, in keeping with the theme and content of 

the Song, they confer a general sense of public space. a zone where dialogue and 

discussion occur such as a bar or restaurant. "Party Down" and "Mister Bass Man" 

correspond more closely to the production effects underlying "Freedom" as these rlections 

are more space-specific, eliciting a notion of a party in session, producing an aural 



construction of the nightclub or discotheque and reproducing the atmosphere of the band in 

a live, medium-sized performance setting. 

Refemng to "a sense of musical space" in popular music, Simon Frith explains that 

most foms of rock and pop "bear the traces of their construction (of their ideal, irnagined, 

construction, that is to say). Even on record a conceito means a concert hall. a chamber 

piece a drawinp m m ,  an opera an opera house; jus& as jazz means a jazz club, a big band a 

dance hdi ,  a rock band a pub back-room or a stadium" (1996: 6-7). Recorded Rap's 

"ideal. imagined constructionn in this penod bars the traces of the public night spot and the 

implied spatial chamter of the discotheque was carefully constructed as a primary referent 

in the composition and production processes of the music. The studio construction of a 

spatial aura is therefon based on a sense of performative space, adhering to an overarching 

spatial logic that is nalized as a sonic component in the finished recording. 

The addition of an ambient audience track also reinforces the party-oriented themes 

of these songs, contributing an elemeot of enhancernent or m o n  precisely, enlargement to 

the overdi sense of space conveyed. This is achieved in other dance traclrs as well (such as 

KC and the Sunshine Band's "Get Down Tonightn 119'75, TK Productions]) through 

studio recording techniques that cornpress the lead vocals aod guitar or add an echo effect 

that creates a widened sense of space, as if the Song were being performed in a siteable 

club.41 By replicating the sonic expenence of a live show (albeit in a sanitized and 

perfected form that =mains distortion free) and evoking a notion of artist and audience 

piactices that commonly converge within the live performance context the sense of space is 

foregrounded, drawing attention to the interaction that takes place between the band and its 

audiences in these environments. These and other recording techniques not only constmct 

a sense of enhanced space but they ais0 communicate a spatiality that becomes a core 

element of the recorded Song within the Rap genre at this stage. 

0 
41 1 thanti Keir Keighîiey for drawing ibis technical point to rny attention. 



Grandmaster flash's "Freedom" also suggests an important temporal perspective in 

its attempt to nproduce the atmosphen of the discotheque since, in 1980 when the smg 

was released, this was still the primary site in which to sec and hear Rap acts. Nelson 

George cites the transition to vinyl as a positive progression toward wider recognition of 

the fonn, but he acknowledges that the underlying skills and techniques "were developed 

and refined in basements and clubs around the Apple over the past five years" (1992: 73). 

As an early example of recoxùed Rap music, however, "Freedomn reflects the way that the 

public performance space of the discotheque funetions as a dominant signifier of spatial 

authority at this stage in the music's development. 

Out of the Disco a d  lnto the Street: The RLIe of Message Rop 

The release of "The Messagen (lm, Sugarhill Records) by Grandrnaster Rash and 

the Furious Five introduced a new element to the narrative and thematic focus of Rap 

music. Entering Billboard's Black Singles chart on Juiy 24, 1982 at number eighty-five, it 

eventuaily attained cemd hit status, climbing to number four on the chart and eventually 

selling gold. ft also met with substantial international success, charting in the U.K., 

Canada. and Europe. More important than its hit status, bowever, is the fact that the song 

was a bold deparhm from most other successful commercial Rap releases up to that point, 

with their siag-song rhyme patterns and playful, boasting 1yRcs. Recalliog the song's 

impact on a BBC television documentary about Rap entitled "ln Searcb of the Perfect 

Beat," its CO-writer Melle Mel bas stated, %bat started as a party movement became a 

pmtest movement and the rhymes followeû suit." 

Al1 subsquent Rap rccordings deaiing with soci~political concems or spatiaily- 

oriented themes rclating to black cultural frames of experience owe a debt to "The 

Message." As the first major example of what became known as "Knowledge Rap" or 

"Message Rap." the Song aitend the evolving genre ihrough the authontPtive power of its 

vocal prercntation a d  criticai tom that. tagcther, iotmduced a new intennity and an 



alternative mode of address that stimulated a younger generation of Rap enthusiasts.42 

Without sacrificing commercial success. "The Message" paved the way for youths who 

showed some ski11 and a cornmitment to coaveying what contemporary rapper and 

producer KRS- 1 has described as "ghetto Street knowledge." 

"The Message" shifted the Rap form toward a harder-edged lyncal content, 

introducing what eventually became a standard and dominating Rap discoune that 

maintainai 3 pronounced ghettocentric sensibility . With "The Message," Rap's discursive 

focus extended the pore's thematic boundaries that were up to this point predominantly 

isolated in the conceptual loci of the Party, nightclub or mller rink. Rap's spatial discourse 

was evolving toward a more intense and concentrated focus on the socio-spatial character 

of the city in general and the ghetto or imer-city spaces in particular. 

Yet even with the introduction of a new spatially-orieoted urban discourse and 

critical observations of city strife. the "party jarns" did not simply disappear as the emergent 

Message Rap gained popularity. The two styles fiourished in tandem, providing an 

intensting -- even sustaining - counterpoint as well as an indication that the music as a 

form was capable of prowth and diversification. As Roy Shuker observes, "like much 

subsequent rap, while The Message' is lyrically negative it is set to a compelling dance 

beat* (1994: 161). Of coune, his comment points to the often ironic disjunctures between 

lyrical and rhythmic structures or between texts and their uses by audiences. The rornantic 

notion that "The Message" was simultaneously funky and political (based partly in rave 

nviews by critics in the white music press who publicized it to white teen audiences) has 

its Limitations based in other responses to its themes. For instance. Russell Simmons 

m a i l s  an incident in the Bronx nightclub Disco Fever where the DJ Junebug was spinning 

"New York New Yorkn by Grandmaster flash and the Furious Five: 

42 For example. reierring to ibe auihority of voice and conviction of the lyrics. Kid of the Rap duo Kid-N- 
Play cites Melle Mel of Giandmastcr Flash and the Furious Five as k i n g  ihe primary influence on his own 
decision to enter the music business (Rose, 1% ,S4-55). The influence of previous rappers is commonl y 
acknowledged in interviews and profiles in the pases or Raporiented publications. 



This dude mus up to the DJ booth, smashed the record, then put a pun to 
Junebug's head, sayini, "if ya play that record again, 1'm go'n kill ya. L 
don't wama corne in here ever and hear that record or you're dead." 
Junebup asked the brother if he was mad at Rash or something, and the 
dude said, "No. I'm just tired of hearing that ghetto shit". (Nelson and 
Gonzales, 1991: 204). 

Still, "The Messagen reinforced the viability of the Rap genre as a whole in both 

commercial and cultural terms, announcing a new depth and substance that many 

(predominantly, though by no means exclusively white) critics and observers had believed 

were absent and unlikely. 

This discursive transition generated a new means for the articulation of social 

analysis and critique from a young black perspective. To enter into this particular analytic 

realm is to enter into what became known as Message Rap's evolving spatial discourse at a 

particular moment of its formation. While remaining mindful of Gilroy 's cautions against 

cntical reductionism that, as he suggests, transfomis the world into text (1994: 52), the 

historical account of the music's evolution toward a new discursive frarne provides a more 

concise understanding of how Rap developed and how certain subsequent subgenres, 

perbaps most notably Gangsta Rap, have acquind their contemporary social resonance. 

Thenfore, as Gilroy wams, the anaiytical thrust cannot be iocated in the search for true or 

authentic textual meanings. La the interrogation of an emergent spatiality as a dominating 

issue in Rap, an approach focused on discursive tendencies can displace the usual 

maiastream assessments that tend to isolate more sensationalist (but by no means imlevant) 

issues such as violence or misogyny within Rap content. Furthemore, it might also 

displace the common response amoog contemporary rappers that they are "simply" 

expressing the reality of the conditions and experiences in their micro-wodds. 

As Frith explains, the study of popular music's lyrical forms can and should at 

some point be assessed for the ways that they function within language. Language 

operates at the inter- and extratexhial levels simultaneously as a substantive element of the 



sonp text and as a function of a broader economy of social meanings. Expressing this 

succioctly. Frith writes: 

The pleasure of pop is that we can "feel" tunes, perfonn thern, in 
imagination, for ourselves. In a culture in which few people make music 
but everyone makes conversation, access to songs is pnmariiy ihrough their 
words. If music gives lyrics their linguistic vitality, lyrics give songs their 
socialuse. (1988: 123) 

Rap has k e n  iofluential in popular ternis as a commercial force in the music market but it 

has also been effective as a force for mapping affective and discursive space within the 

conternporary American cultural scene. Althou@ it is not rare to hear that sorneone dislikes 

the sound of Rap beats, its "monotonous" rhythms or ground-shaking bass. it is the words 

of Rap songs that are most frequently the source of moral outrage and public calls for 

censure, if not outright censonhip. 

The condensations of Afncan-Amencan cultural traditions, merged with the 

resounding impact and intluence of cumnt social conditions of urban existence (neither one 

more than the other) provide the informing elements of Rap's vaned discourses. 

According to George Li psi tz: 

The populanty of hip bop reflects more thaa cultural compensation for 
political and econornic domination, more than an outlet for energies and 
emotions repressed by power relations. Hip hop expresses a form of 
politics perfecti y suited to the pst-colonial era. It brings a cornmuni ty i nto 
king through performance, and it maps out real aud imagined relations 
between people that speak to the realities of displacement. disillusion, and 
despair created by the austenty econorny of pst-industrial capitalisrn. 

(1%: 36) 

The shifts in the discursive frames within Rap are therefore not solely of interest within a 

study of popular music texts or even within the study of Rap as a musical genre; rather, 

these shifts thtoughout Rap's relatively brief history should be seen as dialogical 

interventions in an ongoing, extensive d y n d c  of cultural interaction. 

The urban scene which was centend in and around New York in the uidy 19BOs 

pmvided the backdrop for the exploding Hip Hop culture but it was "The Message" that 

placed the emphasis directly upon the socio-spatial structures withia which this culture 

flourished. Despite the fact that musicians suc4 as The Last Poets, Gil Scott Heron, lames 



Brown, and Curtis Mayfield had earlier deployed poli ticized cultural di scourses (within 

f o m s  that merged social cornrnentary and explicitly urban perspectives with Jazz, Fu&, 

and Soul) or that Bmther D and Collective Effort had released a "senous," politically- 

oriented Rap recording in 1980 ("How We Gonna Make the Black Nation Rise," 

[ClappenJ), "The Message" offers a diffennt fom of cultural critique and urban emphasis. 

As musical and cultural precedeots, these d i e r  artists frequently displayed a radical socio- 

political focus and voiced wbat were often poignant critical attacks on the injustices of 

American society. But their efforts were generally bound to an older political and cultural 

sensibility founded in an expansive counterhegemonic project involviog nationwide social 

stmggle that cm be traced to the efforts of the American civil nghts movement of the 19Wk 

and 60s and to the black natioaalisrns that were pervasive thmughout much of the 1960s 

and early 19709.~~ 

The pnmary distinction between Grandmaster Fiash and the Funous Five and the 

above-mentioned musical predecesson is generational. Rishg rapidly as one of the most 

prominent groups of the New York Rap scene, Fiash and his crew were able to redefine the 

style and content of the music by drawing on their ample abilities as leading-edge 

innovators workinp within an emergent musical genre. The gruup broke new ground in a 

fom of expression that was kcoming a crucial force in the daily lives of young black and 

Latino teenagers in the 1980s. This was the new music of black urban youth and as such it 

entered into the cultural antagonisms of diffenace whereby intergenerational distinctions, 

among othen, attain pariicular meanings for young fans and consumem. Put quite simply. 

Rap was for kids and the earlier Soul and R&B was parents' music (althouph R&B, Funk, 

and Soul from parental record collections have made an impressive comeback via Hip Hop 

as have new stylings based on earlier R&B and Doo-Wop foms). "The Message." 

however, revealed that the kids weren't without a critical edge. 

43 For an iateresting critical assessrnent of <bis priod and after sec Michacl C. Dawson's 'A Black 
Counterpubiic?: Economic Earthqdces. h i a i  Agenda@), and Black Pditics,"in PuMic Culture, 7 1, Fa11 
19%. 



Flash's tumtable dexterity and inventiveness also propelled changes in the way that 

Hip Hop rhythrns were organized and manipulated (it was he who perfected and 

popularized precision needle-drop, phasing, and scratching techniques) while the MCs ihat 

made op the Furious Five (Melie Mel, Scorpio. Cowboy, Kid Creoie, and Raheem) 

extended the scope of lyncal composition and fonns of delivery. With the success of 

Gnndmaster Flash and his crew and other Hip Hop recording pioneers, including Afrüca 

Bmbaataa and Kunis Blow, the music was éffectively publicized in a literal sense as it was 

made available and familiar to a growing spectrum of the overall teen demographic through 

a range of media. 

Within the black music industry, the Song also generated a renewed interest in the 

Rap genre. George (1992) points out that the "across-the-board acceptance" of "The 

Message" was an influentid factor in the graduai erosion of the Rap market hegemony of 

Sugarhill Records as the single's commercial and cnative success produced favorable 

conditions for the rapid prolifention of cornpetitive upstart independent labels catering 

almost exclusively to Rap acts. Furthermore. the track's aggressive style with Melle Me1 

vinually spitting out the lyrics touched a chord arnong music critics and the record buying 

public. [ts notable sales drew renewed attention to the genre mong the recording 

industry's corponte "majorstt which hüd not paid much attention to Rap up to that point. 

Although slow to recognize the commercial potentials of Rap, by the early to mid- 1980s 

major record companies were beginning to explore Rap as a commercial venture. 

As an indication of this development, a year after the release of "The Message" 

Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five had disbanded, with Flash, Raheem and Kid 

Creole signing with the major Elektra label where subsequent releases failed to match their 

earfier successes w ith S ugarhill. While the industry majors eventually acknowledged 

Rap's market potentials by hiring savvy A&R men and signing promising talent, their 

involvement in Rap mainly took the fonn of rnanufacturing and distribution anangements 

with the smalkr inde penden ts. This enabled black-owned production cornpanies and 



record labels to 

levels including 

maintain greater control and autonomy over their operations at various 

searching out new talent and expanding their label rosters while gaining 

access to an extensive national and international distribution system (which will be taken up 

in greater detail in following chapters). 

The favorable consumer response to "The Message" was pnmarily based in the 

appeal of the song's lyrical content and vocal presentation. The main element of innovation 

was in its lynca! ernphasis on the portrayal of an ostensible ghetto "reality." 

It's like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder 
How 1 keep from ping  under 
It's like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder 
How L keep from going under 

Broken glass everywhere 
People pissing on the stain, you know they just don't care 
L can't take the smell, can't take the noise 
Got no money to move out, guess 1 got no choice 
Rats in the frontroom, roaches in the back 
Junkies in the alley with a baseball bat 
1 tried to get away but 1 couldn't get far 
'Cause the man with the tow truck repossesseci my car 

(chorus) Don't push me 'cause l'm close to the edge 
I'm trying, not to lose my head 
it's like a jungle sometimes, it rnakes me wonder 
How 1 keep from going under 

Featuring au anpry narrative description of a swath of Amencan city culture, "The 

Message" creates a montage of social scenarios that are set within a contemporary urban 

geography . References to several specific cultural indicaton (such as TV sitcorns or well- 

pubiicized incidents) and to documented social issues help to locate the Song in an historicai 

piesent as the social scenarios and urban phenornena that comprise the song's thematic 

frame identify a decidedly contemporary array of conditions. This was important to the 

song's success and influence arnong the youth of New York at the time of its release since 

nowhere was the human damage and social devastation of late 19709 and early 1980s 

Amenca more evident than in the city's borough of the South Bronx, home to Grandmaster 

0 Flash and the Furious Five. 



For many of Rap's urban coosumen the irnagery presented in "The Messagen 

correlated with what was before thern every &y: 

My brother's doing bad, stole my mother's TV 
Says she watches t w  much, its just not healthy 
"Al1 My Qiildrea" in the daytime, "Dallas" at night 
Can't even see the game or the Sugar Ray fight 
The bill collectors. they ring my phone 
And scare my wife when l'm not at home 
Got a bum education, double-digit inflation 
Can't train to the job, there's a strike at the station 
Neon King ~ong ,  standing on my back 
Can't stop to tum muad, broke my sacroiliac 
A mid-range migaine, cancered membrane 
Sometimes 1 think l'm goiog insane 
1 swear, 1 might hijack a plane 

(chorus) Don't push me 'cause I'm close to the edge 
l'm trying not to lose rny head 
lts like a jungie sometirnes, it makes me wonder 
How 1 keep from going under 

Citing the Bronx's desolation, Rose writes that "depictions of black and Hispanic 

neighborhoods were drained of life, energy, and vitaiity. The message was loud and clear. 

to be stuck here was to be lost" (1994: 33). This was powerfully reinforced and globally 

disseminated elsewhere in the 1981 film Fort Apache. the Bronx, starring Ed Amer and 

Paul Newman. which negatively poiirayed the borough as an embattled war zone and its 

inhabitants as little more than ~ a v a ~ e s . ~ ~  Despite the fact that "The Message" also 

reinforces negative portrayals by reproducing a particular place-image of the Bronx and 

other black ghetto enclaves, it also helped transform Rap as a whole into a powerful 

cultural vehicle for the description of particular urban conditions of existence. Clearly, 

T h e  Message" dropped into the rnidst of varied social contexts (at the level of private and 

public consumptioa and aura1 appnhension, whether through home listening, radio 

broadcast or club play) but the link between the sonp text and its urban audiences is 

especiall y relevant. lts combination of engaged observation and palpable tension, 

frustration, and anger were centrai to the introduction of a new means of elevating social 

For a complling and decÿleâ oveniew of the filming in the Bronx a d  resulbnt community potest 
againsi the film's production and releasc, see Richie Pcrez 1985. "Committee Against Fort Apache," in 
Culturw in Contention, D. Kahn and D. Neumaier, (eds.). Seanle: Real Cornet Rcss. 



issues of direct relevance to the many city-dwelling teenagers who were actively fonning 

the foundations of the emergent Hip Hop culture. 

The spatial impact of poverty and desolation cannot be denied but it is important not 

to lose sight of the fact that even though the ongins of the Hip Hop culture and the music at 

its center are histoncally specific to the boroogh of the South Bmnx, the rnyriad of social 

and cultural forces that impact on the spaces of the Bronx (or other "ghetton environrnents) 

were not necessarily rooted there. The articulation of a youth-oriented ghetto 

consciousness and social commentary by Bronx- based rappers w as a reac ti ve response 

emerging in the late 19709 and early 1980s simultaneously with the downturn of black 

aationalist political influence and the rise of the national economic discourse of 

Reagonomics. "The Message'sw lyncal nferences to "bum education" and "double-digit 

inflationn nfiect failures on a grander scale. They pointed to the fact that prevailing 

promises of self-improvement and persona1 application that help form the cornerstoae of 

"the Amencan dream "(albeit with different idlections within white and black cultural 

enclaves) had been al1 but exhausted in the midst of more widespread structural erosioo 

with its origins far ûeyond the boundaries of the ghetto. 

'The Message" reflects a keen social awareness and farniliarîty with the mynad 

manifestations of ghetto impoverishmeat which were king gradually inteosified under the 

Reagan govemment's conse~ative economic agenda at the time. The helplessness and 

sense of narrawed life options are unambiguously portrayed in the lyrics: 

A child is bom with no state of mind 
Blind to the ways of mankind 
God is smiling on you but he's fmwning too 
Because only God knows what you go through 
Y ou grow in the ghetto, living second rate 
And your eyes will sing a Song of deep hate 
The place that you play and where you stay 
Looks like one great big alleyway 
Y ou'll admire al1 the number book-taken 
Thugs, pimps, and pusbers and the big money maken 
Driving big cars, spending menties and tens 
And you wanna gmw up to be just like them 
Smugglers, scramblers, burglars. gamblea 
Pickpockets, peddlers, evea panhaaders 



You say "l'm cool, huh, l'm no fmln 
But then you wind up dropping out of high school 
Now you're unemployed, dl nonvoid 
Walkinp around like Retty Boy Floyd 
Tumed stick-up kid but look what you done did 
Got sent up for an eipht-year bid 
Now your rnanhood is took and you're a Maytag 
Spend the next two years as a undercover fag 
Being used and abused to serve like hell 
Ti1 one &y you was found huag dead in the ce11 
1t was plain to see that your life was lost 
Y ou was cold and your body swung back and forth 
But now your eyes siag the sad a d  soag 
Of how ya lived so fast and died so young 

(chorus) Don't push me 'cause L'rn close to the edge 
ltm trying not to [ose my head 
ltfs like a jungle sometirnes, it makes me wonder 
How L k.eep from going under 

"The Message" communicates a particular social perspective, illustrating that urban 

minority youth were not blind to the mults of reduced spending on social services. They 

were not unattuned to the fact that assistance programs in Amencan cities were either being 

slashed or eradicated completely, iatensifying the damage for those of the economic 

"underclasses" who were already most in need. The essence of threat inscnbed in the 

chorus, "Don't push me 'cause Ltm close to the edgell'm trying not to lose my headlt's 

like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder how 1 keep from going under," which has 

become a cultural touchstone in the history of Hip Hop, is encompassing in its scope. The 

threat is levelled at the local scale wiihin the ghetto environment but also includes the wider, 

more arnorphous American social system that reproduces the conditions of poverty and 

inequality on a larger scale. 

In Steven Hager's assessrnent of T h e  Message," "the persona in the Song was that 

of a typical South Bronx resident pressund to the point of desperation by his 

environment..Appmpriately, the Song that represented one of hip hop's finest moments 

describcd the South Bronx. the temtory where bip hop began" (1984 93). Despte 

Hager's assertion, however, the South Bronx is aever mentioned by name although it is 

undoubtedly m e  that it provided the material conditions that infonn the song's narrative. 



As a site charactenzed as being dangerous and dilapidated in both myth and fact, the South 

Bronx symbolized coatemporary urban decay, its stnets and vacant tenements k ing  

"central popular cultural icons" (Rose, 1994: 33) signifying the worst imaginable 

conditions of existence. Y et while the home environment of numerou rappers may have 

provided the inspiration behind "The Message," the Song is most compelling for its 

capacity to reproduce an abstract construction of urban space, rendering a general portraya1 

or representational composite fmm an array of descriptive images. 

"The Messagen does not present a picture of a specific place (Le., the South Bronx) 

but reproduces an image-idea of ghetto space that is widely recognizable in the American 

urban context. This construction of ghetto space corresponds to Shields's (1991) notion of 

"marginal places," which are constituted as "sites for socially marginal activities" or as 

"zones of Otherness." ln the spatial constructions of "The Message," the ghetto is 

reproduced as a site of poveny and human devastation through the mobilization of specific 

signifying traits (communicated through the narrative description of representational images 

of a particular social milieux and a conesponding urban environment). This is achieved 

along with the concurrent mobilization of a discourse of social spatialization which, as 

Shields notes, is formed within the tensions of spatial difference and the urban 

confi gurement of power, idluence, and authonty. According to Shields, place-images 

"are the various discrete meanings associated with mal places or regions regardless of their 

character in reality ... A set of core images foms a widely disseminated and cornmonl y held 

set of images of a place or space. These fonn a relatively stable group of ideas in cumncy, 

reinforced by their communication value as conventions in a discursive economy (1991: 

60-61). The accumulation of place-images consequendy reinforces the foundation upon 

which socially accepted "space-myths" are structured, aithough such rny ths are a 

manifestation of histoncally specific phenornena and are constantly renegotiated, thus 

remaining in a continual state of fiux and transition. 



Spatial Consmcts and the Urban image in 'The Message" 

In "The Message," MC Melle Mel's chorus, with its reference to the jungle, 

mobilizes a common, even cliched idea of urban dystopia. Theodore Gracyk bnefly 

examines the use of the term, citing comrnents by John Lennon and Mick Jagger who 

referred to early Rock'n'Roll in terms of primitivism, tribal origins and jungle rhythms. 

Gracyk states that "the 'jungle label' must have been widespread, particulariy in England 

with its colonid heritage ... But the jungle idea is not just a British perception. Ir dates back 

to the earliest days of American rock: witness Warren Smith's 1956 rockabilly classic 

'Ubangi Stomp,' and Hank Mizzel's 1957 'Jungle Rock'" (19%: 130). Addressing Rap 

aesthetics, Richard Schusterrnan states that the genre "can be traced back to Afncan roots, 

to jungle rhythms w hich were taken up by rock and disco and reapproprirted by the rap 

DJs -- musical carmibals of the urban jungle" (1991: 615). His argument then makes a 

questionable leap. shifting to a description of New York City ghetto spaces as if to close 

the circle between primitive Africa and inner-city Arnerica. 

There are numerous instances of the mobilization of the trope of the urban jungle in 

various media contexts throughout the century. For instance, Upton Sinclair's LW6 novel 

The Junale (N.Y.: Signet) portrays turn of the century Chicago and the urban terrors 

confronting European immigrant labor; Sidney Poitier portrayed a troubled ghetto teen in 

the 1955 MGM film The Blackbomd Jungle; ln The Autobio~im~hv of Malcolm X, 

Malcolm redls his days as a young hoodlum in the streets of Boston and New York, 

writing, "for a hustler in our sidewalk jungle world, 'face' and 'honor' were important" 

(1- ln); Bob Marley and the Wailers created a popular Reggae anthem of Rastafarian 

nsistance with "Concrete Jungle" (lm, Island Records); The Four Tops' recording " A n  

You Man Enough?" (1973, Dunhill) which was featured on the soundtrack of the MGM 

"blaxploitationm film Shafr ln Africa also draws this equivalence, refemng to the threat, 

danger, and paranoia of urban life with the line "it's like a jungle outside the door." 

lnvoking the concept of the jungle in music or literanire is a strategic decision that seeks to 



intemgate or expose society's sense of civic order and social propriety. The underiying 

implication is that in the ghettoes of America's cities. the law of the jungle wiih its crude 

survival ethic remains a dominant stnicturing force influencing social existence. 

The deployment of the discourse of poverty. struggle and survival in the urban 

jungle succeeds in contexts such as T h e  Message" not because it reconnects Rap with its 

African origins (which as Gracyk notes, is an enterprise of questionable 

ethnomusicologcal value). Rather, it is because it retaios a familiar paradigm within which 

the song's elaborated narrative vignettes make sense. As a lyrical and narrative strategy, 

the implemeotation of the urban jungle as a metaphor for the black American ghetto 

effectively facilitates a broad, nation-wide comprehension of the imagery and urgency of 

the song. By operating within the discursive field of a social common-place that has 

achieved unqualified status as a "space-myth." the sonp is assumed to speak a certain, 

verifïable tnith. 

The metaphor resooates as well with the Melle Me1 and Duke Bootee composition 

"Messagje Il (Survival)" (1982. Sugarhill Records) released later the same year in which the 

chorus returns to the Danvinian ethic of the jungle when it suggests that "only the strong 

can survive." The limitations of the metaphor are apparent, however, and the simple yet 

pmvocative tensions between native primitivism and cultured civilization that it implies 

actually sustain racist stereotypes while failing to acknowledge the highly technical and 

sophisticated eletneais of Rap music itself. The trope of the urban jungle has certainly not 

disappeared. yet over time it has been usurped by other powerful metaphors and descriptive 

ternis as subsequent message-oriented Rap songs moved toward more cornplex and 

detailed formulations of the city. 

As a narrative construction of urban imagery, The Message" features a strong 

story-line compriscd of a series of gritty scenarios describing the city from the perspective 

of the urban poor who inbabit i t  The image of urban ghetto space is canfully organized 

through an amaigamation of embittered references to sites and characters: the housing 



project and the subway platform, the junkie, prostitute, homeless person. pimp, hustler, 

and victim of violent crime. The charactea stand in for a range of cultural contexts 

according to perceived typologies that link certain social actors with discn te social spaces. 

This description of individuals of various castes produces a series of associations that infer 

particular spatial practices that occur therein (reflecting another dimension of space-images, 

npreseutatioa and reputation, and labelling as outlined by Shields). 

The song's narrative descriptions allow little room for positive agency as the 

characters portrayed are acted upon by external forces, cast as powedess monads which are 

unable to alter the negative effects of urban existence. The despenite waming of the song's 

chorus, "don't push me 'cause l'm close to the edgel I'm trying not to lose my head," 

reinforces the sense that, in the face of relentless struggle, individuals are pressed to the 

limits of their capacity to cope and their limited nsponses will almost inevitably tend to be 

violent and destructive. The question of control is forrned as an interna], individualistic 

stniggle since the outer spaces of the city nmain beyond the scope of persona1 influence or 

power. This is a basic case of negative fatalism that displays a noticeable nihilistic 

undercumnt. Then is no sense of an elaborative political project in The Message;" there 

is no explicit appeal to collective action or expansive processes of coalition building here 

(although they exist in numemus instances within the actual community spaces of the urban 

ghetto) as the coutainment and enclosures of the ghetto space are frarned as tensions 

impacting the human subject. Thus, the effort to maintain a sense of self and to exercise 

authority over one's persona1 destiny is depicted as one of the paramount problems of the 

urban confîict that are defined by spatial practices. 

Then is also an accompanying sense of colistrained mobility as the musical and 

lyrical flow leads the listeuer through the distinct scenes of action. Shuker writes that the 

"interplay of synth. and sharp percussion initially sounds menly bouncy and unobtnisive, 

but as it g a s  on and on thmughout the song - some seven minutes in its extended play 

release version -- it stam to have a more disnirbing and imtating quality, becorning a 



metaphor for being trapped in the ghetto and tenement life" (1994: 161). ln this 

interpretation, the rhythmic and narrative qualities meet in a mutually referential 

convergence while encoding a permeating tension within the recorded text. As the repeated 

rhythmic loop produces this closed tension. each verse introduces a new conceptual or 

imagined space, generally fluctuating betweea narrative representations of external, public 

spaces (the stnet. the subway) and intemal, private spaces (the domestic spaces of the 

home or tenement apartment and, in the final verse, the despente loneliness of the prison 

cell). 

The lyrics reflect what Hager (1984) describes as "sharp, cinematic imapery," 

effectively communicating a sense of stratified (as opposed to homogeneous and 

undifferentiated) ghetto space. Through the arrangement of successive and mutually 

reinforcing images in the lyncal narrative. the social constraiots are inscnbed along an 

economic axis that locks individuals into negative and debilitating dornestic situations. 

Even the sense of mobility implied by the music and lyrics in tandem is qualified and 

rendered as being compressed and restricted, reaf'finning a notion of a boulided perimeter 

that canot be easil y breached. 

Altbough T h e  Message" is hailed for its break from previous Rap styles and the 

adoption of a narrative structure with Grandmaster flash and the Furious Five being 

identified as the t h t  prominent example of young urbaa griots, the Song does not actual Iy 

unfold as a story. lt describes hypothetical scenarios and conditions that cohere in multiple * 

sites, creatinp an accumulation of urban images that isolate and define several realms of 

social containment. Donald Warren's assessrnent of the social organization of ghetto 

envimnxnents has a particular nsoaance with the ghetto images in The  Message" when he 

wntes: 

Ghetto means complenity of group structure. It refers to a series of cultures 
(subcul tures) enisting side-by-side. Ghetto, if it has any signifïcance as an 
abstraction refers to a pattern of compression, the capacity of many statu 
groups in a restricted physical cnvimment. (Warren, 1975: 2627) 



Each verse constmcts a sense of space where the desperation and stress of poverty is 

uniquely felt and lived. The descriptive language conveys a graphic image of the undeaide 

of the urbaa environment, yet the organization of the verses also suggests that the pressures 

of economic disenfranchisement and urban stress are multiply inflected. affecting 

individuals differeotly in each social context. The shared or common elements of ghetto 

life that comprise the content in the song's lyrics conform to the containment and 

restrictions identifid by Wamn. The further description of nurnerous social practices that 

are framed within a ghettocentric worldview challenges the frequent tendencies to define 

economic oppression and social disedranchisement in singular ternis. This underlines the 

naiity that class oppression is not monolithic but is, rather, a fragmented phenornenon 

experienced in numerws cootexts as a cornplex set of relations. 

While economic class and the social experience of poverty and need provide the 

dominant frame in "The Message," race is largely absent from the song's critique. Y et this 

suggests a point where the spatial discourse and the narrative forms of Rap and Hip Hop 

music effectively communicate an African-American cultural perspective. By reproducing 

aesthetic forms, discourses, and image-ideas that have evolved as common facets of 

African-American literary, anistic, and musical traditions, Rap lyncs need not be explicit in 

their racial emphasis to comrnunicate a relatively unambiguous black social position. The 

thematic components of the Song, however, an not beyond access by other cultural groups 

includiag white youihs who have, over the yean, been active consumers of Rap and have 

been infiuential in ensuring its commercial successes. Clearl y, whites and other ethnic and 

racial groups also struggle within and against the oppression of poverty and 

disenfranchisement, although the spatial landscapes that the white and black poor cal1 home 

are not necasarily the same. Describing his sense of locale and class stmctuns, Ice-T 

notes that "the ghetto is set up like a conceniration camp. The govenunent has broken the 

system down to a senes of fiaanciaily sepgated villages. South Central is not a black 



community. it's a poor comrnunity. You live there because you're broke, not because 

you're black" (1994: 7) 

Furthemore, the element of danger and threat that is clearly articuiaîed in "The 

Message" falls within the long-standing economy of exoticism. thnll-seeking, and "cool" 

that has led many whi tes to enter into the representational- if not phy sical - si tes of black 

expressiveness. This can be traceà, for example, in the musical education of white 

Chicago jazz musicians such as Bis  Biederbecke and Benny Goodman who ventured into 

that city's btack and tan nightclubs in the 1920s. Later, this was evident in the cultural 

tourkm of Jack Kerouac and the Beat Poets whose literary style and content was 

profoundly influenced by dmg and alcohol-satwated forays into black jazz clubs across the 

country in the 1950s and 60s. 

Reflecting on 'The Message'sn impact and influence for BBC television. 

Grandmaster flash States that 'as far as The Message' is concemed, al1 the records pnor to 

that were frivoious, happy-go-lucky, Party, let's get down . A i s  parficular record had to be 

created by someboày who lived in and understood urban America." The lyrics do not 

address issues of race and class within clearly racialized tenns although the ghettocentnc 
w 

focus of the nanative and the discursive construction of Amencan urban space, in 

combination with the funk and flow of the music itself, are firmly established elements of a 

particular black cultural expressive tradition, having been 1 ong reproduced in other artistic 

media such as the literatun of Claude McKay, Car1 van Vechten, Richard Wright or Ralph 

Ellison. 

Grandmaster flash's perspective on subjective locations and spatial authonty is 

revealing of his understanding of the relations between people and places. His comment 

imposes an authority of voice that is spatially grounded and assumes that the speakiag 

subject can accurately convey the underlying truih of the site of articulation. This is echoed 

as well by Kristal Brent Zook when she writes, "what was immediately clear about tûis 

cultural movement (which came to be called hip hop ...) was that it expressed certain 



sentiments that pnuinely reflected the lives of working-class Black and Puerto Rican male 

youths in a way that the more romanticized disco scene, popularized by middle-class 

whites, did not" (1992. 257). The sentiment continues to this day with rapper MC Eiht 

statinp "1 just talk about the hood. Tbat's just spittin' the real" (The Source, June 1994: 

67). 

While the question of veracity, experience, and their lyrical articulation remain part 

of a cornplex m y  of deeply embedded cultural issues. many Rap artists continue to speak 

of their capacity as cultural workers to express a reality of existence. As many will noie, 

they narrate ostensibly "true" experiences within the social domains of black Amenca or 

else they create fictional narratives that are grounded in these experiences and that are, tbus, 

at least within the realm of possibility (a point 1 will take up later in my discussioa of 

hardcon "Gangstan Rap). Citing The  MessageH as an example, Zook has written that 

"part of rap's streetwise edge came, undoubtedly, from the fact that most of its participants 

were from the "hood,' that is, the neighborhoods of New York which required this edge 

for day-to-&y survival, such a3 the South Bronx" (1992: 257). Although her use of the 

term "the 'hood" enters into a particular spatial discoune that post-dates the period she is 

addressing, she accurateIy acknowledges the dual relationship between actuai physical 

space and Rap's musical expressions of a spatial sensibility. 

The music video version of "The Messagen further reinforces Grandmaster Rash 

and the Furious Five's authority of presence by locating the band in a ghetto environment. 

The images of the group congngated on the Street or on the stoop of a brownstone 

apartment uait add a cornplementary visual context to the lyrics and by intersplking the 

group's performance with images of urban congestion or of poor and homeless blach in 

the streets, the ultimate "mesïrge" that the urban econornic underclass is barcly functioning 

under the pressure of civic neglect is enhanced. Although the video received linle play on 

the existing cable networks at the time, the single played at many urban format radio 

stations and received substantial attention in the music press. The uncomprornising 



commitment to the "realistic" representation of urban experience in "The Messagen 

confimed the outlaw status of the band (and arguably the Rap genn as a whole) upon its 

release, immediately winning fans across the color line who wen growing increasingly 

disturbed by what many perceived as a political bankruptcy in American Pop music and 

Disco. This latter factor, however, also attracted the attentions of many critics who, 

seeking a waning politicization in Rock at the time, eagerly welcomed the arriva1 of the 

single as an ostensibly authentic expression of racial and class consciousness. 

With hindsight, it may seem easy and perhaps obvious to isolate the ghetto imagery 

exploited by the band, but in the context of the period. Grandmaster Rash and the Furious 

Five were takiog a bold step by reintroducing a series of unwelcome images of 

contemporary America through their recording and video. The song's huge success. which 

as Zook sugpsts was unquestionably related to the apparent "reality" portrayed by the 

lyncal and visual representations as much as the music itself, also served a function by 

opening the dwr for others to both exploit the trend or, in a less cyaical view, to explore 

the relations betweea Rap and reality. 

Ajer 'The Message": The Rise of a New Subgenre 

"The Message's" emphasis on an ostensible ghetto rediry and the ~ i u h f u l  

representation of urban space introduced a new standard fom that evolved into a distinct 

Rap subgenre, the nsonant impact of w hich can be traced in numerous recordings that 

followed its release. Describing this development, Toop notes that in this period a flurry of 

ncordings of dubious quality w e n  released in the attempt to cash in on the trend initiated 

by T h e  Message." He writes: 

The contradictions of a money-rninded craze for gory social realism and 
criticism of the Reagan administration, with its callous cutbacks in social 
programs, are hard to reslove. The juxtaposition of protests about rape 
victims with rampant machismo or hard-times lyrics sung by kids in 
expensive leather outfits and gold chahs can be hard to stomach. (Toop, 
1 W k  124) 



Toop raises an important point for the separate agendas of political conscientization or the 

elevation of cultural awareness and the commercial imperatives of the music industry are 

often conflicting and contradictory. The cleavage between progressive political intent and 

commercial opportuaism was made evident when former rnember of the Funous Five. 

Melle Me1 (with Duke Bootee) recorded and released 'The Message Li (Survival)" in late 

1982. As an ill-conceived sequel, it bore considerable thematic resemblance to the original 

but added little to the evolution of a new subgenre. 

The release of "Street Justicen (1983. Profile Records) by The R a b  (Keith Rose) 

the following year offers a better example of how the rhythmic and vocal structures of "The 

Messagen as well as its thematic content were further developed as the subgem took mot 

in the Hip Hop culture. Debuting on the Billboard Black Singles chart at aumber 90 on 

August 6, 1983, "Street Justice's" narrative closely resembles the general sceoarios and 

vigilante revenge thernes iatroduced by the films Death Wish ( 1972) and De& Wish II 

(1982). starring Charles Bronson. While the thematic influence of theSe films is evident. 

they are not the dominant referent for the song. "Street Justicew can be m o n  accurately 

regarded as a response to Grandmaster Rash and the Furious Five's "The Messagen as it 

works within the ernergent story-based style while thematically addressing the potential 

consequences that can resul t if one is eventually pushed "to the edge," if one does "lose his 

head." The cartographie constructions of "Street Justice" and its demarcation of urban 

space are slightly more proaounced in their detail and are what ultimately identify the 

recording as an extension of the message-orieated subgeare that began with "The 

Message." Additional emphasis on negative elements relating to the intedocking influences 

of tace, class, and generational differences also identifies forces wiihin which the black 

ghetto experience is constructed. 

Featuring a sinister, slashing rhythm track that builds an eerie suspension while an 

oddl y melcdic vibtaphonc riff provides a musical counterpoint to the 1 yrical flow and harsh 

vocalization, "Street Justice" displays a tonal similarity to "The Message." The RakelKeith 



Rose (who had pnviously beea a backup singer for Dionne Warwick) has a deep voice 

that, w hile similar in range to Melle Mel's. is characterized by a steady , rnenacing calmess 

that is in contrast to the more boisterous party-oriented Rap of the Sugartiill Gang or the 

shaip attack characteristic of the Furious five's ensemble-style flow. This vocal quality is 

a crucial accompaniment to the lyncd content wbich details the unravelling of calm and the 

eruption of hypennasculine violence in an orgy of revenge and tetribution for the beating 

and rape of the central character's wife. 

The justice of the title is described as something to be meted out with methodicd 

control and dispassionate numbness. As an attitude, it is presented as k ing  the byproduct 

of an ineffecaial criminal justice system and the everyday stress and violence that regularly 

and uuavoidabl y aftlicts the American urban underclasses: 

You can see it any night on the nightly news 
Some punks think they're big bad dudes 
Commit some crimes and pow er dues 
Those punks that thinic they 'n big bad dudes 
Dont serve a day. don? do no time 
They pt away and that's a crime 
Y ou call that justice, you call that fair? 
Now dig me brother, listen hem 
The only way the workiogman will ever get his justice 
ts on the Street 

(Chorus) Gotta meet the punk on the battlefront 
Gotta beat the punk 
Street justice 
Gotta meet the punk on the battlefroat 
Gotla beat the punk 
Street Justice 

The lyrics tap into the discomforting d i t y  of systemic racisrn and unequal treatment for 

blacks in the Amencan social justice system and rhetorically appeals to the Mener's 

understanding that, in America, the rniwrity population is frequently at a disadvantage and 

must often circumveat the system on a local or persouai level for justice to be served 

When T h e  Message" adopts the discourse of the city as a hostile jungle, 'Street Justice" 

deploys a similat but more complicated discourse of urban class war with the chorus 

tepeating the refrain 'Gotta meet the punks on the battlefront/gotta beat the punkslstreet 



justice." The battiefront is the undisciplined space - w hat the Song refea to as a "no man's 

land" - thai has been taken over by angry and violent youths operating according to the 

codes of the street. ln keeping with the song's general thmst, it is these same codes (of 

power through aggression or of enforced authority and spatial dominance) that must be 

enacted if true justice is to be attained. The street as a concephial space is cast as a primary 

deliner of black ghetto experience; it is the comective construct that runs through the cure 

of poor rninonty communities and throughout the 1970s and 80s its profile as a sociai site 

that is prone to nsk and danger was further ninforced through representational images of 

"blaxploitation" films. Rap lyrics, and other popular media. 

Told from The Rakets subjective position. the lyncal narrative descnbes an 

archetypa1 character in the central protagonist who is a responsible, upright farnily man 

with full employment. creating the aura of virtue that is eventually transgressed through 

raw human rage. The descriptive portrayal of common sites of social activity estabiishes 

the normative image-ideals of coatmlled domestic and public envi mnments: 

When 1 left for work 1 thought things were cool 
Witb the wife at home and the kids at school 
1 walked down the street, got on the bus 
Put the coin in the box, in God we trust 
l'm a working man and i do my job 
1 pull my weight and 1 work ceal hard 
For the things 1 have 1 have paid the price 
ln sweat, in blwd, in s a d ~ c e  
1 cd1 that justice. 1 cd1 that fair 
Now dig me brother, listen here 

The track offers a brief descriptive segment that constnicts the image of a particular kind of 

1 ran past the trucks unloading in the alley, 
1 raa as fast as my legs would carry me. 
I ran through the streets of no man's land, 
bumed out places where tenernents stand. .. 

Like "The Message" before it, the image of ghetto dilapidation is clear, but in this particular 

construction there is a pervasive emptiness chat is in contrast with the relative fullness and 

cacophony of the various social setiingr dcscribed in The Message." Hageis reference to 



the cinematic qualities of ''The Message" notwithstandiog, "Street Justicen is much more 

explicit in its cinematic stmcturing. displaying a rationai. carefully scnpted flow that leads 

from one spatial scene to another (as opposed to "The Messagen which constructs a series 

of spatially linked vignettes). The narrative in "Street Justicem is rnuch mon cohercnt and 

unified in a traditional sense than b a t  of "The Message," but it, too. is organized around 

the description of several distinct social sites, demarcating a set of cultural tenitories such 

as the home, the workplace and of particular relevance to the song's tirle and theme, the 

contrasting spaces of the courtroom and the "street." 

Unlike "The Message," the tension of the track's lyrical message is produced 

through the juxtaposition of confiicting generations and the assigneâ spaces they inhabit, in 

this case the nlatively secure (and ideaiized) domestic sphen, the adult masculine domain 

of the workplace, the courtroom. and the comparatively lawless streets that constitute the 

war zone in the battle between adult respectability and unnily and indiscriminate teenage 

mayhem. Cunously, the song's lyrics express perspectives associated with the threatencd 

and ernbattled adult even though its primary listening audience would more accurately be 

represented by the opposing teenage antagonists. Its cntical commentary fails to fully 

engage with this intergenerational dissonance, however. opti ng instead for a spatially 

onented commentary that is rooted in the distinctions between legitimate and illegitimate 

spatial practices and the social values with which they are laden. In "Street Justice" the 

ideal of mobility and escape h m  the ghetto is presented as an attainable goal that can be 

reaiized only through the traditional virtues of hard work and stable family relations. The 

conditions of ghetto society that an so negatively pottayed in "Street Justice" consequently 

emerge as ari ongoing threat posed by teenagers to the normative forces of a capitalistic, 

parental. and patriarchal authority cornplex. There is no prevailing sease that joy and 

success can ever be achieved from within the ghetto itself. *Street Justicen adopts a 

conservative fomulation of cultural values and political ideology that njects the potentiais 

for positive persona1 or cornrnunity attainment within the neighborhoods of the inner-city. 



Ratber thaa following the structure of The  Message" which demarcates a variety of 

ghetto spaces through the mobilization of numerous place-images introduced in succession, 

"Street Justice* establishes a dynamic of spatial polarities that isolates the socio-spatial 

geograp&ies and accompanying practices in a more clearly divisive manner. Still, the lyrics 

do more than just establish the settings and the polarities, for they also enter into a 

coosewative socio-spatial discourse that defines a repertoire of weighted values that are 

then attributed to each space along the social spectnirn. In this regard, where "The 

Message" constitutes an atternpt to engage with social disparities from a nlatively radical 

and politicdly progressive position, "Street Justice" reflects a reactionary impulse. 

As in the Decuh WLrh films, the rap tale in "Street Justicew appeals to  the notion of 

urban frontier individualism as The Ralce indicts both the unjust legal system and violent 

black ghetto youth as being twin elements of thmat and constraint, the former exerting its 

negative force from above while the latter rises from below , from the outlaw underground. 

The lyncs construct an image of the black working poor who are trapped between these 

twimed elements which, vice-like, press in on thcm without relief. Y et the contradictions 

in the son& morality taie are rife since the problem and the solution are presented as king 

vimially identical. Justice denied through legitimate means is attained as a result of an 

autonomous outlaw act. The conveyed message is supportive of illegitimate practices of 

unaccountable vigilantism while denying the values of, amoagst other options, the appeal 

to community activism and collective mobilization. The potentials of radically empowered 

organization are evacuated from the text and the lyrical prescription for violent ntribution 

and rcvenge maintains an apparent cornmitment to black-on-black violence. This raises a 

questionable mode1 for agency and action tb t ,  despite king presented as a satisfying 

solution ("...and finally 1 saw justice servedn), cm only undermine neighborhoods and 

communities if actuaîl y enacted. 

The con of the Song -- its message - is revealed in the passage portraying a 

conversation between the fatherhusbanù and a "brother cop* in the aftennath of a violent 



and brutalizing home invasion by young ghetto "punks." This conversation behveen two 

black men, "brothen," introduces multiple distinctions between positions of "us" and 

"thern" that hinge on the complicated notion of racial fratemitfls and the accompanying 

values of employment and social propriety versus lawless criminaiity (with the 

aforementioned generational tension between adults and youths). These multiple social loci 

also represent actually existing social antagonisrns between blacks and whites, economic 

haves and have-nots, and behveen the popular constmcted images ofjustice in America and 

the less optimistic perspectives of those who inhabit the bottom rungs of the social ladder: 

Weil the next thing that happened was the cops arrived 
This brother cop cornes and pulls me aside 
And says "brother, I'm sorryw and he looked real sincere 
"Now dig what l'm saying, make sure you nad me clear 
For you this here is something that is temble and crue1 
But it ain't no exception, it's more like the rule 
Go to the precinct and you know what they'll say 
This happens here twenty-four houn a day 
No one was killed, ain't no big deal 
Some lady was raped but her s c m  will heal 
Let's say, brother, that we catch the punk 
And you take him to court and dl that junk 
Think about it brother, think about it good, 
this hem ain't like Hollywood, 
we're living in the U.S. of Hypocnsy, 
when the innocent pay and the criminals go free ... 

The refereuce to Hollywood draws attention to the image machinery of the Amencan film 

industxy and sarcastically scoffs at cinematic tendencies toward "the happy eoding." More 

interesting is the "here" of the passage, for it is posited as a locus of truth that stands in 

contradistinction to the fictional and conespondingly artificial spaces of the cinematic 

world. Despite its negative portraya1 as an unbumished sphere of fear and danger the 

ghetto is also constructed in ihis contexi as a privileged space that can be defined as a zone 

of autheaticity or reality. This claim is more easily defended by pointing to the apparent 

artifice and supentciality of either Hollywood's images of America or to racialized and 

45 For an examination of ihe limits of the trop of' lrinship among citizens of the biack diaspora, sec Paul 
Gilroy, 19% "It's a Family Afhir," in -- Gina Dent. cd. Seattle: Eky Ress. 



class influenceci perceptions of the artifice of other primarily white social landscapes such 

as the suburb. 

The apparent conflation which posits ghetto zones of experience as zones of lived 

authenticity continues as a factor in Rap music and Hip Hop culture and is ultimately 

founded on a highly cbarged set of racial and class disti~ctions that adhere to a socio-spatial 

logic. lt simultaneously merges blackness and poverty with the locus of authentic black 

identity, circurnscribing difference not only in relation to rniddie-ciass whites who inhabit 

other zones of experience but in relation to blacks who have managed to successfully "get 

over" in terms of professional and economic mobility. 

"The Message" and "Street Justice" present two very diffennt expressions of ghetto 

reality with each subscribing to distinct modes of articulation that maintain a spatial 

emphasis within the lyrical anangment of place-images and locational scenaios. They are 

exemplary of the emergent message-oriented Rap that became a standard of the genre with 

their differences illustrating the divergent ideological positions that have coatinued as the 

subgew developed. Descnbing the political shortcomings of the subgenre, Ernest Allen, 

Ir., writes that "overall, the message tends to portray, in vivid and urgent terms, the 

contours of existing social breakdown, and in the best of cases may offer a vision of a new 

and more just way of life. But ail too frequeotly these youthful assertions of social identity 

and envisioned social order degenerate into a malevolent disparaging of other groups. .." 
(1996: 180). The tendency arnong mauy critics and commentators to conceive of Message 

Rap as a relatively progressive fom at this stage of its emergence misconstrues the strong 

consetvative and nactiooary strands that wen also evident at its inceptioo. As an 

outgrowth of Message Rap, " Reality " Rap, w hich emphasizes a conceptual co~ection with 

real situaiions and actuai places, gradually evolved into one of the genn's dominant foms, 

engendering "Gangsta" Rap that is today among the genre's most controversial and 

commercially successful facets. 



Rap 's Emergent Spec@city 

With the new focus on symbolic and discursive repnsentations of ghetto 

authenticity following Message Rap's rise as a distinctive subgeore, the music's narratives 

began to display an enhanced emphasis on the portrayal of actually existing social 

landscapes. This resulted in a shift away from the description of abstract or fictional 

geographies toward the naming of specific spaces and places that is today the nom. In its 

initial phase, this process tended tu reinforce the centr;ility of New York as the "trie" home 

of Rap and Hip Hop. Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five's "New York. New Y orkw 

(1983, Sugarhill) offers an illustrative example of the emergent spatial component. 

Released in the spriag of LW, the song eventually climbed to number seventeen on 

Billboard's black singles charts and was, after "The Message," the group's most 

commercially successful single. 

Alnady fully acknowledged as the source of the expanding Hip Hop scene, New 

York wes frequentiy cast as the backdrop or setting for much of the lyrical content in 

message-oriented Rap. Again. Grandmaster Rash and the Furious Five influenced the 

trend, coasolidating the pattern of naming specific places and further validating the group's 

identity at the time as the consummate New York City rappers. Although the title promises 

a strong emphasis on New York. most of the track's lyrics adhere to the discursive forms 

estabüshed with "The Messagew and The  Message II (Sumival)" before it by feaiuring an 

a m y  of generalized scenarios and urban vignettes that could refer to locations in any large 

city . Tacking between detailed descriptions of urban individuals, urban structures, and the 

spatial practices of a complex and dmcult city life, "New York, New York" focuses on the 

city's pressure and a resultant sense of isolation, paranoia, and poweriessness. Alienation 

and anornie emerge as the dominant themes of this dystopian place-image and there is an 

accompanying world-weariness penading the lyrics. Despite the aktract and fictional 

images that constitute much of the song's spatial namitive, the titfe and chorus ntum the 



emphasis to New York itself, reinforcing the source images of this particular urbaa 

New York, New York, big city of dreams, 
But eveiything in New York ain't always wbat it seems, 
Y ou might get fooled if you corne from out of town, 
But I'm down by law and I know my way around, 
Tm much, too many people, too much, 
Too much, tw many people, too much ... 

Here, the insi&/outside distinction is apparent, as is the notion that an insider's perspective 

is privileged and therefore closer to the actual "truth" of the place. The idea that outsiders 

cannot expect to see and kaow what lies behind New York's urban facade is introduced by 

situating the Furious Five as individual field reporters (or, less likely, tour guides) who 

each "knows bis way around." The discourse of reality evident in the chorus is a market of 

reliability that is srafted onto the rapper who, as the speaking subject, knows the "truth" of 

the city that rernains invisible to those whose ongins üe elsewhere. 

The twinned factors of experience and location a n  introduced hem in oblique tenns, 

but they remain discemable. The assertion is that, over time, we become experts on our 

environment and are subsequently capable of howing the "tnith" behind the images 

constituting the popular terrains of everyday urûan life. This rather rnodemist view retains 

the notion that there is in fact an underlying truth that can somehow be isolated and 

apprehended, but it also indicates that space is stratified and that there is a vaned econorny 

of place-images that convey multiple meanings for individuals of different social positions 

or who occupy different social spaces. The strategy in "New York, New Yorkn is to 

construct the ternis upon which the speaking subject and commercial artist, who are one in 

the same, can be relied upon as a valid reference, as one who is capable of leading the 

listener toward a set of images that best represent h i s  sphere of social "ruility." Al though 

this discursive strategy is common practice in coatcmporary Rap, it was not yet the nom 

when "New York, New York" was released, making it an overlooked benchmail in the 

development of Rap's spatial discourse. 



Although much of the track's lyncal composition constnicts a narrative that is 

mostly consistent with an earlier spatial format descri bing abstract, unsourced si tes (Le. 

"the urban") the stress on "realn places emerges with particular clarity. Specifically 

refemng to Greenwich Village and Forty-Second street, Grandmaster Rash and the 

Furious Five introduce actually existing or knowable sites that are alnady heavily coded 

wi& socid siflcance -- the very nfennce to them evokes certain images of their "social 

content" or the practices that have eamed them a rcputation. Of the two references, the one 

nlating to "the Village" is by far the most compelling in the context of the entire tnick: 

Down in the Village, you might thiuk I'm silly, 
But you can't tell the women from the men sometimes, 
They're sugar and spice and everything nice, 
But when you get 'em home ain't no telling what you'll find ... 

Here, the transgender and tranvestite culture that is common to the gay district in and 

around Greenwich Village is referenced as a cultural fact of this particdar locale even 

though it is o d y  one, highiy visible facet of the area. lsolating this set of localized images 

as part of the representative or definitive place-image is not particularly inspired or 

insightful, straying into the realm of cultural stereotyping while minforcing negative spatial 

reputations. It remaios effective as a site reference in this context, however, because of i ts 

status as a verifiable image that conforms to the strategy of articulating ndity-based 

messages. The verse also reconnects in a subtle way with the hook which, as 1 meationed, 

introduces the dichotomies of insider vs. outsider and the expenenced city dweller vs. the 

tounst as rube. 

The surface deception of the cross-dressing male may or may not be part of ihe 

touristts cultural capital and the scenario of revelation exists almost as a popular urban myth 

perpetuated by knowing urbanites who reaffirm tbeir own sense of superiority at the 

expense of l e s  experienced suburban or rural folk. The masculinist and latent homophobic 

sentiments that underscore the references to traasgeneder and tninsvestite pnsences also 

provide a problematic cultural coding of what a "nal" woman - or man - is. Finaily, the 

image of tranîgsndcr display portrayeci as a knowable faet of "the village" consequcntly 



takes on the added f o m  of a metaphor for New York where, in the dystopic visions of the 

Furious Five. the message is ultimately that due to a myriad of cornplex cultural mediations 

al1 surfaces are suspect and nothing is what it seems to be. 

By 1984 Rap's stylistic and thematic trends began to change as did its commercial 

prospects and industry d e .  The Rap of the following period, between 1984 and 1987, 

retained its emphasis ou spatiality and themes of a grounded reality although these 

characteristics of the genre were reworked as the music was produced in regions beyond 

New York and the northeast seaboard and began reaching oew audiences. In the following 

chapter, the iodustry factors that facilitated Rap's growth and development in this period 

will be examined in order to mon vividly illustrate the convergent idluences on the 

music's spatial expansions. 



ln Rap's growth and expansion as a popular musical fonn throughout the 1980s 

then exists a ncumnt geographical and cultural aspect that nmains at the forefront of its 

history. As the newest and most influentid fonn of black musical expression to emerge in 

the decade, its development is  relatively easy to track, yet the means by which its position 

in the music industry was established a n  more obscure. Much of the music industry is 

based upon distinctions that to varying degrees encompass geo-cultural considerations. 

with marketing and promotional strategies and sales monitoring being broken down into 

national, regional, and local sectors and demograpbic data being geared towards the 

production of character profiles and purchase patterns of consumers in their respective 

home areas. Additionally. Rap's evolution bas been marked by interna1 tmnsfonnations in 

sound, style, and theme that in many instances can be directly credited to localized cultural 

inflectioas that idonn a sense and image of place as pockets of production activity have 

sprung up throughout North America. 

Rap's rise in the industry should not ùe seen as a simple achievement or a mult of 

natural evolution in the market, for to do so would elide the processes of the music 

business that at different junctuns either constraioed or elevateâ the genre. For instance, 

Tricia Rose suggests ibat Rap was exposed to powerful appropriative mechanisms that 

were motivated by an insidious profit imperative. She wntes that after the 1979 release of 

"Rappefs Delight," Rap music was exposed to the recuperative influences of the media and 

faehion industries, "each of which hurried to cash in on what was assumed to be a passing 

fadn (lm 3). Rose is generalizing here, since it is obvious that industries do aot act as 

either monolithic or self-guiding entities. What's more, the industrial expansions of Rap 

w e n  frequently engineered from within the Hip Hop culture as Rap was deliberately 



merged with the larger industrial operations of the respective media and fashion 

institutions. k u g h  specific maneuven within existing commercial mechanisms and 

industry practices, Rap has become a nationdy recognized form with considerable market 

impact (not to mention its accompanying social impacts). Wbat foliows is an attempt to adâ 

~ p e ~ c i t y  to the general trends influencing Rap's evolution and to isolate and assess 

several of the more pertinent factors affecting Rap's industry gmwth and market expansion 

in a manner that illuminates the geo-cuitural elements of the genre and provides a sacio- 

spatial analysis of its history . 
Before embarking on this particular analysis, however, mention should be made of 

the primary source for much of what is included here, narnely Billboard magazine. As the 

commercial music industry's main trade magazine, Billboard's influence is substantial. lt 

is where emergent trends in ternis of both aesthetics (i.e., elements of sound or genre) or 

issues relaîing to the business of locating fnsh talent. producing, marketing, distributing, 

and performing music aie noted and where general industry shifts (both large and small) 

are announced, discussed, and monitored. lt covers music's placement across the media - 
recordings, radio. video, and performance venue - and measuns the rise and fa11 of sales 

with canful attention to regiond detail. Finally, Billboard is influentid in defining genres 

and categonzing musical fonns through its extensive chart system, reproducing an 

informing system upon which the wider industry and audiences alike can guage and 

compare sales of songs, albums, and ariists. 

While Rap's emergence and developmeat as a regular facet of the music industry 

wert reported in the magazine throughout the 19ûûs, Nelson George, who was the Black 

music editor for seven years, txerted simcant influence as a supporter of the genre. He 

chronicled America's Black music for most of the 1980s, the decade in which Rap 

matmd. He also had the added bencfit of a weekiy column, "the Rhythm and the Blues," 

through which to ptaise or castigate cultural workers in the Rap scene and where he 

ngularly drew insightful connections ktween Rap and the wider array of black musical 



forni:; and practices. Other writers have also covered Rap at the magazine at various times. 

Robert Ford, Jr. wrote several key articles in the late 1970s and Janiae McAdam replaced 

George as The Rhythm and the Blues columnist in mid-1939. Havelock Nelson was 

appoint4 columnist of The Rap Column which debuted on Feb. 1, 1992. Following in 

the tradition of James A. Jackson, who in 1920 became the first black reporter to cover 

black members of the music and theater industry for a white trade journal with his Billboard 

column "J.A. Jackson's l?ageSt'46 George provided a point of focus for industry attention 

on black music as it undenivent numerous transitions. 

Rap joumaiism i s  rarely taken into account within acadernic or historical studies on 

the genre and nowhere is George's writing at @Ilboard refened to and yet his was the most 

consistently applied voice within the industry's own news ~ r g a n . ~ ~  Writing about her 

nsearch on Rap for the influentid book Black Noise: Rao Music and Black Culture in 

Contem~orarv Amenca, Tricia Rose descri bes her use of Billboard to "trace rapts 

appeamce on the black music charts. 1 couidn't believe that this music that seemed so 

local, so particular could capture the attention of so many people around the countryn 

(1994: xii). It is undeniably necessary to review these chans in order to understand Rapts 

entry and nse in the music industry and also to page it in relation to other styles and 

genres in a comsponding period. But i g n o ~ g  the editorial reporthg that framed the chan 

action misses much of the internai industry analysis at the time, analysis that helps to 

explain and contexhialize the chart figures and to illuminate some of the commericd means 

through which Rap did eventually "capture the attention of so many people around the 

country." The charts dont always speak for themselves and the Billbaan- wnters were 

also explaining this new and unfarniliar music to industry executives, interpreting its 

s ip i fcame while defining it within the wider indwtry. 

46 For a detailcd history d Jacksw and his term w i ~ h  Bdlbosnf. see Anthony Hill's 'A Voice for Black 
Pcrformanct," in ~ l b a r d :  Iûûih Nov. 1, 1994. 
47 During his mure at the magazine he also co-wrote &&&p Hm Don't Stq, (Nelson George. Saily 
Banes, Susan Fiinker, Patty Romanowslii. 1985. New York Random House.), a Rap primer aimed 3t a 
p e r d  audience t h t  remaias a valuable source of information on the New York Hip Hop scenc up to 1 M .  



As Simon Fnth observes, critics' claims about a music's relative value - as being 

either "good" or %adn - are also linked to issues of authonty or. mon precisely, their 

"public sanction" to state opinions authoritatively (1996: 9). For Fnth, the role of the critic 

is a unique and uniquely powerful one. The critic is mon than a simple mediator but, 

through various means of selection and assessment, he or she is also a fully functional 

arbiter, deciding publicly what should or shouldn't warrant attention, despite the fquent  

and often vocai disagreement of fans. Y et Frith is primarily addressing the issue within a 

prevailing antapnism between fans and critics. BillboatdS however, i s  not a fan-oriented 

magazine, standing in stark contrast to popular music publications such as Rollinn Stone, 

SD~Q, or The Source. The question arises. then, as to whether the cntic's role changes in 

the case where the critic. reviewer, or inside reporter is not so much addressing the wider 

public but, rather, is wnting for, to, and about the industry itself. 

1 would argue that this factor does change the relevance of the wnter's position 

since the authontaiive voice is articulated within a corporate space, closer to the domain 

where industry strategies for expansion are enacted. The stakes are quite difiennt in this 

context than they are, for example, wheie a popular music magazine aimed ai a more 

general rcadership is concemed. As an industry spokesperson for the the Hip Hop culture, 

George and the other reporters on what can be temed the Hip Hop "beat* were 

able to establish the relational qualities of Rap as part of an evolving tradition of black 

musicai aesthetics. defining its characteristics in terms that responded to the prevailing 

values and expediencies within the music industry itself. Billboard's Rap coverage 

therefore provides a valuable set of documents for a mon thorough understanding of how 

the industry perceived the emergent genre from a commercial and corpotate vantage point 

and how Rapts expansion was either bampeiied and enableâ at various stages. 



Locating Sugarh il1 Recordr 

Following the initial success of the Sugarhill Gang's "Rapper's Delight" in 1979 

and several hit recordings by Grandmaster Rash and the Furious Five between 1980- 1983, 

Sugaitiill Records was at the forefront of the Rap music industry. It's nputation as the 

first label to record and distribute Rap successfully suggests that it was a crucial force 

within New York's Hip Hop and B-Boy scene at the time, functioning in a key role at the 

epicenkr of the exploding culture that encompassed the triad of Rap, breakdancing, and 

graffiti art. Yet Sylvia Robinson. a black business woman and the main force behind the 

label's foray iato Rap, remained a relative stranger to the club and Street scene where Rap 

was tried and tested. 

This is graphically rendered in an eady article on Hip Hop feanired in Jtolling Stone 

(May 26,1983) where Robinson is photographed in the opulence of het "twenty-two room 

home in Englewood, New Jersey" wbile artists including Grandmaster flash, the Cold 

C m h  Brothers, Sequence (who were al1 on the Sugarhill label at the time), and DJ Starsky 

are pictured in nightclubs such as Disco Fever and The Roxy where Rap was regularly 

featund. Her farniliarity with industry operations and her marketing and promotional 

savvy proved to be indispensable, however, as the label quickly capitalized on the 

"freshness" of the music by committing the emergent genre to vinyl in the cornrnodity form 

most favored by DJs -- the twelve-inch single - and subsequently selling directly to small 

and rnid-sized record ntailers and DJ shops in predominantly black oeighborhoods in New 

York, New Jersey and elsewhere dong the east Coast. With the recording of "Rapper's 

Delight," Sugarbill Records changed the trajectory of the New York-based Hip Hop scene 

and a new comrnercialism was introduced that lifted the music out of the localized cultural 

enclaves within which it had k i n g  gestating for seved yuus. 

In tenns of locale and Rap's outward growth. S.H. Fernando, Jr. recounts the 

story that, in various versions, is now a standard facet of Rap's popular lore: 

Rap's sudden explosion from the underground occumd quite accident1 y, 
when Sylvia Robinson. a former singer and CO-owncr of the Englewood, 



New Jersey-based Sugarbill Records, heard one of these bootieg tapes and 
decided to rnake a cap record. A club bouncer named Hank was rapping 
dong to a performance by rapper Grandmaster Caz while working at a pizza 
parior near Robinson's home. immediately intngwd with what she beard, 
she approacbed Hank about k i n g  the third member of an outfit she was 
putting together called the SugaihiIl Gang. (Fernando, Jr., 19W: 12) 

This account reveals the di s p i  ties between generations and betw een socic~spatial locations 

within the music scene itself as it grew into a more comrnercially lucrative form. Sylvia 

Robinson stumbled ont0 Rap in her own aeighborhood and heard something that made 

sense to her in business ternis and she then assembled the group. rather than tapping into a 

pie-existant perfomiing unit. The corporate manipulation of talent is not unprecedented in 

popular music but it reveals a lack of consideration for the intepity of the emergent fonn 

and for the pioneers who were numiring its development. Henry Jackson (or Big Bank 

Hank as he became known) was responding to something he was hearing on a regular 

basis w hile working and partying in New York's uptown clubs although, like Robinson, 

he was more of an intedoper than an innovator. Between these two positions were those 

aitists in the uptown boroughs who were composing and performiag the music without 

concem or thought of the commercial potential or wider appeal that Rap might have. They 

were actively carving reputations for themselves within the localities of their home 

boroughs and neighborhwds and within the limited spaces of leisure and pleasure that 

were available to them as ghetto teenagers. 

Rising Hip Hop DJs wbo worked in and around the club and concert scene 

maintained a close connection to "the street," monitoring the continual shifts and pmducing 

cassette tapes on a weeldy basis that reflected the transitions as they occurred. Somewhat 

later, producers such as Arthur Baker (Gwen McRae's "Funky Sensation." Afrika 

Bambaataa's "Planet Rock," and "1.O.U." by Freeeze as well as the Beur Sfreet 

soundtrack) continued this tradition by taking new tracks to mid-town clubs (most 

ftcquentiy The Fun How in Baker's case, where John 'JeUybeanw Benitez wa9 the house 

DJ) to try them out with th. DJs and the audiences: wt coincidentaily, Baker's pioduction 

Company was cailed Strcetwise. 



These distiactly local geographies are of course interrelated through the mobility of 

perfomiing artists, audience members, and producers and have overlapping influences yet 

then remains an undeniable effect of spatial variation that facilitates or encourages different 

practices within each separate domain. ln this stage of its evolution, Rap was highly 

influenced by its connections to neighborhoods or to the boroughs in which it was being 

performed and enjoyed as an increasingly central leisure option. In terms of scale, Rap 

was pnmarily a local phenornenon with local impact but it was expanding in ways that 

comected diverse iocalities, pnsenthg unif'ying results (the extension of a more cohesive, 

city-wide Hip Hop "scene") as well as conîlict (based in aeighborhood and inter-borough 

cornpetition and combat among =und system DJs, break dance crews. and graffiti artists). 

Sugarhill Records atmicted many early Rap artists through its initial willingness to 

take a risk on the new music when few other labels would and, following the success of 

'Rapper's Delight," because it was the biggest and most recognizable name in Rap 

ncording. The label's investment in recorded Rap was quickly rewarded even though 

many of the artists on the label's rosier did not see the royalties they were due. Even with 

the label's successes, Sylvia Robinson was ultimately disadvantaged by her professional 

distance from the scene, a factor that inhibited her capacity to stay abreast of new and 

breaking artists and styles and complicated ber capaci ty to know ledgeably assess thei r skills 

and talents. Even Sugarhill's New Jersey-based operation was a source of scepticism 

ammg many in the midst of the New York Rap scene; in the early days when the Hip Hop 

cuitun was still isolated primarily in the Bronx and Harlem, New Jersey was perceived by 

"insiders* as king  outside of the loop or beyond the scene and, so it was reasoned, adult 

label executives based then couldn't possibly comprebend Hip Hop's nipid changes as the 

music evolved from week to week in New York's uptown boroughs. Despite their initial 

surprise (and displeasure) at the fact that a Rap song had been produced and released by 

individual's affüiated with Sugarhill who wen at best only periphenl to the simmering 

scene. many of the Rap artists and DJs who wen most active in the genre's developmeiit 



were impressed t~ hem "theif music on radios and in clubs in recorded fom for the first 

tirne. 

The struggle among Rap artists and producers in cultural ternis was not rooted in 

the issue of whether or not Rap should be economically chameled or remade in comereial  

€omis. lt was already moving in that direction as early as 1978 through the steerage of 

local promoters booking multi-act shows throughout the Bronx and Harlem or Rap artists 

themselves who, adhering to the "DLY" ethic, often enjoyed bnsk sales of self-produced 

cassette tapes sold without the benefits offormal commerical merchandising or distribution 

apparatuses. The issue, then and now, involves questions of artistic and financial control: 

who can legitimately represent the business side of the music and what are their 

connections to the scene in general? In this light, the first Hip Hop practitioners displayed 

a certain propnetary logic that was ghettocentnc in its geo-cultural composition and 

Afroceatric in terms of its genexaily applied core racial identity. Ln its earliest stages of 

development and emergence as a popular musical fom. Rap was situated as a black music, 

made for and by black (and Laiino) youths who lived pt-hady in Amenca's urbak 

environments. As white label owners, pmducers. and musicians gradually entered the 

sceue and as the music was targeted toward new commercial markets and shipped to 

broader regionai and national audiences, defining the music solely in terms of an African- 

American context bccamc more pro blematic. 

There is a latent connection here with the economic visions espoused in 1920s 

Harlem through the Garveyist movement which was founded on the cornmitment to keep 

the wealth in the black community, although wcommunity" in this contemporary instance 

does aot singularly revolve around race and a shed African hentage (or the kinship ties to 

which Gilroy 11992) refers). After the Funk and Sou1 musics of the 1960s and 19709 had 

been düuted and m a s  marketal to iacct8singly white audiences48 many black youths were 

48 Noting the ways. for cxamplc. that Disco kcPme idcutified with and fell under the purview of the 
prrdominantly white jet-set crowds asscciarcd with clubs like New York's Studio 54 or the manner in which 
the Motowu songbook was npositioncd as the soundtmck to depictions of white nosîaigia in the Lamncc 
Kasdan film llir Big Chiif. 



of the mind that Rap was theirs and, as such, was something worth protecting.49 

Addressing the threat of culture industry appropriation, Tricia Rose locates Rap within a 

tradition of black musical foms and styles which have been created according to African- 

American cultural contexts and later "discovered" by capitai intensts and the wider (i.e., 

white) public. She sees parallels between 1950s and 60s Be Bop and 1980s Rap. in each 

case identifying exampla of corporate maneuvenng and commercial exploitation of black 

popuiar music. Rather than assuming a singularly detrimental outcorne, she suggests ihat 

these industry machinations have the potential to engender new foms of cultural nsistance: 

The process of incorporation and marginalizatioa of black practitionen has 
also fostered the developmeot of black forms and prac tices that are less and 
less accessible, forms that requin knowledge of black language and styles 
in order to participate ... ln addition to the sheer pleasure black musicians 
denve from developing a oew and exciting style, these black cultural 
reactions to American culture suggest a reclaiming of the definition of 
blackness and an attempt to retain aesthetic control over black cultural 
foms. (Rose, 19W. 6) 

This notion of ownenhip and possessiveness in relation to the multiple facets of the Hip 

Hop culture is coasequently related to the particular logics of authenticity that slowly 

emerged in Rap's discoums following the release of "The Messagen and numerous other 

commercial releases. As the ghetto has been articulaied as the privileged site of authentic 

black experience, Rap has epdually been imbued with a similar character, as the authentic 

soundtrack to contemporary black youth experience. The thematic influences of 

ghettocentric sigdlcatioo effectively reinforce the relations between "inner-city " space and 

"inner-city" youth. This connective line is traced along an axis of authentici ty of experience 

and cultural identity that have, with few exceptions, proven difficult for white artists (and 

major record companies) to appropriate to the same extent as earliet forms such as R&B or 

49 For a descripicon of this pmprietary logic in practiœ. sœ Nelson George. 199r, "Rappin' with Russell: 
Eddie Murphying the Fbk-Catchers," in u. B-B~ys.  B a s  and Bobos: Notes on Post-Sou1 .Blaçk 
Culm.  New York: Harpcr and Collins. 



Within the geographies of difference and exclusion that are informed by miiltiple 

relational factors, the Hip Hop culture demonstrated tendencies toward the pnvileging of 

insider status. This has included a corresponding ingrained suspicion of outsiders who 

were perceived as exploitive opportunists seeking to subvert the art and culture of ghetto 

youth according to their own corporate economic interests. ln a relatively unambiguous 

sense, this is a product of geo-cultural "othering" but one which runs in the reverse of the 

dominant social systems of othering bat  generally position black and Latino youths as the 

undesirable Others. The locales of the ghetto and the dynarnics of age. race and class 

initially cut the music and its pnmary producers off from the collective social rnainstream. 

This had the effect of reinforcing the underground marginality of the music in relation to the 

wider industry while, simultaneously. contributing to the notion among many ghetto and 

urban youth that this was, in fact, "their" music. Thus. while the designation "street" 

music that was later grafted onto Rap by industry executives had a certain marketing utility 

that was alternately derogatory and romantic, among many Rap artists, "the street" became 

the official source of tbe music's authenticity and cultural value. its marginality functioning 

as a protective factor in its formative stages. 

David Toop describes eager middle-aged entrepreneurs, among them Bobby 

Robinson of Enjoy Records and Paul Winley of Wu1 Widey Records, who heard Rap and, 

despite their disconnection from the core activities of the scene itself, were well-positioned 

to see its effects and to guage its commercial potential. Twp writes: 

With Sugarhill pmving that there was a aew market for streetcomer sounds. 
the old-tirnc entrepreneurs dusted off the ancieat contracts and rnoved 
in ... The early records are confusing, partly because they transferred a 
sound-system-based music onto disc and partly because some of the artists 
were recorded not so much for their talent but because they happened to 
hang out down the block from the record company. (1% LOO) 

The local role and status of record producers was an important factor in this early 

developmental stage of Rap. Rap's origins, once removed from the parks and street 

parties, nmained closely bound to New York's black communities. Even after "Rapper's 

Delight" kgan attracting wider industry attention (as articles in Billboard reveal) virtually 



every record label worLUig in the genre was black-owaed and openited. Even as the music 

developed formally and expanded its range of public dissemination, it was inscribed and 

shaped by a coojunction of localized cultural forces that were anchored in the btack 

neighborhoods of New York City. This prevailing connection to black community 

influenced Rap's creative and innovative evolution as welf as inhibitiag the speed and 

manner in which it was commercially exploited. Aithough this aspect of the business was 

subject to radical change mer the next several years, in its earliest stages the revenues and 

ntums earned with Rap stayed mainly within the black community . 
Before "Rapper's Delight" began i ts ascent on the black music and pop charts it was 

spinning in the roller rinks, discos and dance clubs in New York that were mainstays of the 

night sceoe for young blacks and Latinos. Sugarhill Records had a well-established 

distribution system in place at the end of the 1970s that serviced the black retail and 

consumer sectors ihroughout the U.S. This distribution network was extnmely important 

in the success of "Rappefs Delight" since the label was able to reach a wider market 

specmim. Of further nlevance, Sugarhill was able to meet wholefale and retail orden with 

relative effciency (which can be uneven among small indie labels). Sbortly after its release 

the track could be heard throughout North America and it soon appeared as a regular 

selection on Billboard's "Disco Action" club-play charts that featured the choice DJ 

selections that were garnering regular play in dance clubs across the US. and Canada. 

Then was üttie thought at this point of packaging Rap in LP album f o m t  since few acts 

had sufficieat material to fil1 an album (and keep it interesting) and, as many industry 

insiders bclicved, the music was too "newm to the eacs of mainstrearn America to wartant 

LP release. Evea after the initial success of "Rapper's Delight" major record labels 

In the Fibniary 16,198û issue of (pg. 57-59). an article enûtied 'Rap Records: Are They Fad 
or Pcnnancnt?" poses the question in t t rms of market sustainability. The article ultimately fails to 
adequatcly m p d  to ihc qucstioa, instead dfering an ovewicw of ihc development of the pnre and a brkf 
account d cumnt acüvity among inckpcndcnt record labels wbich are building their Rap rosters. 



Sugarhill Records released a full 1engt.h album by The Sugarbill Gang consisting of 

an uneven compilation of singles in an attempt to exploit the success of "Rapper's Delightu 

but the release was commercially inert, cbarting only briefly on Billbo8fd's Sou1 LPs chart. 

The distribution of early Rap twelve-inch singles within predominantly black urban 

communities reflected the prevailing assumptions about Rap's consumer audiences and 

where they Iived. The intercomectiom between nightclubs and music outlets catering to 

black neighborhoods and communities offers an important geo-econornic nexus that 

facilitatedhp's rapid growth and dissemination among black and Latino teens as well as 

adventurous white teenagers (a group which has, incidentaîly, been under-analysed in 

terms of consumptioo and listeaing patterns pertaining to Rap music51). 

Despite the fact that ôetween 1978 and 19û2 Kap spreaâ at a steady Pace throughout 

metropditan New York it was still pnmarily considered within the industry as a regionai 

phenornenon, produced by Northeastem h s t s  for Northeastern audiences. While several 

nleases attained hit status that indicatcd wider popular appeal based on nation-wide sales 

and club play, there was no conesponding indication of a fully developed scene within 

which the music could be located beyond the East Coast. This is illustrated, for exarnple. 

in a 1983 Billboard article that refers to a positive consumer nsponse to recordings by New 

York-based artist Kurtis Blow ihat enabled him to perform in California "wben rap had 

never had ibat much impact" (May 2û. 1983: X)). It should also be noted, however, tbat 

Blow was uniquel y positioncd within the Rap industry at the tirne since he was signed to a 

major lakl. Mercury Records, providing access to a larger promotional budget that would 

have included expenses to cover his appearances throughout the country. Few of his 

contemporaries enjoyed the benefits of major label affiliation and their careers were 

subsequentiy constrained due to nstricted promotional budgets and vinually no tour 

support. 

si One article sddrrssing this phcnoa~enon can bc acaurd in David Samuels's article "The Rap oa Rap.' 
w e w  m b l i l  Nw. 11, 1991. Samuels attempts to account for the badcr impiicatiorw of white 
youth ccmswnption of Rap, howevcr, by basing m a t  OC his analysis on ody the most hypr-masculine, 
rwist, and aggtcssive examples within tbt genre. 



This reference to Rap's lack of pronounced influence in California stands as an 

important temporal marker and helps to establish a more pncise time-line for its geographic 

expansion acmss the nation and to dispened regional markets. ln some cases, ftap was 

disseminated through patterns of migration between the East and West coasts and other 

locales with records, tapes, and the 8-boy persona circulating as part of the regular human 

flow betweeo different zones. Bnan Cross's ( 1993) detailed study of the Los Angeles Rap 

scene describes the early influence of estabfished New York Hip Hop DJs who had 

migrated to LA. to work on various other projects in 1982-83,; the siwcance of Radio 

(an dl-ages club that became the official home to the emergent LA. Hip Hop subculture); 

and infrequent appearances by important trend-setting New York acts. Cross esplains that, 

before 1983, access to new materid was severely restricted on the West Coast: 

Much of the early or otd-schml hip hop was recorded on independent labels 
(Uni, Sugarhill, Enjoy, Tuff City) which were hard to find. This lack of 
access led to the development of a split in LA hiphop between those that had 
access and those who stayed with the electropop and West Coast funk. 
Those on the Street who had access genemlly had it through New York 
relatives or friends. (Cross, 1993: 2 1) 

As this suggests, the infornial mechanisms of social mobility and geographic perigrînations 

throughout the U.S. were still the primary means through which Rap was disseminated. In 

its commercial infancy, i t  was still generally considend by industry executives as k i n g  too 

marginal to be realistically considered for national distribution which, as Cross suggests, 

stilted its growtb while producing interesting cultural and stylistic cleavages that, in 

nmspect, have created a more diverse range of Rap subgems. 

Sugarhill's legacy lies in the fact that it introduced the nation at large to a ncorded 

version of what was occumng with great vitality in and mund  the Big Apple. It pmvided 

the impetus not only for others to enter the commercial fmy at a higha level of involvement 

but it also motivateâ a nation of young black and Latino teeas to integrate the sartoriai and 

discursive styles of Hip Hop into their own lives accordiog to their own regional and local 

contexts. Sugarhill's r e i p  ovet recorded Rap spanncd roughly from 1979 to 1983, 

although the label's later infiuence was mainly based on the commerical might of its most 



enduring acts, Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five and Grandmaster Melle Me1 (who 

stayed with the label after the group dissolved). Ln this penod, numerous other labels 

(most notably Tommy Boy Records and Profile Records) entend the industry on a 

cornpetitive footing as they began rnining the nch vein of Rap talent in New York's uptown 

boroughs. 

With the advent of a more entrenched and established industrial infrastructure, 

Rap's influence was gradually extended beyond New York and the northeastem maboard. 

Sales of recorded Rap slowly escalated through the yean 1982- 1984 and Rap a p p e d  on 

Billboard's black music charts with increasing regularity. In this phase, Rap periodically 

cnwsed over to the pop music charts as the genre continued to p s t  consistent sales figures 

despite its constraining image within the industry as an "underground" music or novelty. Lt 

is significant to note, however, that the concept of crossover itself undement a 

transformation in this period with the massive success of Michael Jackson's "Thriller" 

(1983, CBCIEpic) and Prince's I Y Y Y  (1983, Warner) and Purpie Rain (1984, Warner). 

Commenthg on this general phase of Hip Hop's evolutioo. Reebee Garofalo wryl y States 

that "more than five years after the subculture had corne into being. hip hop was 

'discovered' in tum, by the music business. the print media, and the film industry. 

Though the first wave of the movement had long since peaked. hip hop was accorded ail 

the flash of the new 'in thing'" (1990: 112). 

On the same theme. but sugpsting a subtle and pertinent geographic emphasis, 

Nelson George explains that a combination of sepanted circles of activity and enterprise 

and the overbearing ngidity of the coqorate music world blinded the major labels and 

contnbutd to their slow acknowledgement of Rap's artistic and commercial potentials: 

The New Y ork-based talent scouts were so office-bound, taking meetings 
with managers and listcning to tapes from Song publishen, that they faiied 
to venture up the mad to Harlem and the South Bronx where, in the rniddle 
of the nation's most depressing urban rot, something wonderful was 
happening. Because the big boys were asleep at the wheel, rep would 
spnd  most of its young M e  pmmoted and recorded by independent labels 
nui by hustiing entrepreneurs. (George, 1989: 189) 



The rapid proliferation of small, independent labels (such as Enjoy, Jive, Profile, Select, 

Sleeping Bag, Streetwise, Sugarhill, Tommy Boy, and Tuff City) cateriag to the growing 

Rap consumer audience helped to establish the institutional structures within the Hip Hop 

culture for discovering and promoting new talent and for distributing artist's recordings, 

although this was eventually aided through the interventions of major labels which 

provided the necessary distri bution apparatuses to ship the music nationwide. 

Headiines in Biilboard reflect some of the developrnents intluencing Rap at the 

time. Covering the Rap beat, Nelson George described the emergence of a new Rap- 

oriented production sector ("Rap Disks Open Doors For New Breed of Roducers," June 5, 

1982: 10) and the following month an aiticle appeared under the headline "indies Keep Rap 

Roduct Popping: Despite Sales Slowdown, Genre Maintains Steady Profile" (July 17, 

1982: 6). ln these insuoces, the fact that Rap was almost exclusively under the purview of 

independent producen withia the industry is explicitly acknowledged. In a special review 

of the state of the black music industry throuphout 1984 and the fint half of 1985. 

Billboard reported on the central role of independent labels in Rapts artistic and commercial 

development. A ppearing under the headline "1 dies  Stake in Street and Third World Music 

May Rove a Goldmine," the magazine described a situation in which "independent labels 

fathered rap, a genre whose timely arrivai created a new piece of the market pie for indies 

when the majors stepped heavily onto the dance floor in 1983" (June 15,1985: BM 2). 

While minor independent recording labels explored the developing genre and 

carefully nurtured its growth, the major labels still maintained a cautious distance with the 

exception of Mercury records w hich had signed pioncer K ~ i s  Blow w ho had an ead y hit 

with "he Breaks" (1980. Mercury) and quickly becane one of the genre's first reliabl y 

banhble stars. Even as late as 19û5, there was surprisingly little direct major label 

involvemeat in Rap. Rofiling the success of the Boogie Boys release "A Ry Girl" (1985, 

Capitol), j3ill board nported on the irony that, "the fact that this catchy rap ncorâ made the 

black top 10 is not as surprising as the fact that itts on a major label, Capitol Records.' 



The article quoies Capital's Vice-Resident for Black Music Romotion, Ronoie Jones, who 

states "most conglomerate labels havent gotten into rap because they don't have the tools - 
that is. street people with the lmowledge of the market to work it properly" (Sept. 28, 

1985: 63). 

The competition among small labels to push ariists and recordings into the spotlight 

led to numerous skirmishes in the stniggle to establish market superionty. Indeed, it has 

been speculated that Sugarhill's desire to dominate was so intense that the label 

indiscriminately signed as rnany artists as it could in an attempt to take the competition off 

the streets and to ultimately corner the market on New York's most viable Rap artists. 

Among the artists themseives, the eariier f o m  of inter-borough market competition framed 

within territorial stuggles between DJs and their sound system crews was being rapidly 

replaced by a new zone of competition as the con site of confiict was refocused on the 

studio. With recording, the desire to beat other artists and to be first with a single in retail 

outiets and clubs becarne a dominant motivation among artists. Record contracts and club 

or radio play became a new symbol of Rap supremacy. 

The spatial dynamics of the Rap scene were dramaticall y altered as the recording 

studio rose as a central site of cuitural labor and production. displacing the parks or street 

parties and ernerging dongside the clubs and concert stages as the main places where Rap 

was performed. Describing the impact of the shift to recoded Rap, Afnka Bambaataa 

states that "everybody was nervous. It took the excitement away. We didn't have the 

parties. Everyone could go out and buy the record" (George, 1993: 50). Grandmaster 

flash also describes the tmsfomtioa of the scene, noting that the emphasis oa extended 

DJ performances was disnipted by the new celebrity statu that recording brought to artists: 

"the s t m t  thing flipped. Like one DJ would play eight different clubs in one ni ght and not 

d l y  have an audience anymon. You lost your home champion because the= was 

nobody then. 1 penonally would like to have stayed away from records a little longer" 

(ibid*). 



The reference to the loss of a "home champion" reinforces the point that, with 

recording, Rap's foundational structures that had pnviously been linked to neighborhoods 

or select nightclubs and which wen organized around localized territorial affiliations 

experienced an erosion that underhed the comedveness between Rap DJs and MCs and 

their originary locales. Artists became public figures in a broadly elaborated sense who had 

respoasibilities to a wider constituency -- hence the taxing demand to perforrn thmughout 

the club circuit in a single evening or, as Cross notes, the draw of performances in distant 

citia that, again, undennhed the strong local identities of the more prominent acts. These 

changes also nflect the lucrative economic dimension that amse fairly quickly as Rap's 

popularity expanded and DJs (and MCs) could command appearance fees from each club 

for their brief performances. 

The cornpetitive d e s  behveen independent labels rapidly intensified in this period 

as the music became an established facet of the Mack music and pop cbarts. An example of 

this is the dispute in 1983 between Sugarhill and Tommy Boy Records over Keith 

LeBlanc's "No Sell Out." The rights to the record wcre contested by Sugarhill which 

claimed proprieta y authority based on the fact that LeBlanc was employed as a session 

musician at the label and the song's producer, Marshall Chess, was manager of a division 

of the Sugarhill label, Chess Records. ln the end a court decision awarded Tommy Boy 

the rights to the single and the record's release subsequently boosted Tommy Boy's 

industry profile as Sugarhill's dominance was challengeci and diminished. 

ln the rush to capitalize on Rap's commercial potentials, the hegemony of black- 

owned labels was dso undermincd as numemus white producen including Arthur Baker 

(Streetwise), Aaron Fuchs (Tuff City), and Tommy Silverrnan (Tommy Boy) entered the 

business. Although lingering nsentments about this developmeat prevai152, in many 

instances the Rap scene in general may have knefited from their involvement as numerous 

Sec 'Hip Hop's M i n g  k<bar Spcak the Tnubm in which Nelson George d i s u s s a  Rapts fixmative 
ycars wirh Afrika Bambaaiaa, Gdmastcr Flash, and Kool DJ Hcrc me S- Nov. 1993, no. 50, pp. 
4450). 



white-owned labels became important players in Rapts elevation in the music industry. l t  

should also be stressed, however, that the systemic racism that was (aod arguably remains) 

rampant throughout the industry at large undoubtedly played a part in the capacity for 

white-owned labels to secure a foothold in the indwry. l t  is difficult to assess the extent 

of the phenornenon, but many among them were able to establish distribution and 

marketing anangements with major labels in a rnanner that strengthened their positions in 

relation to black-owned and operated "street musicn cornpetitors. 

Honnonizing Rop and the Music Indusny 

With Rap's continuing enenchment within the industry there was a comspooding 

nfinement of its definition according to the range of industry categones. This period saw 

the rise of rnany of the dominant descriptive ternis and a general terminology developing 

around Rap and the youth subcultures from which it emerged as a plethora of independent 

Rap-oriented labels introducing new artists and matenal were formed. For example, 

Billboard's writers and other industry spokesmen often used the terrns Rap and Hip Hop 

interchangeably when refemng to the genre, evcntually settling on the cultural/spatial 

descnptor "street music" and "street labelsn in 1984 to descnbe Rap and its independent 

producen. The irony of this is that the music was actually moving away from the 

production and performance domains of the Street at the time. Despite its spatial 

orientation, the term "street music" was not singularly linked with source descriptions of 

the music's urban geographies. Rather, it was coined in the attempt to isolate and identify a 

particular subgenn of the wider catalogue of black music (that was itself eventually 

desipated as *urban music" in radio formats) which, as Keith Negus observes, places it 

"not on the margins or burstiag out from the periphery but central to development of the 

practices and aesthetics of the contemporary music industry " ( 1997). 

Urban or black music generall y encompassed a wide ranp of black musical styles 

and musicians that included harder Funk-based units such as George Clinton (and his 



various bands), Bootsy Collins, Gap Band, Graham Central Station, Cameo, Fatback, or 
- 

Kool and the Gang; mid-range Funk, R&B and Sod artists that might include the Ohio 

Players, Rufus and C h a h  Khan. the Commodores, and Earth, Wind and fire; and Pop- 

oriented artists such as Michael Jackson, Ptince, Lionel Richie or Tina Turner. The latter 

were crossover aitists but several "whitew groups including Culture Club, Hall and Oates, 

and Michael McDoaald attained "reverse crossovern success, appearing on black music 

charts and black radio playlists with hcreasing frequency As a distinguishing term. 

street music as it was employed at this stage refemd exclusively to Rap. 

Negus notes that there is a spatial dichotomy that arises when the market term 

"stmt" is prernted in spatial contrast with the &main of "the executive suite:" 

..." the street" operates as a metonym for a particular type of knowledge 
which is deployed by executives throughout the music industry; a type of 
knowledge which lepitirnates the belief which maintains that rap is and 
should be outside the corporate suite ... One consequence is that this 
maintains a distanciated separation of experiences which contribute to the 
ongoiog reproduction of the broader economic, cultural and racialized 
divisons across which r'n'b and rap have b e n  and continue to be made. 

(Negus. 1997) . 

This is an accurate reading of the deployrnent of the street designation, for it fully grasps 

the relational implications of the industry's structures in which senior black executives are 

rare and black artists are nurnerous -- and lucrative. Beyood Negus's explanaiion is a 

secondary level of meaning tbat, in practice, fomed the basis of the industry's public 

articulations of space and race. The tenn's descriptive value draws on an economy of 

rneaning focused amund an image of the ghetto. As an industry market designation, "street 

musicn implicitly refers to elements of nwness and urban intensity which ostensibly 

constitute the "realn or true locus of cultural production for many black and Latino youths. 

As such. it resomtes with the problematic and arguaMy racist themes of authenticity that 

identify black youth exclusively with inner-city or ghetto environmcnts. In basic tenns, the 

industry's use of the trope of the Street involves the recirculation of existing stereotypes and 

a The phenornenon of ''reverse croswver" cawd considemMe consternation among many blacks ia she 
business, Eor a discussion of the issue at thc timc, sa! the spccial section on World of Black Music" 
in Junt 16, 1984. 



assumptions about urban experience while effectively demarcatiog the music in relation to 

0th musical foms and genres. Lt remains, however, that in the early stages of its entry 

into the recording industry, Rap's musical identity was constructed through discursive 

processes of spatial othenng that isolated the music and its creators within a zone of 

difference, repmducing exclusionary and biased socio-cultural practices that segregate 

minority youth from the social mainstrram. 

"Street music" was used to simultaneously accommodate the racial and spatial 

dimensions of young consumer demographics. radio fonnating. and the presumed taste 

distinctions upon wbich they were based. This emergent lexicon withia the music industry 

also pmvided ternis that nveal generational distinctions sioce " black" and "street" also 

indicated certain consumer delineations, with the former refemng to a general black 

audience formation or consumer group including adult consumers of Soul, RBB. and Funk 

and the latter refemng primanly to an urban youth segment within the larger black 

formation. As such, it is also part of fragmentive discoune, one that sections off segments 

of urban and black constitucncies and separates them from a larger mass consumer bloc, 

introducing a discursive division among black consumer audiences as well. 

Foremost amoag the difficulties in harmonizing Rap with dominant industry 

practices was the major labels' generai unfamiliarity with the music and the scene which 

spawned it and their slow start in developing distribution deals with the smaller labels and 

in sigoing new talent. If the distance between New Jersey-based Sugarhill and the 

vibrancy of the uptowdBmnx-based Rap scene was regarded by some artists as being a 

hindrance to the music's growth, it seemed clear that the major labels had an even less 

proximate relationship to Rap's "street" sources (as Capital's Ronnie Jones 

acknowledged). The majors failed to fully grasp the significance of Rap's populanty 

among black and Latino teenagers, ceding the responsibility of locating new talent to the 

independent labels and. consequently, forgoing the rewards. Similadies can be drawn 

with conditions in the recording industry of the 192ûs when independent "Racen records 



dominated the lucrative market for blues and some f o m  of jazz or with the 1950s when an 

array of small eaterprising producers capitalized on R&B a d .  later, the Rock'nlRoll 

phenomenon well ahead of the majors. George Lipsitz identifies a convergence of race and 

class-based charateristics in this phenomenon, noting that: 

Before RCA's purchase of Elvis Presley's contract from Sun Records in 
1955, the major studios ignored the music emanating from working-class 
neighbothoods, leaving the field to the more than four hundred independent 
labels that came into existence after the war. Enistiag outside of corporate 
charnels. the srnalier firms in working-ctass areas produced records geared 
to local audiences, especially in rninority communities. (Lipsitz, 1990: 138) 

The laqer commercial labels initially ignored these musics uotil their commercial viability 

(enhanced by increased wealth among minority populations and growing interest among 

white audiences) could no longer be denied, a pattern that was generally reproduced with 

Rap. 

As Russell Simmons, founder of Rush Productions and CO-founder of Def Jarn 

records. stated in Billboard, "1 dont think the major record companies undentand this 

music. The a&r people there are old" (April 20, 1585: FU). According to Simmons the 

major labels misscd the oppominity to exploit Rap's potentials, allowing indepeadents to 

defioe the market and its product. Simmons also offen an intensting opinion on why he 

believes older blacks rejected Rap at the tirne: 

Why don't some people like rap? lt's too black for some people and ioo 
noisy for othen. It's like the first wave of rock'n'roll or like heavy metal 
today ... it just so happens that the best rap music is probably the most 
offensive to adults. especially black adults. Rap reminds them of the 
corner, and they want to be as far away from that as they can be. (ibid.) 

The geo-cultural logic undedyinp this explanation is compelling in its racial and 

genera t id  assumptions for the statement once again fdls into the complex conflation that 

merges youth. blackness, and the Street into a symbiotic whole that is representative of 

some innate authontative identity. What Simmons perceives as the rejection of Rap by 

older blacks due to thcir incapacity to understand and enjoy it is constnicted as a cultural 

shortcoming on their part: that it is expressed within a culturally mapped geography of 



differcnce illusmtes yet auother of the "sites" in which cultural elements including taste are 

problematically rationalized within terms of spatial exclusion. 

The "corner" to which Simrnons refers is a metaphor of considerable weight, for it 

is constitutive of a socio-econornic boundary demarcatiag the point from which rniddle and 

uppr class blacks depart on their economic sojouni of "geaing up and getting over." By 

Apnl, lm, a graphic npresentation offered a telling interpntation of Sirnmons's "corner: " 

appearîng in a B i l l m  special tribute to his Rush Roductions agency was an image of 

street s i p s  reading Rush Roductions and M l e  Records. Next to this was the slogan 

"the corner, where the hottest sounds on the street, meet." For Simmons, the "corner" was 

also a source of black identification, ghetto authenticity, and a new site of vast commercial 

potential that facilitated his upward economic mobility. 

Rap introduced a marketing dilemma for the industry majors that was initially 

avoided en masse. Their nluctance to work with the genre was a reflection of the tendency 

among major label executives to either approach Rap as a passing €ad or to consider its 

primary consumers as an insufticiently large or economically empowered sector to warrant 

their investment Most early Rap was popularized through the informa1 modes of word-of- 

mouth hype, club play, or live performance. Sales wete often poorly tracked and 

moaitored and the circulation of bootleg tapes made it difficult to guage consumer interest 

from a commercial perspective. Neither white youths or black adults initially showed a 

Large or favorable nsponse to the genre at its inception: the music's c o n  audience base 

consisted of minority teens fmm urban cornmunities and, for many major label executives, 

this demographic was perceived as being among the poorest and most economically 

repressed in the natioa. Furthemore, the persisteme of aovelty recordings by cornedians 

such as Rich Little ("Resident's Rap," 1982, Boardwalk), Rodney Dangerfield ("Rappin' 

Rodney," 1984, RCA) or Joe nscopo ("Honeymooner's Rap," 1985, Columbia) did littîe 

to s~ngthen Rap's repuution as a legitimate and sustpinable genre. 



Pop radio was largely cool to Rap and black radio was indifferent at best (despite 

reports illustrating the massive appeal of "street music" when i t was proprammed on urban 

f0rrnat.5~). Prominent exceptions wen New York's WBLS (and several low-wattage or 

campus radio stations extending from Long Island to New Jersey) which regularly 

propmmed Rap and Los Angeles AM station KDAY which shifted to an all-Hip Hop 

format in1984 la each of these cases, Rap programming helped to focus the local scene 

and in LA., KDAY became a central cultural influence on the g o w t h  and development of 

West coast Rap, playinp the newest records by New York artists and helping to break local 

acts. Despite MTV's growing presence as a staple of home cable (growing from mughly 

2.5 million homes in 19û1 to almost 30 million homes in 1986), Rap fell outside of the 

network's namow progradng definition of Rock music. 

Since the emergence of MTV on the American music and entertainment scene 

coincides with Rapts first stage of development, it is appropriate to consider their relations. 

According to Philip Bnan Harper (19û9). the establishment of black artists. including 

Michael Jackson or Prince, as mainstays among white teen consumers was enabled by 

MTVts begrudging addition of their videos to regular rotation. Run-D.M.C.'s video for 

"King of Rock" (1984, Profile), which features a humorous portrayal of Rap's bumrush 

on an imaginary Rock'n'Roll Hall of Fame, did enter the network's video rotation but this 

should be expected since the track fdls more easily within the stylistic parameten of Rock 

classification than did most of Jackson's material at the time. Dernbing MTV's reluciance 

to scmn videos that fded to meet the network's ngid format nquirements, Harper writes: 

Unlike "commercialN television, whose appeal to financiai backers is based 
on its ability to "broadcastn pmgrams to the widest possible audience. the 
MTV of the early '80s b d e d  on its ability to target a sizable yet necessarily 
homogeneous viewership, an audience whose affini ty for "rock musicn -- 
that dficult to define eatity - is ody one of its demographic traits; it is also 
relatively young - 12-34, prcdominantl y male, and overwhelmingly white. 

54 In a speciai section on T h  Wald of Black Musicm sepPriag in Harry Weinger reponcd on 
crossover trends on staüons featuring Rap, writing: There is a noted inmase in the white audience's 
acceptanct of contcmporary rap and funk as the grassroots efforts of Tommy Boy and Profile Records 
p n ô e d  their way into the mainsirean.. . the subu- spread of n p  and the ncw found li fc of the war home 
ballad fonn bode wcll for artists and prognmmcrs aiikcn (June 16, 1W. BM4BMIO). 



MTV's development of nanowcasting policy was necessary, to a large 
degree, because, as late as the early '80s. cable television was available 
primarily in white rurai and suburban comrnunities. (1- 112). 

A generation of white listeners who, as the aetwork's popular ad campaign suggested, 

wanted their M W ,  rernained generally underexposed to Rap through the exclusionary 

practices of cable music television apparatuses at the tirne. Y et as the restrictive definition 

of "Rock" was loosenod to include first black music and, later, Rap, MTV also quickly 

became instrumental in the populvization of the genre among diverse audiences, enhancing 

the rate of its popular dissemination across geographical distances and cultural divisions. 

As Rap or "street" music became mon prevalent, its rhythmic and vocal nuances 

also were appropriated by numerous top Pop acts (Le., Michael Jackson, Chaka Khan or 

Rince) which had easy access to both Pop and urban radio formats. As a result of the 

influence of what Nelson George in 1985 described as the "the beat box generation," 

crossover patterns were regularly upended with the more radio-fnendly Rap-onented 

releases often breaking on Top 40 radio before they received play on black stations. MTV 

was also influential in this pattern, since videos proved to be influential catalysts in the 

acceleration of single releases among non-black teen audiences. This was a reversal of 

normal trends in establishing hits by black artists that reflected the black establishmentarian 

resistance to the genn that prevailed among radio propramrning directon. As Nelson 

George explained in Billbod: 

Until recently, thore has beea some curiosity, but little enthusiasm. A 
profound generation gap between the black promotion and a&r men at the 
majors and the younger people rnaking this music has stifled its movement 
into the black mainstream -- but. surprisingly, not its access to white 
buyers. (Mar. 30. 1985: 57) 

Music industry executives-- both black and white -- were initially stymied by an 

unfamiliarity with the Rap market which, fmm their perspective, made the gnire seem less 

predictable and, thus, a less attractive option for investment. 

Since they couldn't comprehend its potentials or understand what motivating forces 

were driving the market, they remained dormant. Many successful black execvtives in the 



music industry were focused on the still-lucrative retums to be gamered from more 

established Soui and Pop acts or in developing new talent wichin these genres. Rap was 

quite literally foreign to many among them, if not necessarily in a cultural sense, in 

commercial ternis. It had no commercial history and no established patterns aod there was 

little intense market research that focused on Rap's main consumer dernographic or its 

cornmunity locales. 

Yet, as Reebee Garofalo writes. generational difference was only one factor 

involved in black radio's stubbom refusal to prornote Rap: 

Black radio has often been caught between "rockn and a hard place in the 
sfniggle for viable listenership. But in these instances, black stations were 
exhibiting a reluctance to play cuts that were clearly outselling other 
selections on their playlists. Beyond a simple peaeration gap, the split 
between rap and other foms of popular black music may also be an 
indicator of the imreasing importance of class divisions within the black 
cornmuni ty. (Garofalo, 1990: 1 14) 

Radio program directors acknowledged the success cf Rap and its sales potentials but 

argued that advertisen were generally less interested in the stations' capacity to deliver 

audiences from the urban minonty teen demographic. This demo segment simply fell 

outside of the radio and adveitising industry's "preferred" audience profile. In retropsect, 

however, the ret uctance to playlist Rap was shortsighted for. despite having less economic 

spmding power per capita. the black and Latino Rap audience had sophisticated consumer 

tastes. Their active desire for, and consumption of high-end commodities, in combination 

with their influential role as cultural trend setters amonl the teen population. made them an 

excellent target demographic. lt is only in more recent yean that the advertising and 

corporate worlds have acknowledged this, providing another example of corporate 

misassesment of the Hip Hop culture's potentiai impact. 

With major labels servicing the pnority requirernents of the nation's mainstream 

radio outlets, independent labels had greater difficulty in rcaching them and introducing 

their product for consideration, funhet reducing their material's exposure to wider markets. 

Ln addition to this, long before the late 19709 the majors had organized their operations 



according to a set of marketing principles that favored the Rock and Pop genres. Dance 

music was regarded as being less durable, less "serious," and single-driven and, by the 

early 1980s, album-length releases (which tend to have an extended chart durability) 

receivedmuch more corporaie t h s t  in terms of publicity and marketing support than did 

singles (which have minimal chart durability). Dance music was also more closely 

associated with the creative ariistry of the producer than with musicians and although Rap 

featured DJs and MCs as the musical focal point of the genre, in iis infancy there were 

simply too few notable "star" names for the industry to back. Rap subsequently blurred the 

definitional boundanes, falling between the Rock and Dance genres and the major labels 

misperceived the contexts of its performance and use which, until 1983-84 generally 

favored singles or cassette tapes. The resulting Iack of certainty was yet another 

contributing factor to major label and radio broadcnsten' reluctance to embrace the Rap 

genre. 

In a 1980 article appearing under the headline "Value of 12-Inch Single From LP 

Questioned" (Feb 16, 1980: 51 ), Billboard descri bes industry differentiation between 

Dance-oriented singles for club play and those that were released for album promotion 

mainiy at radio. Citing a bottom-line economic rationaie, Company spokesmen explained 

that if an album had the likelihood of Ming without additional support in the form of a 

single pn-release, then the single was perceived as an expensive redundancy, especially 

since FM radio programmers often selected several cuts from an album and many DJs 

preferred choosing an album's "hitn gongs themselves. 

The combined factors of Dance music's continued influence among Mack teenagers 

in the early 1980s and the emergent innovative role of Hip Hop DJs reinforced the 

supremacy of the twelve-inch single in the Rap genre and, consequently. the eariiest 

rccordings were only available in this fonn. The twelve-inch single's advantage as the 

main commodity unit effectively coincided with the culturai practices of club DJs who, 

collectively, constituted one of Hip Hop's prirnary consumer groups. Their role in 



introducing and popularizing the emergent genre was crucial and with discos still being 

immensely influential in the establishment of dance hits, the club DJ occupied a central 

position in the flow betw ecn artists, producers, and audiences. 

By the late 19709 most major labels had recognized that they had missed the 

opportunity to capitalize on the explosive Disco craze, allowing several independent labels 

such as Henry Stone's Miami-based TK Records (featunng KC and the Sunshine Band) 

and Neil Bogart's Casablanca Records (which elevated Donna Summer to Disco diva 

status) to dominate. Despite their eariy reluctance to work w ith Rap, in the early 1980s the 

majors were gradually retuming to the production of twelve-inch singles in an attempt to 

recapture market shares that had been lost to the smallet independent Disco and Daoce- 

oriented labels. This resufted in a glutted market for twelve-inch releases and ihreatened the 

independent iabels w hose pmduct was also destined for club play and whose main sales 

volume was in that format. 

ln June, 1984, a Billboard Spotlight on "The World of Black Music," noted that 

"twelve-inch disks continue to play a major role for black retailen. The big difference .in 

'83 was the strength of 12-inch releases by the majors and in-roads by pop artists into the 

once exclusively independent, urban dominated conft guration" (June 16, BM 12). 

In a cover story the following month, Billbognl reported a growing nervousness among 

iode pendent labels as majors increased their production of twelve-inch singles: 

A glut of product and incrmsingly conservative club DJs a n  combining to 
give major labels the upper hand in the 1Zinch single market ... The street- 
sharp independents who invented the 12-inch game are finding thmiselvu 
with a shrinking field. (July 28,1984: 1) 

Larger and more eritablished independent Hip Hop labels like M l e ,  Streetwise or Tommy 

Boy which had confinned their status and their product (or their "street" und industry 

credibility) were oot as vulnerable to the major label onslaught despitc having to offer 

pater incentives and more lucrative contracts to rappen. Nonetheless, these conditions 

led Tomrny Silveman of Tommy Boy to voice his concem that the major label incursions 



could reduce the already minimal independent label share of the twelve-inch market from 

appmximately 5% to 2%. 

Due partly to industry perceptions of Rapts localized or regional popularity , it was 

deemed as beinp inconsistent with îhe dominant methods of handling Rock or Pop musics. 

For somewhat different reasons, it was also thought to be inconsistent with the general 

industry approaches to mainstrearn black music or Funk that. in fact. reached many of the 

vune audiences which purchased Rap. Rior to 1984, Rap singles were generally regarded 

as isolated products -- one-offs -- that were rnarketed according to each single's saleabili ty 

and commercial appcal. There was litde effort or iaterest in developing artists beyond the 

next "hit" or of creating a commercial demand for an individual artist or group's extended 

work. The few existing Rap "stars" were still judped on their capacity to survive from 

single to single although some, such as Kurtis Blow and Grandmaster Rash and the 

Funous Five. had gradualiy tninscended these constraints based on the respectable sales of 

their recorded singles pnor to 1984. 

Phillip Bnan Harper explains that Billbows influentid "Rock Tracksn chiut aiso 

revealed an implicit devduation of black music's history and importance in relation to white 

Rock: 

The implication is that a "rock track," ihough technically a single song, is 
part of a laqer artistic work comprised in an album and that, although for 
airplay purposes singles must be used to represent the whole work, the 
album ought not be dissected into its constituent songs if one is to appreciate 
the artistic integrity of the whole. This, apparently, 1s not true of the other 
categories for which singles charts are published, and ceitainly aot for 
"0lack"songs. which evidently do not cobere as coaceptually integrated 
albums, and thus am easily charted as discrete "singles" whose rise up the 
charts is always contingent and anomalous. (Harper, 1989: 1 16) 

This general emphasis on singles and hits in the industry was both a benefit and a 

hindrance to Rap: on the one hand small labels could, with one successful release, genemte 

substantial sales and revenues with which to finance further projets and expand their 

operations. especially since singles were much less costly to produce, manufacture, and 

promote. On the other haod, it coastituted an obstacle against which independent labels 



and their aitists stniggled since albums were regarded by the industry as an indicator of 

greater cultural value. imporiance, and "seriousness." 

An example of this dichotomy is illustrated by the case of Profile Records which 

was founded in 1981. The 1982 release of "Cenius Rap" by Dr. kckyll and Mr. Hyde 

was made for $750 but the single sold over 150,000 copies and actually kept the label 

afloat W u g h  the following year. Io 1983, Run-D.M.C1s "It's Like ThatlSucker MCs" 

becme the label's biggest seller and effectively uoderwmte the production of the group's 

fint full-length album Run-D.M.C. which was a benchmark in Rap's history and which 

boosted Profile's role in the industry as well as the career of the genre's fastest nsing act. 

The label's release in 1984 of Run-D.M.C.'s second album, King of Rock conhned the 

group's superstar status primarily as a Rock act and pmved definitively that with proper 

handling, Rap could be successfully recorded and packaged in the LP format. This 

success. engineered by the prodution team of Rick Rubin and Russell Simmons. navigated 

the pnvaiiing market and format demarcations and was fomulated as part of a bid to 

elevate Rap as a more senous and sustainable genre. 

Mobi1i:ing for Crossover 

Measured agaiost Rock and Pop. Rap was a minor force yet the industry at large 

was in dire need of new product. The market was still recovenop from dismal sales 

through the laie 1970s which had been debilitating to black music generally as several 

major labels had scaled back their cornmitment to interna1 departments handling R&B, 

Soul, and Funk acts (although they increasingly hired blacks to head these downsized 

sections). For the 19809, Rap constituted a new and prornising (or, as Harper suggests. 

*progressiven) musical form for exploitation and despite prevailing industry disdain, by 

1984 the increased number and the more optimistic tone of articles in Billboard began to 

reflect a subtle turn indicating a new interest in Rap's commercial ptential among the major 

labels. Rap's industry growth after 1984 sipals a transitional trend as it expanded from a 



niativeiy contained micro-market to a rnacm-market of diverse and dispersed consumen. 

Rap had demonstrated the capacity to grow and enlarge its audience base while reinventing 

itself at several junctures in a process of onping innovation and development. Artists 

were developiog more consistently applied professional skills in perfomance and recordhg 

contents and, cmcially. the independent labels and agents were honing important business 

skills that allowed them to functioo more productively in the industry and market. 

With inconsistent enposure at urban or Top 40 radio and virtual invisibility on 

m 5 5 ,  Rap was stitill substantially reliant on live prpsentation as a means of promoting 

artists' images and new recorded matenal. Among the more significant events in this 

pend was the 1984 "Swatch Watch New York City Fresh Fest Tour," which was booked 

into twenty-seven major urban centers and featured Run-D.M.C, Whodini, the Fat Boys, 

Newcleus, the Dynarnic Breakers, Magnificent Force, Uptown Express, Dr. Jeckyll and 

Mr. Hyde, and T. La Rock with host Kurtis Blow. Based on positive audience response to 

Rap package concerts earlier in the p r 5 6  the tour was organized by a consortium of 

promoters from Atlanta, Cleveland. Miami. and Houston (with artist representation by 

New York-based Rush Productions and national booking by Norby Walters Associates 

which housed offices in Los Angeles and New York). The tour, which is commonly 

referred to as "Fresh Fesi," followed the same general structure as major Rock tours, even 

managing to hamess the corporate spoosorship of the Swatch Watch Company. The 

national cooperation behind the tour suggests that Rap was by this time becomiag a 

rccognizable force in regions beyond New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania and 

regional promoten were kginning to witness the emergent traits of the Hip Hop subculture 

in their home markets. An additional, but often overlooked detail of the tour was the 

organizers' decision to m a r k  five per cent of the proceeds for donation to the United 

55 Alihough Rap. like much Mack music in pnenl. was vastiy undemprcsented cm M ï V  in relation to 
its growing sala and irafiuencc, i t  rapidly becamc a stapie of the cabk network Black Entertainment 
Television (BE'S') which serviced major urban centers and regions with sizcable black consumer 
âemographics. 
56 -reportcd that, in 1934, Rap shows had sold out the 9.000-seat G~ensboro Coliseurn and the 
14,000-seai Atlanta Omni prfcmmana centm. 



Negro College Fund in acknowledgement of the music's role and importance within black 

cultural communities. 

Billboard reported the tour's announcement under the headline "Hip-Hop Heading 

for Huge Halls" (Sept.29, 1984: 40), descri bing the importance of Rap's first full-fledpd 

entry into major performance centers and concert halls on a national ievel. Russell 

Simmons. whose Rush Productions agency repnseoted most of the artists on the bill, is 

quoted as saying that "the industry has yet to realize ihat audiences are coming to hear the 

groups, not just the record. This is the next step for suret' (ibid.). In a similar vein. Mark 

Seigel of Norby Walters Associates (which was at the time the concert production Company 

promoting the largest roster of black artists) optimistically suggests that "now the 

companies will start believingn (ibid.). making nference to the fact that major labels were 

still unconvinced of Rap's staying power and market potential. Fresh Fest was an 

ambitious experiment to more fully guage Rap's audience base and the extent of interest 

and appeal in regions beyond the Northeast, which as the tour's full name reveals, was still 

identified as the genre's main center of activities (even though New York was not a tour 

stop). The Fresh Fest tours of 1984 and subsequent years introduced the genre as a 

professional fonn. lifting it out of the singularly defined ghetto terrains with which it was 

associated. Fresh Fest also i d  uenced a new generation of national1 y dispersed blac k 

youths who, as Compton. California rapper MC Eiht explains, soon regarded Rap as a 

realistic careeroption: "After I saw the Fresh Fest concert in 1984, it  made me figure that 

maybe I could get paid for rhyming too. That's how I started making my way out of the 

gang-banging lifestyle" (The Source, Feb. 1995: 56). 

The tour was deemed a success both organizationaïly and financially by industry 

standards, repeatedly selling out large (15,000-20,000 seat) venues and netting $3.5 

million in total profits. Yet more important was the tour's success in introducing Rap tu 

diverse audiences acmss middle-Amenca. which as Nelson George reported was "highly 

integrated ... as much as 35% white in some markets" (Billboard Mar. 30, 1985: 57). In the 



tour's wake releases by concert headliners the Fat Boys, Run-D.M.C., and Whodini al1 

sold ceriified gold with unit sales in excess of 500,000 while Kurtis Blow had unit sales in 

the 300,000 range, serving notice to the industry that Rap's commercial potential was 

expanding. Rap rapidly accelerated as a crossover force, coinciding with white and 

minority youth tastes sirnultaneously and. in 1985, a second New York Fresh Fest tour 

was mounted with aimost double the number of dates and an itinerary that included New 

York City as well as areas that, as Billboard phrased it, "had been resistant to ~ a ~ . " 5 7  

These nation-wide arena appearances by Rap's top recording acts also produced oew 

contexts of exposure that offered the artists insights onto regionally dispersed social 

practices and locally specific vemaculars beyond their own limited range of experieoce. 

0 th  events and peiformance contexts also extended the reach and influence of Rap 

in this period. Among these were tours linking teen-oriented R&B acts with Rap acts, such 

as that featunng New Edition, the Fat Boys and Whodini which was listed among the t o p  

grossing engagements in Billbcardts "BoxScore" column (March 9, 1985). As a late 

addition to the line-up for the intemationally broadcast Live Aid concert on July 13, 1985, 

Rua-D.M.C. were the only Rap act to appear at either the Philadelphia or London 

performance sites. effectively introducing the group and the genre to an estimated audience 

of two billion people wodd-wide. Finally, by the end of 1985 plans were also in place for 

the Iive satellite telecast to 58 markets of the "Krush Groove Party" (held at Madison 

Square Garden in New York), which was a carefully orchestrated concert tie-in with the 

Warner Brothers film Kmsh Groove (dir. Michael Schultz) featuring prominent Rush acts . 
In each of these contexts, Rapts unique live performance format (i.e.. the absence of a 

band per se ) was being rapidly popularized throughout North America and the world, 

enhancing audience familiacity with the genre while reinforcing artist reco-pizability among 

teen fans. 

The mcccss of the second New York Frcsh Fist Tour in the summcr of 1985 a n  be seen. for example. 
in & U w s  list of the top forty concert grosses which identifieci the tour's stop in Philadtiphia on Jul y 6- 
7 as the second highest grossing engagement of the month. At S lZSû a ticket, the concert was dso Listed 
ris king the Ieast cxpcnsive event in the BoxScore column ( M y  20, 1985: 39). 



The commercial and criticai successes of several Rap recordings in the early 1980s 

demoostrated to the music iodustry that Rap could have a sizable and sustainable market 

appeal. Once this was establisbed, Rap and the Hip Hop culture in geaeral were exposed 

in new ways and with greater intensity to the attention of rnainstream popdar media and the 

appropriative interventions of capitalist investment. By 1985, Rap and breakdancing had 

provided the content for nurnerous pnnt articles, television programs (such as Miami Vice, 

to which Grandmaster Melle Me1 contributed the single "Vice1' [1985, Sugarhill]) and 

feature length films. Even though the images and essence of the scene were frequeniiy 

diluted, the basic elements (the music, the dancing) reached white and black youths outside 

of the relatively close confines of New York's boroughs where Hip Hop was ngarded as 

"a way of Me" rather than as a series of unconnected practices. Despite (or. perhaps more 

accurately, because on expioitive tendencies among executive producea at this tirne 

(especially in the film industry where the visual aspects of the Hip Hop culture wcre most 

easily appropriated and represented)58, the popularization of breakdancing and Rap 

established new audiences in far-flung and. importantly, non-urban regions across the 

nation, facilitating the music's crossover. 

As extemal players including record executives and rnovie producers attempted to 

cash in on the scene's lucrative potentials, many in the Rap music business grew wary and 

defensive. They complained that. despite the opportunities offend by expansion into the 

maiastream entertainment industry, the potential existed for a dimunition of the "tnie" 

nature of the music and the raw energies that permitted Rap to evolve and develop as a facet 

of black youth culture. Some of these fears were nalized with the release of films such as 

FlarhDMce (1983) and Breakin' (1984) which exposed millions of Arnericans to break 

dancing and rudimentary facets of the Hip Hop culture but which evacuated much of the 

vitality that spawned it. Mainstream America was given a glimpse onto the styles and 

58 Examples of this are ihe Joel Silbcrg films Btcakioi' (1984) and Rappid (1985) in which Hollywood 
scnpwriters g d k d  some of the more superficial elemenrs fmm the Hip Hop culture togethtr in a manner 
that reinforces the logics of repmentation and nanative in mainstrcam film but fails to capture the range or 
intensity of Hip Hop's social pmctices. 



practices of the Hip Hop culture, but the often hanh conditions of urban existence, of life 

on the streets, t&at comprised central and formative elements of the scene were elided. The 

infoming black cultural practices and sustaining elements of daily existence within black 

and Latino neighborhoods and communities were largely evacuated from these 

represen tations of Hi p Hop. 

As Rap demonstrated its staying power, commercial viability, and expansive 

potentials in regional markets throughout North America the industry majors slowly began 

strengthening the Rap market through distribution deais witb indie labeis. Far example, in 

an article appearing under the headline "'Street Music' Label: Tuff City Rapping Via Epic 

Tie" (Feb. L 1, 1984 35). the unprecedented (and ultimately short-lived) distribution 

agreement between the independent "street label" Tuff City and industry major Epic records 

(the oaiy such anangement existing at the time) is defined in market t e m s  that emphasize 

future growth a d  development in the genre. However, the markets are also delineated 

dong a convergent axis addressing distinct taste cultures and encompassing the overlapping 

variables of race, age, and musical categories, suggesting a more complicated geo-culturai 

conterri. Tuff City president Aaron Fuchs is quoted as saying "there is a generational and 

racial split between older blacks and whites and the young black people who support this 

music." The Tuff City label is not simply defined as a comparatively srnaller Company but, 

rather, as a label in a proximate position in relation to "the street" and the young black 

anists and audiences which inhabit the urban spaces evoked by the tem.  The focus of the 

dcal with Epic was ultimately nirned toTuff City's locus of operations and its connections 

to the Hip Hop scene. 

By enteriog into a distribution amuigernent with Epic Records, material recordcd on 

Tuff City could be mon effectively introduced to the vast market serviced by the major 

lakl ,  enabling more opportuaities for song and artist exposure and increaxd sales. The 

enbanced distribution network meant that Tuf'f City would have the capacity to reach 

consumen in aew markets and, cnicidly, to expand toward oew audience groups which in 



this context meant white teen record buyers. Spatially, then, Epic and the other corporate 

giants that followed were extending their reach into the ghetto while simultaneously 

extending the reach of the independent's product. introducing the Rap genre to larger 

audiences w hich inhabit other urban and non-urban spaces. By the end of 1%. two of the 

top indie labels. Tommy Bay and Def Jam, had also signed lucrative deals with major 

labels (Tornmy Boy with Wamer Brothers, Def Jam with Columbia) which guaranteed 

them access to substantidly increased promotional budgets and broader distribution 

networks. As one prophetic distributor suggested at the time, the Tommy BoyIWarner deal 

came as no surprise and quite possibl y heralded "the wave of the future" (Billboard, Dec. 

28, 1985: 91). 

Despite the announced intentions by most major labels to boost their cornmitment to 

black ariists (with intensified marketing and promotion, videos, etc.) or to infuse their 

black music departments with more human and econornic resources ~Billboad, June 15. 

1985: BM2-14) once they began entering the "street music" market the prior air of caution 

still prevailed. By way of cornparison. the majors entered the Dance and crossover Pop 

markets in 1983-84 with rnarkedly greater confidence. The more prominent independent 

labels were at this stage al1 attempting to establisb rosters of Hip Hop artists who coufd bc 

nurtured and relieâ upon to produce saleable prduct over an entended period. ln 198485, 

Russell Sirnmons emerged as a key force in Rapts expansion, managiog a stable of 

successful touring and mcoiding artists through his talent agency Rush Ploductioos and, 

with Rick Rubin, the influenthl Def Jam label. 

Rush Productions and Def Jam Recordr 

The geograpbic expansion of Rap and the extension of its impact as a cultural force 

in 1983-86 can be isolated in three distinct and reiated factors: the ongoing processes of 

institutional aod entrepreneurid structuring of Rap within the music business; transitions in 

Rapts musical fom and lyricai content; and tûe continued success of large-sale Rap tours 

(either package tours strucnired along the lines of the Fresh Fest tour or pmrnotiooal 



concert tours by top recording "stars"). These elements, accompanied by changes in Rap 

styles and fashions embodied in the street image of the B-Boy and B-Girl, were influentid 

in guiding Rap toward wider popular acceptance nationally and globally. While each of 

these factors can be assessed individually. as is often the case (Le.. Fernando, Jr., 1994), 

their geosultural components are often insuffcienily contextualized. Examining them in 

tandem and in tension reveals the means through which Rap and Hip Hop rose as important 

cultural and commercial forces on a broader scale. In this lighf it is appropriate to focus on 

the emergence of Rush Roductions (Iater Rush Artists Management) and Def Jam Records 

for tbeir central sipificance as Rap slowly undement transition within the music industry. 

While they stand as exemplan of activity taking place in a wider or mon general way as 

Rap became an intempted commercial aspect in popular music they also present several 

unique elements that illuminate the complexities of race in America. The "siory" of Rush 

and Def Jam consequently describe a pivotal point in Rap music and the entire genre's 

developrnent through this era. 

Under the guidance of Rap impresario Russell Sirnmons, Rush Productions playèd 

a constructive role in Rap music's establishment as a permanent facet in conternporary 

popular music. Recounting Simmons's introduction to Rap, S.H. Fernando, Jr. 

reconstnicts the image d a twenty year old City College of New York student heanng 

rapper Eddie Cheeba on 125th St. in the heart of Harlem: 

... he spent more time smking up Hadem nightlife than at school. Disco 
was d l  the rage, but one night in 1 9 7  at the Charles Gallery, a club on 
125th Street, near the Apollo Theater, he got his first taste of something 
new .... Russell, Iike cveryone in attendance, was completely bowled over, 
and as the coursing Mood iingled in his veins he realized something that the 
hip uptown crowd already LW: A rapper is the life of the party. In the fa11 
of 1977, with his crew at CCNY, he decided to throw a party of his own. 

(Fernando, Ir., 1994: 15455) 

On fust examination. this narrative foilows the standard "grrat medgreat works" approach 

to history, with the details of when and when Simmons fint encountered Rap king of 

central relevance. In this telling, there is a double faceied image of authenticity, organized 

spatially and tempodly, that reinforces the point that Simmons was a participant and a Rap 



"fan," a member of the evolving Hip Hop scene "back in the day" before Rap was a 

popular commercial fom. What is mosi interesting, however, is the consisancy of spatial 

detail with which the story is presented, indicating that geogaphy, space. and place mean 

something, that they have an important bearing on the identities of the main figures 

involved and, beyond that, on ouf understanding of the evolution of the Rap fonn. The 

where of this encounter manifests a deeper sense of place that is stnictured through the 

naming of architectural landmarks, Street names and other sites of social significance. 

For example, it is pertinent that this revelatory moment occurs in Harlem and not in 

the Bronx (Rap's birthplace) or Queens (Simmons's birthplace) since Harlem bas long 

been a real and imaginary core for African-American cultutal identification. It is a cultural 

crossroads. an urban space in which the cross-pollination of black cultural practices from 

various regions (or, on a more localized scale, various city bomughs) is achieved. Clearly, 

Harlem has a deep cultural resoaance and prominent cultural locales have a powerful and 

enduring affect on the constitution of individual and group identities. Harlem has an inbuilt 

symbolic value that, when motivated in a narrative of individual accomplishment, imbues 

the individual in question with some degree of prestige steeped in a place-based aura. The 

Apollo Theater and 125th St. similarly function as familiar markers of black cultural 

tradition and affirmative cultural identity. This element of the story thus aids the 

construction of Simmons as a legendary figure, locating him within a continuum of black 

cultural leadership that has traditionally emanated from Harlem and the upper boroughs of 

New York City. 

Simmons began as a srnall to medium-scale concert promoter in New York, 

booking Rap into high school gymnasiums, university fratemity houses, and vanous 

neighborhood community centers and forging city-w ide connections under the bamer of 

Rush Roductions. His reputation as a high-energy, fast-taiking "nightflyn - hence "Rush" 

- preceded him and his ngular presence in the early Hip Hop sceae gave him an insider's 

knowledge of many of the unique aspects of the Rap conceft from a peifonnance and venue 



angle. This pmvided an advantageous perspective on the requirements for a successful 

event. Simmons was a rapid convert to Rap and Hip Hop. but as Fernando, Jr. explains. 

his cultural background is inconpous with the prevailing assumptions about Hip Hop and 

its relations to the ghetto: 

Russell Simrnons's neighborhood of Hollis, in the reaches of Queens, was 
an area in transition while he was growing up. He saw Hollis go from 
being predominantl y white whea his family first movcd there in 1964 to al1 
black by the time he was in high school. Thus. from an earl y age, Russell 
leamed to walk the line between the middle-class mentality of his parents. 
both college-educated professionals. and the mercenary aciivity of the 
streets, when you were either "down" or a "sucker." (1994: 154) 

Fernando locates Simrnons's background in a geo-cultural middle, implying that his ongins 

positioned him between two dispersed poles of  cultural experience from which he drew 

inspiration in equal doses, as a middle-class Rap entrepreneur with ghetto farniliarity and 

Street credentials. Sirnmons himself is quoted as saying that "in Queens you could hmg 

out on the corner but there was safety in the house; in Queens, one could be part of a gang, 

but it was just part of a gmwingup process -- in the ghetto it's a lifestylen (Nelson and 

Gonzales, 1991: 203). 

Implicitly articulated in his description of social space and cultural ongins are a 

senes of assumptions about class and racial influences. Although the narrative is  based on 

facts about Simmons's background, race rcmains a core or detemining elernent. 

Stereotypical representations of race, space. and place are mobilized by enteriag the 

discourse of diffcrence and Simmons is cast as a human byproduct of convergent cultural 

influences and the interrelations between the stable and resource-rich environment of the 

suburbs and the more volatile and, ultirnately, enriching forces of the ghetto. Yet this 

particuiar historiography suggests that, had either dimension of Simmons's gec~culturai 

background domioated (Le., if he was too urbadUtoo black" or, convenely, too 

suburban), he would likely MI have becorne a "mogul of Rapn (as he was described by the 

Wall St. Journal in December, 1W). 



The mythologization of his past and the particular way that his background has ban 

articulated toward his future successes remains virtually uncntiqued. allowing the 

underlying logic of the "story" of his racial and cultural hybridity to stand as a deterniinhg 

factor in his ascendance in the Rap music industry. At a deeper level of analytical 

refinement, Simmons cm be regarded as a conternporary embodiment of W.E.B. DuBois's 

"double conxiousness" that is the foundational concept underlying the construction of the 

Af'can-Amencan ideatity. Perhaps at even closer range, Simmons is the embodiment of 

the hyphen that straddles cultural sensibilities in terms of racial and class-based cultural 

identity. His narrativized past is full of nch details that. far from simply profiling the rise 

of an influentid character, offer important insights onto the manner in w hich race and class 

are understood where black entrepreneurial achievement is concemed. The spatial elements 

of bis persona1 history are pmblematically inscribed within an array of complex social 

relations that are rooted in the complicated geographies of race and class difference in the 

conternporary metropdis. This particular narrative, however, constructs an ideal image 

based on the convergence of the %estN elements of each soci~cultural space, positionhg 

Simmoos as an entrepreneurial and cultural innovator who was able to tmnsgress the 

borders of racial and cultural difference or, more to the point, to make difference into a 

positive and productive force, to rnake it work for him. 

Underlying the narrativization of Simrnons's rise in the music industry lies a more 

iatensting tale of American social reality. Although be has been heralded for &is 

accornplishments in the industry and for elevating Rap music. he is also celebnited as an 

exampleof black American enterprise waged through an ability to finesse the ngid spatid 

definitions of difference and to fluidly cross over and pass thmugh the traditional territories 

of white and black social interaction. Simmons's primary achievement from the 

perspective of most commentators is in the rnaaner in which he was able to navigate 

impticidyrndexplicitly enforcd geographical boundaries and to metge the (black) cultural 

practices of Hip Hop with the (white) business practices of the music industry. 



From 1977 to 1982, Simmons was perhaps the rnost successful entrepreneur 

among a small contingent of agents and promoten who helped to establish a ngular local 

circuit for Rap acts, following common srnall-scale promotional practices such as posting 

adveitisements throughout New York's biack communities and the blanket distribution of 

flyers and handbills. In this regard, he maintaincd close connections with "the street," 

keeping in contact with shifting tastes and demands amoog young and ofien fickle 

audiences with which he was intimately familiar. By harmonizing Rap with various 

stmdard professional practices, even at this early stage, the music was drawn closer to the 

institutional sûuctures of the wider music industry which was f i  gurativel y, if not literall y, 

miles away from the Hip Hop culture. As the Rap scene itself becarne more coherent (i.e.. 

demonstrating a certain consistency in tenns of frequency of performance events, 

developing a relatively loyal fan base, and spawning averal central "ceiebrity" figures who 

could replarly dmw crowds). these practices were logical and efficient expressions of 

minor-level business savvy. Gradually improving his skills as a promotor, Simmons's 

efforts, and those of other local promoten opemting at a similar scale, can be identifieci as'a 

factor in the very construction of this consistency. The Rap music scene and the outgrowth 

of the Hip Hop culture were spontaneous only up to a point, but by the early 1980s they 

had entend a new phase thai was more clearly commercial. 

Exploiting his "inside" familiarity with both the uptown Hip Hop sceae and the 

Manhattan nightclubs, Simmons successfully moved his parties downtown to the larger 

clubs and concert halls which were more racially and culturally mixed. The effects of this 

mobility can be discemed in a 1983 Billboani article that posed the question "is cap music 

now as much a part of the new wave scene 3s pointy shoes and streaked hair?" (May 28, 

1983: 50). Simmons's dominance in Rap promotion was partly due to the effectiveaess 

with which he was able to position Rap acts for maximum crossover with the 

p r e d o m i n d y  white Post-Punk and New Wave audiences. This pmved to be crucial move 

for Simmons from a business angle and by reproducing this crossover trend on a larger 



commercial scale between 19û4-ûû, his greatest successes were in fact based on his ability 

to facilitate the broadened appeal of Rush acts. Beyond its advantages for Rush 

Roductions, the cmssover trend was also influeatial in ensuring Rap's sustained success 

as a genre. Independent labels were the pnmary motivaton of Rap's crossover in a period 

when, among major labels, the music's capacity for growth and development was 

perceived as king  constrained by its localized, parochial. and spatially segregated 

character. The organized structure that Simmons helped to install in the New York Rap 

scene was an important factor in the process of establishinp the necessary conduits for Rap 

to reach national and international markets and expand its listenership. 

Noting Rap's appeal beyond the narrowly demarcated black youth audience, 

Sirnmons stated that "the newer Rap artists have more in common musically with 

rock'n'roll than any commerical r&b since the days when r&b was rock'n'roll" (ibid.). 

This evaluation, while expressive of a particular view on the history of contemporary 

popular music in America. is clearly formed within the subile and implicit articulation of 

racial and class distinctions. Simmons is speaking about music but he is also speaking 

about audience formations and listeaing contexts that actudly have much more to do with 

the dynamics of a racially diverse Amcrica than with musical genres per se. Afrika 

Bambaataa and othen have also explained how their early faa base included white teens 

who were associated with the Manhattan Punk and New Wave scenes that conveqed 

around night spots like the Mudd Club or Danceteria (the influences of which c m  be seen 

in photographs of Bambaataa's bands bedecked in multi-hued mohawk hairstylcs and 

elaborate leather costumes which later becarne the target of derisive commentaq by "second 

wave" rappen Run4lM.C.). By moving Rap into clubs other than those that catered to 

pmdorniuaotly black and Latin0 patrons and steering Rap toward venues with more racially 

and economically diverse audiences. Simrnons was gradually laying the groundwork for 

Rapts expansion and his own nsing influence within the industry. 



a By 1984, Simmons had an established track record in the New York concert scene 

working exclusively with Rap acts and Rush Productions became the main booking agency 

for many of the top artists in the city. Dunng the penod between roughly 1984 and 1987 

the Rap scene produced its fint bona fide superstars, among them Run-D.M.C., the Fat 

Boys, LL Cool J, Whodini, and the Beastie Boys, al1 of whom were represented by 

~immons.59 When Brian Cross (1993) describes the impact and influence of New York 

acts that toured California throughout the 1980s as they carried the vestiges of the New 

York scene with them. most of the groups he mentions were on the Rush roster. Indeed, 

between 1983 and 19û7 the extent to which acts represented by Rush Productions 

dominated the genre can be seen in the pages of B i l l b d  where scores of articles and 

colums dedicated to Rap either feature Rush pmteges or mention them. 

Simmons aggressively booked his acts into clubs and concert halls throughout the 

Northeast region as well as managing their ncording contracts as he assigned the rights to 

various labels, most notably Profile Records which had substantial success with its top 

recording act. Run-D.M.C. Record sales for Run-D.M.C., Whodini, the Fat Boys, and 

U Cool J drew massive attention to Rush while the agency actively reinforcd the popular 

profile of its main clients. For exarnple, Rush artists were prominently featured in the film 

Krush Groove (which was Ioosely based on Simmons's biography) and the Fresh Fest 

tours, and Simmons negotiated commercial endorsement contracts w ith Swatch Watches 

(the Fat Boys) and Adidas footwear (Run-D.M.C.). These endeavors brought Rap more 

directly into line with prevailing practices within the industry's Rock music sector. 

Fonning Def Jam records with Eck Rubin in l m ,  Simmons confined his role as a 

dominant force in Rap's creative and commercial evolution and the label's formation was a 

logical step in a Rap enterprise that merged a "stnet" sensibility with the keen awareness 

that Rap was not solely of interest to the black music buying public. 

59 Among other promineni anis& in ihe era were UTFO. the R d  Roxmne. Mdle Md. and fmma 
Trcachcrous Three mernber Kool Mœ Dee. 



Like that of Simmons, Rick Rubin's personal history is frequently conveyed with a 

strong ernphasis on his geo-cultural background and the social contexts of his introduction 

to the Hip Hop culture. Rubin had grown up in a middle-class home on Long Island where 

he developed a love of Heavy Metal and Punk music, having perfonned briefly in a Punk 

band in New York. But he is also described as having been a ieen rebel whose tastes 

encompassed Rap as an alternative to the maiastream fare that seemed to be identified wiih 

his suburban background and his racial and class ongins (Fan; 1994). When he met 

Simmons through the club culture of the New York Hip Hop scene Rubin was living in a 

student donnitory at New York University (which briefly served as Def Jam's main 

office). and together they decided to f o m  Def Jam as an outlet for the hard-edged, street- 

oriented Rap that they w e n  hearing in the clubs. Rubin is also easil y posi tioned within a 

continuum, in this case as a white teenager who, like his father, was fascinated and 

influenced by "underground" black cultural practices that have traditionally emerged fmm 

New York's uptown bor0u~hs.60 In profile. Rubin is encoded as a hip explorer who, like 

Simmons, bridged the culture gap betwwn white and btack spaces and between white and 

black aesthetic sensibilities. Together. Simmons and Rubin embody Rap's expansive 

tendeacy; they represent the extent to which the genre had conceptually if not yet altogether 

commercially expanded beyond the borders of the ghetto neighborhoods of the Bmnx and 

Brooklyn. extendinp into surburbao and non-urban spaces and rniddleclass realms. 

Esroblishing Sutainable Crussuver: 
Rap's Sound of Gold and Platinum 

The process of consolidating Rap in the business realm was only one aspect of the 

changes infiuencing the genre at this stage. Tricia Rose writes that 

Like many groundbreaking musical genres, rap has expanded popular and 
aura1 temtory. Bringing together sound elements fmm a wide range of 
sources and styles and refying heaviiy on rich Afrodiasporic music, rap 

Describing his fa<hn8s youth, Rubin ststes that "he grew up in BmoLlyn and &e Broax and he listend 
to jazz When he was growing up, he'd go to blâck jazz clubs and be the aniy white guy in the place." 

i t  of Po (En, Jory. 19%. -1s and Madmen: The Pursu wer in Po~ular Music. New York: Simon and 
Schuster.) 



musician's technological in(ter)ventions are not ends in and of themselves, 
they are means to cultural ends, oew contexts in which pnorities are shaped 
and expressed. ( 1994: 95) 

Her assessment accurately indicates the reality of Rap's soaic constructions which have 

since its inception drawn widely from an array of sources including Jarnaican musical and 

cultural traditions, the deep archive of Amencan black popular music since the early 1%0s, 

and the spoken words of politics and poetry that are part of a nch  oral tradition. 

Nonetheless, there is ample evidence upon which to base an argument for the cornrnercially 

motivated imperatives that informed the melding of styles and musical sources that 

contradicts Rose's sense of Rapts &y bridi ty . 
Descri bing Rap's crossover with white audiences, Rose remains cri tical of 

explanations offered by the music press, suggesting "that by using rock music. rap was 

matunng (e.g., moving beyond the 'ghetto') and expanding its repertoire" (1994: 51). 

Citing the huge crossover success of Run-D.M.C.'s "Walk This Way" (1986. Profile), 

which featured Steve Tyler and Joe Perry of the Arena-Rock band Aerosmith 

accompanying the rappers in the studio (and the video) with the familiar riffs Of 

Aerosmith's 1976 hit release of the same name, Rose maintains that the Song "brought 

these strategies of intertextuality iato the commercial spotlight and into the hands of white 

consumen. Not only had rock samples always been nirnbedded in rap music. but also 

Run DMC recorded li ve rock guitar on King of Rock severai years earlier" (i bid: 5 1-52). 

While her initial assessment is valid - Rock has, in fact, always been an audible 

element of Rsp -- she d a s  not explain how the intertextuai nuances of Rap were actually 

"brought* to white listeners, failing to fully explore the accornpanying fact that Rap had 

not, up to this point, been a major part of white teen patterns of musical consumption. The 

more interesting question lies in how crossover was achieved and what conditions 

facilitateci it. Cmssover success is, in a basic sense, traosculhiral. The very term carries 

racial and commercial connotations but in a racially segregated Arnerica the connotations are 

also geographically amiaged, encompassing social spaces such as points of pumhase or 



primary locales of listening and leisure that are associated with the music. While most 

cultural analysts emphasize Rap's crossover to white teen consumen, this demographic 

p u p  only constitutes one segment of the wider audience formation reached through the 

genre's expansimist tendencies. The commercial apparatuses of the penod not only 

poaitioned Rap within white market areas with greater concentration but also ensured that it 

would mach a greater oumber of black markets, Coast to Coast and border to border. 

The analyses of Rap's expansion in this temporal moment is so often focused on 

the implications of white crossover trends that the equally amazing saturation of the black 

teen market witb increased product volume is overlwked. Rap was pouring into the black 

teen communities of Amerka in a deluge of creativity and grass mots cntrepreneurialism. 

M x  tapes by local DJs were extremely important commodities in the Hip Hop wodd and 

the growing number of evening and late-oight Rap radio shows on campus or community 

stations pmvided a constant source of new material for home tapers. In 1985, the year that 

LL Cool J's hit "1 Can't Live Without My Radio" (Def Jam) was released, prerecorded 

cassette tapes became the dominant configuration, surpassing vinpl recordings in ternis of 

sales orders for the first time t bill^ Mar. 29, 1986). Home-made and pirate cassettes 

had bem prevalent among black and Latino youths within Hip Hop circles for years. but 

their listenability was often hampe& by poor reproduction quality. Tapes of this nature 

were cheapiy reproduced, easily distributed and offered maxirnized mobility for consumers 

with battery powered beat boxes. As Rap gained induatry support and independent labels 

establisbed manufactunng and distribution deals with major labels, the flow of higher 

quality cassette pmducts was enhanced. In rnany cities, the beat box (also referred !O by 

the pejorative term "ghetto blaster") was the medium of choice for mobile youths who 

"brought the noise" of Rap with them as they navigated their urban enviroments. 

Simplified consumer access to a wider selection of Rap recordings in multiple formats 

subsequently stnngthened the traascultiinl appeai of of the genre throughout the country. 



At issue is the further manner in which Rose locates innovation and authonty with 

DJs and MCs themselves. What she does not ascertain is the directive mle of the various 

producers and label executives who continue to bave considerable influence on who and 

what gets recordeci and distributed as well as how these artists are positioned in relation to 

their genre or the broader system of categorization. Achieving crossover is never simply a 

commercial endeavor; rather, it involves the merging of signs and codes that are assumed to 

represent audience formations of different races. 

With crossover, there is a point where the sense of difference. which has spatial 

connotations, becomes blurred, pemitting a weakening or collapse of coostructed 

boundaries. Moreover, these boundaries are discursively maintained and it stands to 

reason that their erosion is also a discursive project. Rapts cmssover to a sizable white 

teen consumer audience can, therefore, also be seen as a discursive process in which the 

socially invested values of Rock and Rap were articulated toward each other in such a way 

that they made sense to white teen listenen who may have had only a passing familiarity 

with the genre based on the occusionulcrossover of single hits. This passing familiarity is 

important. since the larger sustaimble crossover successes that came about in 1986 w ere 

dependent on a certain prior awareness of Rap as an option for consumption and enjoyment 

among new consumen of the genre. lndustry executives of independent and major labels 

aggressively marketed Rap within an already existant relational structure and the discursive 

constructions of the genre as "black" music had the effect of distancing many potentiai 

white teen cunsumers. Conversely, by recasting Rap as an offshoot or subcategory of 

Rock music as De€ Jam did, the music was effectively repositioned in ways that maximized 

its crossover putentials. 

Wiihin the industry, executives who were uncertain how to position Rap often, 

wrongly, regarded it as a natural extension of Disco and Dance musics, due in part to the 

fact that until 19û3-84 (mughly coinciding with Run-D.M.C.'s eponymous debut LP), 

each of these genre's were cluborientcd and were distributed mainly in the twelve-inch 



single format and targeted toward black teen consumers. LPs tend to be pranted greater 

importance among industry executives, retailen, critics, and arguably, consumers and by 

1986 Rap albums were cornmon. Rap recordings distributed in the LP format were more 

likely to be critically reviewed or prominently displayed in retail outlets. Additionally, as 

Billboard reported in 1986, the prcvious year's album sales were at a five year high with 

the sale of singles falling off dramatically since 1984 and Rap was being better positioned 

to benefi t from this market trend. 

Music is aot always evaluated in tems of what it is (or what it is like) but in ternis 

of what it isn't. Rose's position leaves little room to account for the fact that the Rock/Rap 

hybrid also involved an aesthetic articulation away from the earlier DiscoIRap hybrid which 

is constitutive of quite different assurnptioas that bave ken mapped onto the organization 

of audience fonnations and patterns of consumption and use. The acceleration of Rap's 

corporatc and commercial hamionizatioo coincided with aesthetic transitions in the music's 

construction as Rap's sound began to show the influences of Heavy Rock with greater 

frequency, a sound that is  audible on Kurtis Blow's "8 Million Stones" (1984, PolyGram), 

Run-D.M.C.'s "Rock Box" (1984, Profile), or the Beastie Boys "Rock Hard" (1984, Def 

Jam). The rhythmic drift away from Disco (i.e., Chic's "Good Times" that had provided 

the bed track for "Rapper's Delight") towards a more pronounced Rock backbeat (and the 

oecessary spatial adjustments that re-orieated Rap performance toward arenas as opposed 

to discotheques) made Rap accessible to white teens in new ways. 

The discursive and aesthetic distancing of Rap from Disco and its aliprnent witb 

Rock constnicts a radically different sense of its character. Accordingly, this realignment 

also affected the attitudes of the record buying public wto began to coasider it in different 

nlational tems and associatecl it with different listening contexts. The tranformative sound 

was manifested through the merging of slashing Rock power chords (or, as in "8 Million 

Stones." the rare inclusion of a screaming guitar solo) and "Areena Rock" postures 

accompanied by a deep Funk beat, producing a musical hybrid that further faciliiated a 



powerful crossover effect and bmught white teeo audiences ta the music in drovcs.61 In 

cases such as "A Fly Girl" (1985, Capitol) by the Boogie Boys, the rhythm owed more to 

Rock than to Funk, in this case successfully adapting the general sonic qualities and time 

signature of Queen's hit "Another One Bites the Dust" (1980, Elektra). 

Rick Rubin is frequently isolated by many Rap bistonans (Rose excluded) for his 

role as CO-producer (w ith Russeil Simmons) of Ruo-D.M.C's Raising Hel1 ( 1986, Profile j 

and for introducing the Beastie Boys as the first significant white Rap act by streamlining 

their Punk influences and Punk-oriented mayhem toward Rap forms. Reflecting on Def 

Jam's market potential in relation to multi-racial record buying fans in Billboard, Rubin 

stated that "rapts appeal is mostly to black teens nght now but it's getting bigger and 

attracting more rockers every day" (April20, 1985: Rd). It was Rubin who, as a producer 

for Rush artists and for the upstan label, was mainly responsible for the intensified melding 

of Rock and Rap, leading David Toop to observe that "Rick's philosophy was that music 

shouid be hanicoren (199f: 159), more in Iine with his own publicly confirmed taste 

affinities witb the music of AC/DC, Aerosmith, Led Zeppelin. or Billy Squire. 

His production and taste inîiuences extended the tendencies toward musical 

hybridity that had been the tradernark of artists such as Afrika Bambaataa by foregrounding 

the Rock influences to the exclusion of everything except the Hip Hop beat, creating a 

sound that was the antithesis of mainstream commercial Pop but which still appealed to a 

wide swath of black and white teenagers who were, like Rubin himself, seeking 

alternatives and buying from the margins. This particular use of Rock was substantially 

different than its priot implementation in Rap (more explicit, more relcntless) and, although 

Rose seeh to minimize the aesthetic implications of Rock's influences on cmssover effect, 

there is no avoiding the fact that it had been deployed in a manner that more fuily 

conformed to the shiftiq tastes amoag white teen male listeners. 

61 The meiding of styles and genres that iattracted white listeners to Rap should no[ be regardcd as a 
simple, uni-directional fat. Nurnerous Rap artists acknowledgc their fandom ruid familiaricy with a 
gencration of Rock acts such as Aerosmith ruid Led Zeppelin, to name nvo guitar-oriented arts whose 
pronounced styles have been integrated into Rap. 



Run-D.M.C.'s massive success with "Walk This Way" from Raising Hel1 was 

achieved by more than sirnply appmpriating a familiar chord progression here or a vocal 

chorus there and it involved more than the act of captunng a recognizable sample upon 

which to expand. "Walk This Way" constituted a textual site where two sets of musicians 

who unambiguously represented their respective genns met.62 It culminated a pattern that. 

as Rose notes. had been audible for years and which had been commercially exploited 

previously by Run-D.M.C. and others. Heavy Rock was also showing strong commercial 

activity between 198H ("Heavy Metal Bands are Rocking Top 40 Playlists," Billboard, 

June 20, 1987: 1) and, with Rap, it constituted one of the faster prowing genres to emerge 

in this period, although its prirnary consumer base was generally assumed to consist of 

white, suburban males. 

As Simmons and Rubin correctly speculated, this particular teen consumer 

demographic would also support Rap and groups npresented by Rush Productions 

(especially Run-D.M.C. and The Beastie Boys) were central in redefining the Rap style by 

foregrounding Rock guitar styles and radically implementing developing technologies 

including the Roland TR 808 drum machine and digital samplers. Then is ample evidence 

in Billboard interviews with industry executives between 1984 and 1987 to illustrate that 

Rapts crossover trend was engineered much more consciously than Rose and othen seem 

willing to acknowledge and, furthenore, its success was of a magnitude so large that the 

dominant construction of the music and the accompanying scene shifted substantially. 

Rap's access to North American audiences through large-venue concerts and 

nation-wide package tours is also entirely consistant with the music industry's established 

practices of sending Rock anis& out in support of recordings and the Rock embellishmeats 

dispiayed witb the "newn Rap also repmduced many of the standard features of Rock. Rap 

62 The success of 'Waik This Way,' whicb hclpd to rekindk lagging intemt in aging rockers Aerosmith, 
was undoubtcdly bchind the dccision that led to the Fat Boys' cdlabontions with t)ie Beach Boys in 1987 
(aWipcout,m Tin Pan Appte) aad Chubbie Check in 198% ("The Twist (Yo Twist,)" Tin Pm Apple), boih 
of wbicb cbaiaed in the U.S. anci the U.K. It was also likcly the inspiration for the 1988 collaboration on 
Wektm Records betwccn Grandmaster flash and the Furious Fivc and Steppenwolf on the latter's ciassic 
rock hi t from 1968, 'Magic Carpet Ride." 



was. in effecf made more suitable for this particular mode of exhibition that favored 

p e r f o m c e s  in a mass audieace forum as opposed to its pnor existence solely at the level 

of clubs and smaller concert halls. Rap's tranformed sound - the tradition of bass-heavy 

volume of the Jamaican sound systems exemplified by Kool DJ Herc notwithstanding -- 
literally filled space diffenntly and in ways that made it more amenable to the arena venues 

that had been, up to this point. pnmarily associated with Rock. In this regard, the 

achievement is isolated l es  in the hybrid coosinictions of Rap forrn or style than in its 

sonic capacities, its potential to have an auraî impact in another kind of space when it had 

oot previously been heard. 

According to Alan Light, "with its stripped-to-the-bone sound, crunching beats, 

and such accessible but street smart narratives as "Hard Times" and "It's Li ke That," in 

addition to more conventional rap boasiiag. the album Run-D.M.C. was the real 

breakthrough from the underground" (1992: 223). Note how the notion of ":he 

underground" is spatially coded and how crossover is explained as a rise up and out of a 

vaguely expnssed nethemodd, wbich in popular vemacular tends to mean the marginal 

reaim of non-commercial musics. Li ght's descn ptioa i tself reflects a discursive dimension 

that invites interrogation and which quickly moves beyond Rose's critical speculations on 

the commercial rnsnipulations of the industry. Light explains that, apart from proving to 

major record Company enecutives that Rap LPs were viable. the band's "street" look and 

tough. urgent. even abrasive vocal delivery "was enough to impress an unprecedented, 

w idespread white audience. .. " (i bik 224). Here, Rap's non-comrnerciality is also vague1 y 

equatecî with its blackness and the shift from an underground statu to a more commercial 

viability is encoded as a racial transition, from predominantly black consumen to a 

dispersed and mixed agglomcration. 

Rap is also held up to a sepamte standard in this configuration since, as Thedore 

Gracyk (19%) explains, in the Rock tradition, the rise from the underground is also often 

associated with the negative notions of "selling out," or of making a crude but deliberaie 



bid for commercial pop appeal that neutralizes what fans perceive as the alternative 

character of the music which had ostensibly made it appealing to audiences in the fint 

place. When alternative white Rock acts become hit-makers and popular icons (i.e., the 

Clash. Nirvana) they are held under intense scrutiny by their fans and in many cases are 

abandoned for cornpromising their cornitment to mai-ginality, which is also seea as a 

cornmitment to the habitation of spaces of assumed authenticity. Rap's success at this point 

was not regarded as a sell-out or as a dilution of its authenticity. As the top Rap act at the 

time, Rua-D.M.C. were cast in an image of raw intensity that represented the image-ideal 

of the street hardened B-boy (despite their roots in Hollis) and Rap's widespread 

commercial appeal was an affirmation of money-making empowennent that increased the 

group's profile in a positive rather than a negative way. 

As al1 of this suggests, then is more to the cmssover success of the group than the 

music alone. The carefully orchestrated posturing and posing and the blue jeans, black 

Ieatherjackets. and narne-brand fwtwear combine to signify an authentic ghetteidentified 

blackness. These sartorial expressions, when taken in tandem with the Rock edge and 

Funk beats. ma te  an overall effect that taps into Rock traditions and longstanding notions 

of teen rebellion to which white consumen have responded since at least the early 1950s 

through the rise of R&B and Rock'n'Roll. This Rock tradition is, furthemore, a realm of 

male authon ty that functions through the pnmary signification of rnasculiniiy and the 

expression of masculine desires. It is significant to note that, although female cappers have 

been active participants in the scene from its beginnings, between 1984 and 1986 their 

influence was minor. For example, there were no femde acts on the Fresh Fest tours and it 

was not until Rap began its major crossover trend (mainly after 1986) that female rappea 

began to attain greater ncoepition and unit sales. In a word, the new male Rap acts were 

seen to embody an innate bodness that fit white teen expectations of its Rock stars. The 

argument might be made tbat Rap's crossover movement signaled another confitnnation of 



Rock's hegemony since it is the codes of Rock and its symbolic reproduction that, when 

grafted ont0 Rap, findly boosted it into the upper echelons of the music cbarts. 

Other changes were occumng as well as the vocal flow was transforming 

(becoming more complex and lcss ngidly fixed on the beat after 1986) and several new 

styles of delivery emerged. Lyrical content (which will be taken up later) also revealed 

shifting thematic trends, as Message Raps, Love Raps, Party Raps, and boasts al1 co- 

existed. In this regard, the genre's repertoire was expanding although the music's 

underlying "ghetto" sensibilities were still identifiable as a source of innovation with major 

stylistic changes in the genre continuing to take shape within smaller, more localized 

settings (clubs, etc.) before emerging as a larger trend. The sartorial B-boy image of Run- 

D.M.C., the punk-influenced image of the Beastie Boys, or the smooth lover-man image of 

Whodini and LL Cool I ail cornbiaed to illustrate the widening breadth of styles that fell 

within the Rap category and, in tandem, these shifts effectively rerouted the trajectory of 

Rap and Hip Hop. By 1985, it was impossible for industry detracton to refer to Rap in 

singular ternis and by 1986, Rap's sales were skyrocketing, led by Run-D.M.C.'s L,'P 

release Raising Hel1 which. on the strength of the singles "Walk This Way" and "My 

Adidas." became the genre's first certified platinum LP, and the Beastie Boys Liceme io 11I 

(Def Jam) which went on to sel1 in excess of 4 million units, "a standard unsurpassed in 

rap until 1990" (George. 1992: 27). 



Chapter 6 

Sub-Genres and Cultural Geouaphies; 
R ~ D  Ex~ansions in the Post-Platinum En 

Corpurute Intervention as Cul~irral Devaluution: 
Interrogating the Churr~ 

Rap's unprecedented successes, especially for artists recording with Profile, Def 

Jÿm, and Tomrny Boy Records had a massive impact on the music industq and heiped to 

stimulate sales in the entire black music market. ironically, the genre's sales were lifted by 

the Beastie Boys who, on the strength of Licensed to 111, had the first Rap album ever to 

reach number one on the Billboard Pop Album chart, selling triple piatinum (in excess of 

three million units) in less than eight months. The concept of a white act surpassing sales 

of other acts in a black-dominated genre was not rernotely foreign as the history of 

American popular music from Big Band Jazz to Rocktn'Roll illustrates at numerous 

junctures. Nor was it an accident as Def Jam consciously positioned the album in the 

market to reach a white teenaged consumer majonty with pater per capita disposable 

income. The group's blend of Rap and Punk Rock and their persona as hip urban "party 

animals" üppeded to a cross-section that drew from several audience taste formations, 

especially on college and university campuses with alternative campus-based radio stations 

where they received regulür airplay. Even with the sales dominance of the Beastie Boys at 

this stage Rap did not succumb to an onslaught of white opponunists eager to exploit the 

trend and veiy few white artists have subsequently been able to establish a sustained profüe 

in the genre. 

In early 1986. Billboard reported that "the widening success of rap and street music 

made by artisrs like Run-D.M.C.. the Fat Boys and Whodini hasn't been lost on the 

majors ... While lines between black and white artists are being blurred in the pop market, 

major labels are also taking a closer look at n p  and other stnftiy urban styles" (George and 

Goodman, Jan. 25, 1986: 1). Black music was "boorningtt and the major labels were not 



always at the center of the market activity, having fallen behind in certain black market 

secton. They continued to forge distribution deals with the independenis working in Rap 

in the post-platinum period of the mid- 1980s w hile simultaneousl y attempting to 

consolidate their intemal resources in black A&R, increasing their cornmitment to black 

artists, responding to consumer trends, and driving sales through better promotion and 

artist support. 

At the same time, black culture. identity. and musical expression were also central 

issues to comrnunity elders and national leaders who had fought long and hard throughout 

the Civil Rights and Black Power movements in the 1950s. 609, and early 70s. Between 

1985 and 1986, discriminatory music industry practices attracted the attention and cntical 

scrutiny of Jesse Jackson as well as the National Association for the Advancernent of 

Colored People (NAACP), and in January 1 987 the NAACP released a report condemning 

the industry for racial discrimination throughout its ranks. Along with these allegations the 

report assailed the industry for racial exploitation for having concentrated its efforts on 

crossover sales by black artists. Thus, even as black music was reaching a commercial 

peak, it was perceived by many cultural critics as being in a morass as its cultural traditions 

were being threatened by industry interventions and its capacity to mobilize political 

awareness or to provide cultural adhesion was at nsk across generations. Many cultural 

cntics begrudgingly acknowledged that Rap offered a unique and valuable alternative since 

the industry manipulations of biack music and talent were mainly concentrated on Pop 

music. Despite its multi-platinum sales. Rap was still largely free of mainsiream industry 

interventions and was considered as a purer expression of black cultural identity and youth 

experience by progressive (and usually younger) analysts. 

As the NAACP study claimed, the thnist for crossover which broupht many 

previously obscure black artists to a much larger and more culturally diverse social 

spectrum also had negative effects within the blaclc musical communi ty. Billboard' s 

optimistic report is ultirnately misleading for wt al1 forms of black music were benefiting 



from increased marketing and sales promotion by the major labels. For instance, while 

many Pop and R&B acts willingly positioned themselves for maximum crossover 

exposure, other black artists were frustrated by the major label push for crossover and were 

subtly encourapd to alter (or bleach) their sound and style to accornodate wider audience 

tastes. As the NAACP correctly noted, the major corporate entities themselves were often 

responsible for assembling and grooming favored crossover acts which would transcend 

the Black Singles or Black Albums charts. creating a two-tier system within black music 

consisting of those who were targeted primarily toward the black charts and those who 

were positioned for crossover to the Pop charts and the larger white audience base. 

This was no& unique to the period. having become an established practice at least 

since the 1950s when R&B and Rock'n'Roll gained massive populanty. In the 1980s the 

trend was much more agpressively driven due to the enhanced economic stakes involved. 

Lionel Richie is one example of an artist who crossed over with relative ease: a founding 

member of the successful R&B group The Commodores (which &ad a string of Top Ten 

Pop hits but were more consistently npresented on the R&B/Soul chart hits in the mid- 

W O s ) ,  Richie embarked on a solo career in 1981 and through careful orchestration by his 

label (Motown), established himself as an Adult Contemporary and Pop hitmaker. 

following in the steps of Motown's earlier superstars, Marvin Gaye and Smokey 

Robinson. Far too frequeatly. acts whose recordings reached nurnber one on the black 

charts would languish in the mid-ranges of the Pop charts, often as a result of the f a i l u ~  

for labels to provide market push for the release or the artist involved. The deeper cultural 

influences that were associated with Sou1 and Funk in the l%ûs and 70s. however, were 

often absent from the material of 1980s black crwsover ariists. This absence was regarded 

by many as having a diluting effect on the connective and culhirally sustaining role that 

these musical foms once scrved in their prime. Politicized content and more radically- 

oriented musical aesthetics (evideat, for example, in the crossover Marvin Gaye hits 



"What's Going On" or "Mercy Mercy Me (The Ecology). 1971, Tamla/Motown) became 

increasingly rare as black Pop was streamlined for more a general mainstream audience. 

The plight of many black R&B and Sou1 singen was furtber complicated by 

cornpetition from talenteci white artists such as George Michael who worked in traditiooally 

black dominated idioms. For example, several of Michael's releases were in high rotation 

on black radio and urban format stations across the nation. Faith (1988, Columbia) 

reached aurnber one on the Top Black Albums chart in May. 1988, earning him accolades 

and awards as a SoullR&B artist. This white encroachment on a cornerstone of black 

cultural expression subsequently caused a major furor within black musical and cultural 

debates althougb this was neither the f int  oor the last of the issue. 

While Rap and (especially) black Pop were experieocing a market surge in 1986- 

tY7, this period also saw the overail market decline of Funk and with it the declining 

influence of a particular musical and cultural era that had engendered Rap. Despite the 

cootinued populanty of Funk-oriented Dance music; the unwavering commitrneat to Funk 

demonstrated by artists including Rick James or Roger Troutrnan's Zapp in the early 

eighties; the ongoing Funk influences that remained central to Prince's compositions (and 

those of his Minneapolis proteges The Time) throughout the decade or to Cameo, whose 

1986 release " Word Up" (Pol yGram) was their best-selhg release ever (eventuall y 

reaching the Billboard Top Ten), original Funk-based mainstays such as George Clinton 

and Km1 and the Gang faded from the chais. This is aot an insignificant developrnent for 

at the same moment that traditional Funk waned, it began to be appropriated by young Rap 

producen who found a treasure trove of familiar sounds and beats that formed the 

backdrop for some of Rap's most exciting and important recordings. 

The use of digital samplers, which were a common feature of recorded Rap by 

1986, effectively maintaincd many of the eariier Funk influences in black popular music, 

making select bats €rom songs such as James Brow a's "Funky Dnimmer" into Hip Hop 

standards. Despite numemus legal copyright batties dong the way, by the early 1990s 



several of the musicians whose work provided this sarnpling archive saw their careers 

reinvigorated, most notably George Clinton who after a career hiatus (and several 

uninspired record releases) has retumed to regular touring. even appeanng on the much- 

hyped Lollapalooza alternative music tour in 1994. Hip Hop culture and the Rap that flows 

within it consist of an array of cultural expressions that connect black traditions with 

contemporary social practices. This interaction between a cultural past and present is of 

considerable importance to black youths working in the genre, having been crucial to its 

development in the same generai period that the dynamic articulation of black nationalistic 

ideologies rose to the fore in the pst-platinum era. 

The Top Black Albums chart in mid-1987 provides an appropriate site for assessinp 

the shifting tenain of black music and the cornpeting strains within it at the tirne. The 

charts reflect an interesting split in terrns of artists and genre. Sharing chart-space are Pop 

and R&B artists (Jody Watley, Luther Vandross. Smokey Robinson. and Anita Baker), 

Funk-oriented artists (such as Prince, Cameo, and The System). and Rap artists (including 

The Beastie Boys, Run-D.M.C., Kool Moe Dee, Salt 'n' Pepa, D.J. Jazzy Jeff and the 

Fresh Rince, 2 Live Crew. and Public Enemy). As Billboard noted, as many as 14 of the 

mid-year chart albums were by rappers (June 6, 1987:26). Both white and black 

consumen in the over-25 derno,pphic were respondiog well to the Soul-orientecl sounds 

of Anita Baker. Maze and Frankie Beverly. Freddie Jackson, or Luther Vandross (ail of 

whom were prominent components of piaylists on the iduential Quiet Storm radio format 

ihat, like Rap, rnatured in the mid-eighties) while independent Rap labels reaped massive 

sales among both white and black teem. 

The Hot Black singles chart of November 7, 1981 reflects a sornewhat different 

phenornenon. however, as contemporary Rap and Pop artists were matched by recordinp 

mainstays from the 1- and 19709: The O'Jays. Michael Jackson. Marlon Jackson, The 

Temptations. and Stevie Wonder occupied five of the top ten spots. Cleady, black radio's 

rejectioo of Rap is responsible for its poor showing in this list. As Nelson George and 



many independent label executives postulated in the pages of Billboard, the older and 

middle-class interests controlling many black "hit" stations sought a more upscale 

listenenhip to deliver to advertisen and, perhaps more ceotrally, they generally preferred 

the more familiar sounds and styles of established Sou1 and R&B acts. This suggests that 

transcultural listeoer patterns and crossover dynamics were uot of soie importance within 

the black musical community, but the generational split that defined market distinctions 

was also responsible for many characteristics of the black music charts and market sales 

action. 

Cultural respoosibility on ihe part of black radio program directon seemed to be an 

underlying issue as Rap struggled for consistent airplay on black radio. There was a 

prevalent discourse that cast reluctant programmers as being insufficieotly sensitive to their 

cultural role despite the counter argument suggesting that "an audience, not a musical 

form's cultural mots, dictates what a station should play" (Olson, Billboard, June 18, 

1988: 69). Black radio's general lack of committment to Rap stymied many iodependent 

Rap label executives who had assumed that resistance to the genre would decrease after it 

had attained a certain level of acceptance and success. They argued against Rap's ongoing 

marginalizatioo, suggestiag that its market strengtb alone qualified it for inclusion on 

mainstream black radio stations and rejected program directors' rationalizations that the 

genn wasn't commercially viable for radio. 

After years of exclusion on black radio and in the aftemath of Run-D.M.C.5 

massive hits " Walk This Way" and "My Adidas," many Rap labels actuall y began turning 

away from black radio. Instead they concentrated their efforts on Top 40 radio which had 

been instmmental in breaking several Rap hits and seemed better able to accomodate a 

flexible format. Ice-T's track "Radio Sucken" from the 1988 LP Power (Rhyme 

Syndicate/Sire) directly fastigates black radio program directors with the lines: 

...Look, check out the sales charts, 
My record's kickin', I'm breakin' P.D.'s karts, 
They banned me h m  their shows, 
Because they said I'm too hard, 



But no sell-out, 1 guess I'm just barred! 

... Radio Suckers Never Play Me! 
"Tone it down" is what they said to me. 
'The FCC will not allow profanity. 
Your subject matter's too bard, make a love song," 
You better get real, corne on, 
I ain't no lover. I'm a fighter ... 
Radio Sucken Never Play Me! 

The album liner notes also offer special thanks "to al1 the radio stations with brains and 

guts." Further defining his position, he stated "1 dont thiak the negative propaganda about 

rap cornes frorn the true black community -- it cornes from the bourgeois black comrnunity, 

which 1 hate ... The bourgeois blacks term Freddie Jackson 'good R&B1 and rap as 'nigger 

music, too black.' The black bourgeois rniddle class don't want their kids to listen to this 

'nigger music'" (Billboard, Dec. 24, 1988: R 5). 

Even with the nepative examples of industry manipulation in Pop and R&B genres. 

Nelson George and othen speculated on the virtues of major label participation in Rap. 

The latent belief was that. if the majors were to take a more agpressive role in Rap rather 

than functioning at am's length frorn the scene, their considerable heft and influence would 

leverage Rap onto black radio playlists and give it exposure cornensurate with its sales 

and market impact. Of course, these were hypothetical postulations for although the 

major's had proven effective in boosting Rap's commercial profile by bringing it to a varied 

urban and suburban market through lucrative distribution arrangements their direct impact 

on radio programmiog remained neglible. Looking back at this stage, it is obvious that 

non-commercial campus and community radio, aloag with several key urban commercial 

stations (including LA.'s all-Rap format station KDAY and New York's WKSS and 

WBLS, which regularly prograrnmed Rap and featured Rap day-parts) were leading the 

charge in Rap broadcasting, fulfilling their broadcast mandates while bringing the newest 

Hip Hop jams to audiences in  major broadcast areas. As Rap's hardcore edge (that 

included the music of Riblic Enemy, Boogie Down Roductioas, and N.W.A.) emerged in 

1981-88, campus and community radio offered one of the few opportunities to tegularly 



hear recordings w i thout actuall y punihasing them since product by these artists was deemed 

unacceptable for mainstream broadcasting. Mainstream black radio's vimial absence from 

the scene was even more apparent in view of the fact that they often ody played the biggest 

hits these major releases had broken on Top 40 or free-form stations. As a result 

black radio stations were no longer perceived as cultural taste leaders in new black youth 

music and teen listenen tuned out in search of more consistent Rap programming. In New 

York and LA.. the two largest Rap radio markets. stations that ngularly featured Rap day- 

parts or that switched formats completely to accomodate a steady playlist of Hip Hop music 

often had the best "books," making sizeable gains in listener shares. 

Writing in Billboard, Nelson George retrospectively assesses Rap's positive 

influence within a generally declining quality of black music over the previous ten yean, 

identifying the culprit as "corporate black music." He defines this as "product that had iis 

raw edges rubbed off, that took the mellow side of black music as the standard by which ali 

the music should be measured" (July 26, 1986: 23). While George presents these 

corporate market-driven expediencies as the negative result of industry intervention, the 

crossover trend was perceived by many (predorninantly white) executives within the 

industry itself as a sign that tastes across racial demographics were in fact converging. 

Pointing to the increased number of black artists naching the Top Ten cbarts and achieving 

gold and platinum sales, the industry leaders had what they considered to be reliable 

evidence that their support of black music was positive and reaching fruition. In an 

industry context, however, succeu is measund rnonetarily; cultural aesthetics, history, and 

tradition a n  of minor, if aoy, concem. 

Rap was conceived at this point as a renegade force within the music industry, 

running over the charts with an unforeseen market strength as black and white teenagers 

embmced it in al1 of its various foms and styles. As the main black musical fonn carrying 

the harder and mon "raw-edged" elements of Funk fonvard into the mid-eighties, Rap 

actually had a recuperative effect, sustaining the Funk core while adapting it to 



contemporary expressions of black cultural identity. Rap was regarded by many younger 

critics as a bastion against the further erosion of black music's cultural relevance, leading 

George to state that "from its lyrics to its beat, it is as true an expression of the sensibility 

of urban black America as anything since souln (ibid). 

In this lies the affirmative logic that was gradually adopted among many Rap artists 

themselves for it was becoming the dominant belief among black youth that true black 

identity could only be forged from the convergence of funky beats and experiences of 

contemporary ghetto existence which Rap addressed with gmwing frequency. White 

teens, with very few exceptions, were "eavesdroppers" (according to Ice Cube) as black 

youths undertook the project of nconstructing their social and politicai identities that were 

articulated wi thin Rap's rhythms and discourses with greater urgency in the pst-platiaum 

era. By 1988, the socially aware discoune that was initially popularized by "The Message" 

was being asserted as a dominant element of the new Rap music. Through a mon 

pmnounced ideological bearing and explicitly cultural discoune. Rap artists bepan CO 

establish strong and consistent links between issues of race, space, and youth identities, 

reproducing a facet of the g e m  that has had important consequences for blacks of al1 age 

groups. 

Paul Gilroy addresses this phenornenon when he describes "a distinct, often 

priestly caste of organic intellectuals" (which he advances in a Gramscian sense of the terni) 

who have actively maintained a sense of black cultural iradition while influencing cultuial 

transformation and growth in and thmugh their music: 

They have often pursued roles that escape categorisation as the practice of 
either legislators or interpreters and have advanced instead as tcmporary 
custodians of a distinct and ernbattied cultural sensibility wbich has also 
operatecf as a political and philosophical resource. The irrepressible 
rhythms of the once forbidden dmm are often still audible in their work. Its 
characteristic syncopations still animate the basic desi res - to be free and to 
bc oneself - that a& revealcd in this counterculnire's unique conjunction of 
body and music. (1993: 76) 



As this passage suggests, the capacity for musi: to communkate and disseminate more 

deeply felt elements of either subjective or collective identities that fa11 within what Gilroy 

tems a "cultural sensibility" is a central factor in the role of musical expression. Rap is but 

the latest and currently most iduential form in a lengthy tradition of black musical 

expressiveness that transmits the psychical materiais upon which people of a shared but 

dispened culture can draw as a "resource." In this reading, then. the cultural functions of 

the music in relation to black cultural issues are at odds with the industry and market 

expediencies that sweep it up and into another realm, one that adhens to a quite separate 

(though not isolated) cultural sensibility, a capitalist and materialistic sensibility. 

Yet as Gilroy and others have remarked, there is rarely a cohesive blackness that 

serves to unite and bond blacks across the broad diaspora, let alone within a nation 

demarcated by cultural unevenness and geo-cultural variation. Noting the s t ruggles over 

authenticity and cultural identities that have produced numerous ruptures within the Hip 

Hop "nation" as well as within the more encompassing category of "black music," Gilroy 

states that "the fragmentation and subdivision of black music into an ever-i ncreasi ng 

proliferation of styles and genres ... has also contnbuted to a situation in which authenticity 

emerges amoag the music makers as a highly charged and bitterly contested issue" (ibid: 

%). With the ongoing industnal appropriation of black music, Rap's status as the next and 

newest fom of black musical invention made it an optimist's repository for the ideals and 

values of black cultural autbenticity. The stniggles which have easued sioce and which 

have. by the mid-nineties, reached deadly proportions clearly involve issues related to the 

definition of a black ideitity within competing Hip Hop cultural semibilities as well as 

debates over what image of black identity &ail dominate. 

More recentfy. Rickey Vincent has examined the rnid-to-late eighties period and the 

industry push for artist crossover that began in the Disco era of the late 1970s. He 

describes the industry's actions as a frontal assault in a "war on the funk," wtitiag that 

"major labels took control of every aspect of black music at the time, from management to 



distribution. promotion and acmd musicalproducrion. leaving a perceptible void in the 

hem and soul of a people's collective identity" (19%: 213). He sugpsts that it was at the 

urging of the major labels that many Funk acts first began to adapt their matenal toward 

Disco in the attempt to catch the wave that swept much of the industry in the late 1970s and 

early 1980s. Additional influences, such as the ovenise of digital synthesizer technologies 

that de-emphasized the traditional Funk ingredients of the siapping bass guitar or 

syncopated horn sections contributed to the erosion of the genre as the industry began 

favoring radio-fnendly. dance-onented Pop. Of course. neither iodustry manipulations or 

technolopical invention automatically produce conditions of cultural devaluation. Vincent 

does not elaborate on other related factors such as a growing conservatism among black 

middle-class consumers and deeper generatiooal taste cleavages (exemplified by black radio 

programming) that w e n  undoubtedly impiicated in the changes that he observes. 

Vincent Veen toward George's position when he asserts that "The Funk" is and 

remains the fundamental element in cootemporary black music. Following this logic leads 

him to the daim that, by chanellinp black music toward what industry insiden considered 

to be a more widely palatable f om for maximum crossover, they were actually 

undermining the deeper cultural roots of black musical expression. His argument holds to 

an inconsistently applied notion of black authenticity and cultural essentialism that, as he 

sees it. is forged in the music itself and is disseminated in rhythms and in iyrical 

discourses. He wntes that "in the 19'70s it was first soul and then The Funk tbat 

maintaineci many of the values that w e n  integral to the black comunity's sense of identity 

-- but that al1 changed in the 1980s" (19%: 272). Mile  this is largely true, he under- 

theorizes the relations between commerciaiism, communi ty, identi ty, and "the Funk." 

Having demonized the majors. Vincent then points to the nse of black-owned independent 

labels as the saviour of black musical expression. positing Rap as the new musical and 

cultural force sbaping black identitities. 



Market Fragme~arion and the R e m  of the Catalogs 

Following the breakthrough success of Profile and Def Jam in 1986 and 1981, 

Billboard again paid special attention to activities among the indie street labels, reporting on 

the rneans and apparatuses that sustained their sales and propelled Rap into the mainstream. 

With the major labels trying to cover al1 markets, trying to be al1 things to al1 people in 

terms of musical production and sales, one of their market strategies was displayed in the 

trade magazine's advertising at the time. As headlines proclaiming "lndependents Enjoy a 

Major Tumaround" (May 2-1 W: 9); "Small Labels Mainiain Street Sense" (May 9, 1987: 

33); and "Rap Taps into Mainstream Market (Sune 6, 1987: 26) announced smdl label 

activity in the Rap genre, major labels such as Capitol and Columbia were purchasing 

double page spnads advertising the release of catalog rnatenal by the Beatles, the Rolling 

Stooes and Pink Royd in the CD f ~ n n a t . ~  

The major labels were sitting on a gold mine of master tape recordings as well as 

being heavily invested in their established rosten. Corporate value was primanly rooted in 

what the companies already owned more than in their vision to capitalize on new musical 

foms or to develop new artists (despite stated intentions to reinforce black A&R units). 

Motown Records, once the rnost important purveyor of popular music by black artists. also 

exploited its extensive catalog as a J3illboard special section on black music reported in 

Septernber, 1986. Motown had by this time already abdicated its influentid leadership role 

as a black-owned and operated label working almost exclusively with black acts and Del 

Jam was on the verge of becomiag the second largest Mack-owned label operating in the 

u . s . ~  By 198687, Motown was largely out of touch with black "street music," and its 

* Sales of CD players and dislw were in a rapid upswing in ihis p e n d  as stanâards and quality were king 
es~blished across the industry. rcported ihat in 1982 when they fini becarne availûble at remil, 
25,000 CD players were sold. In 19û6, 5.5 million units haî bccn sold (Mar. 15, 1981: 88). iater that 
month the RIAA releaseâ figures that iimdicated the drop in sales for tPs bctwcni 1%86 was 18% and that 
the rise in CD sales for the same petid was 291%. Although prerecordcd cassettes were the dominant 
coriliguration for 1985, it was reportcd thar market saturation was resulting in declining sales of cassette 
cornponcnts. (Mar. 29, lm). 
64 By most aumunu, Motown's p l d e n  period as 'the voicc of young Arnenca" endd in 1972 whcn the 
label's founder, Berry Gordy, moved the operation from Detroit to Lm Angeles. 



revenues were better guaranteed by CD reissues of established hit classics by proven stars, 

the sustained appcal of its main c h h g  artist Lionel Richie as well as Stevie Wonder, and 

a struggliog stable of moderately talcnted artists. It was not until the mid- 1990s. with the 

appointment of Andre ~arrel65 to the position of President that Motowa atternpted to 

reconnect with the youth market. 

At the same tirne then was also intense industry restructuring undeway as 

transnational corporate mergers and buyouts extended patterns of industry concentration. 

CBS (and subsidiaries Columbia and Epic), WEA (Wamer Brothers, Elektra, and 

Atlantic), PolyGram, RCA, MCA. and Capitol-EMI dominated the industry, controlling 

almost90% of the popular market. In relation to their music divisions (as opposed to 

corporate involvement in other media and entertainment sectors). major label reputation. 

wealth, and value were considerably dependent on past Pop and Rock-oriented archivai 

assets as well as the capacity to continue turning out mega-hits by mega-groups on an 

international scale. Indeed, the stage was set for major acts such as Aerosmith, MichaeI 

Jaclcson, Madonna, George Michael, Rince, and R.E.M. to sign massive multi-year 

contracts that effectively bound them to their corporate labels. The image of corporate 

behemoths staggerinp under their own weight with a roster of similarly "heavyU acts to 

manage while Rap's independent labels made fast contacts with new artists targeting 

regional and national domestic markets is not altogether inaccurate. 

As the catalog CD advertisements reflect, the major labels were seeking to exploit 

their vaults of recorded maienal and to m p  the financial rrwards as consumers adjusted to 

the new CD technologies by repurchasing classics that they often already owned on 

viny[.& Altbugh adults were responding to the technological shift from vinyl to CDS, 

teen music consumers generally lacked the capital to make the transition immediately as the 

65 Koown in the eari y 19ûûs as Dr. Jeckyll. Hvrrl fonned haif of the Rap duo Dr. Jeekyll and Mt. Hyde 
which bad several charting rcleases, Later he was an executive with Def Jam berore starring his own 
succtssful label, Uptown Rewrds. 

As the industry war Pdjusting to the transition to CD configuration. reported ihat "1991 
e m s  to be shaping up as the ycar the reissue will reach its crestm (March 23, 1991: f 1). 



new CD technologies became available. This was even more true among minonty teea 

markets. As George PZasketes observes, mobility was another crucial element in the 

demise of the vinyl LP: "to a generation raised on 'boom boxes' and the Sony Walkman, 

music mobility is a necessity. And, vinyl does not travel. While the tendency is to amibute 

vinyl's decline almost exclusively to compact discs, cassettes have quietly been a 

contributing factor" (1992: 1 12). In Rap, cassettes as well as vinyl w e n  the two major 

selling configurations, with CDS only becorning a ngular feature after 1988. Indeed, the 

industry movernent away from vinyl toward CDS caused considerable concem and debate 

among Hip Hop DJs who relied on vinyl releases for their livelihood. 

Uafounded conspiracy theories occasionally circulated within the Hip Hop culture. 

Among tbem was the daim that since they weren't profiting from Rap anyways. the majors 

were entirely unconcemed that their actions might destroy Rap and the independent Rap 

labels by forcing a change to CD-based technologies. Still, the independent labels 

maintaincd a stroag (if not necessarily controlling) presence in the Rap market to the end of 

the decade, and the genre benefited in market tems from new access to the national and 

international distribution systems that the major labels provided -- and profited from. 

Independents also maintained their connections wi th smaller. more localized si tes of 

musical production and consumption by following the standard Dance music practices of 

circulating album tracks to club DJs for remixinp and re-release in the 12-inch format. As 

well, they made positive efforts to improve the overall quality of LP refeases (more 

coherence and, in Def Jarn's case, more tracks on each album) which were perceived as 

being of better value for teen consumers with limited income. 

Cortcert Violence and the Comttaining Force 
of Rapts Negative Stigma 

Cootrasting Rap's bright sales prospects, between 1985 and 1989 Hip Hop hit a 

wall of ncgativity that complicated its gmwth and expansion. Spontaneous Rap concert 

violence became a dominant issue within the music industry as muggings, stabbings. and 



shootings were part of a recumng pattern in the large arena venues across the nation. 

Amoag t h e s  incidents were multiple stabbings at the 19û5 W h  Groove concert at New 

York's Madison Square Garden; a wave of street muggings in the afterrnath of the Madison 

Square Garden stop of the Run-D.M.C. "Raising Hell Tour" in luly, 1986; and the 

infamous Long Beach Arena "riot" during the "Raiçing Hell" performance in Aupust, 

1986. As the severity of incidents and their frequency increased throughout the late 1980s, 

bath civic and industry attentions were turned to the particular minonty youth cultures that 

produced Rap and comprised its primary audience. 

Of the incidents, Long Beach was the most striking because of its scale; 42 people 

were injured as marauding gang sets cruised the venue abusing other attendees and battling 

arena security. the police, and each other. Although Tricia Rose isolates the September. 

19s stabbing death of 19 year old Julio Fuentes at a show featuring headliaen Eric B and 

Rakirn at Naussau Veterans Mernorial Coliseum in Uniondale, New York as being of 

palticularsignificance67. the earlier Long Beach "ot can be more accurately identified as 

Rap music's "Altamont." The positive growth that the earlier Fresh Fest tours had 

engendend as the music expanded geographically was suddenly tainted by an image of 

ghetto ferocity that would continue to plague the Hip Hop culture (even though the violence 

in Long Beach was more accurately attributable to deep-seated animosities betweeo w d n g  

gang sets than to Rap fans per se). 

Mainstrearn media reports on the Long Beach Coliseum tour date failed to explicitly 

address the violence as being gang-related nor did they clarify that, rather than somehow 

being the respoosibility of the aitists involved, the violence was spaiially motivated, owiog 

to a context in which Rap fans of wamng gangs converged within a compressed space. 

Maiastream media and critics also tended to focus on the stereotypical associations beiween 

67 The incident ciicd by Rose wao in Taft a ut;ilyst wiihin the Rap scrne- Motivated Rap artists with, 
among others. Lm cdumnist Nelson George, organized public demonstntions against concert and 
cornmunity violence under thc m e  the Stop the Violence Movement. The group reaxded the twelve-inch 
singIc "Self-Des~uction"(1989, Jive Records) which cntered the Hot Rap Singies chart at numkr one on 
Mar. 11, 1989, eventually selling gold and nising in cxcess of $2ûû,000 for the National Urban League. 



Rap music, black youth, and masculine aggression. Countenng these reductive 

representations, Run-D.M.C. announced in a press conference the following day that the 

group "refuses to play Los Angeles until police or other authorities take sterner measures to 

protect Run-D.M.C. fans against local gangs. The gangs stand for everything rap is 

against ... Other cities don't have the problems that L.A. has. Run-D.M.C. isn't the 

problem, L.A. is the problern" (Billboard, Aug. 30, 1986: 7). The group appeared on a 

]ive telephone call-in program on Los Angeles Rap station KDAY to discuss the incident 

and its implications for fans, the proup, and Rap music in general. This fact also reflects 

the centrality of KDAY in the L.A. Hip Hop scene, since it occupied a connective 

community role in which relevant issues were aired along with the broadcasting of new 

Rap releases. Ironically, the incident was a catalyst for a much-needed debate on South 

California's gang culture as well as on the ethical responsibilities of Rap artists who had 

emerged as influentid public figures or, in a more problematic mode. as role models for 

teenagers. 

The incident also announced to East Coast rappers that, for al1 their similanties, 

black teenagers in Long Beach and the gnater Los Angeles area functioned according to 

drastically different codes and operated withio highly structured spatial parameters that 

were quite different than those in New York and other eastem seaboard cities. Within two 

years, with the emergence of the Gangsta Rap subgenre, the spatial dynamics and 

implications of place-based social identification that shape the L.A. youth environment 

would k publicized throughout the nation. producing eveo deeper cleavages between black 

teeas and adults, white and black comrnuni ties, and East and West Coast rappea. 

Many of the resultant phenornena that Rose points to (including the negative impact 

on future Rap boolrings, idated venue insurance cos& for Rap concert promoters, as well 

as the circulation of public perceptions of mayhem or danger associated with Rap) also 

actually began with the Long Beach Arena incident two years prior to the Nassau Coliseum 

killing. Commenting on the rapid rise of insurance costs for large-venue Rap concerts after 



the Long Beach incident, the CO-promoter of the 1986 Run-D.M.C. tour noted that the 

insurance cost per paid spectator for Rap shows had increased from 2.5 cents to 26 cents a 

head over a t h e  year period, resulting in higher ticket prices and making tours more 

difficult to mount. Billboard featured the headline "Venue Reads the Riot Act Following 

Melee: Run-D.M.C. Gig Spurs Arena Policy Changes" (Aug. 30, 1986: 7), reporting thai 

Long Beach Arena managers would more carefully scrutinize an act's performance record 

prior to booking but wouid not discriminüte againsi any particular genre. This quaiification 

was meant to encompass both Rap and Heavy Metai, the latter of which was also 

developing a negative reputation although this was more for venue property damage and 

self-induced injury than fan violence. 

The trend did, however. continue and intensib after the Naussau Coliseurn killing 

w ith B illboard reporting that the Trans-Arnerica insurance cornpany " has cancelled 

coverage in mid-term for G-Street Express of Washington, D.C., the show's promoter and 

a major player in the blûck music scene" (Dec. 24. 1988: 6). Consequently. several other 

insurance undenuriters closely examined the Rap tour industry, citing perceptions of a high 

risk insurance environment as k ing  a major inhibitor in extending coverage to venues and 

promoters. A year Iüter. under the headline "Many Doors Still Closed to Rap Tours," it 

was reported that "venue ~vailabiliry is down 33% because buildings are limiting n p  

shows" (Haring, Dec. 16, 1989: 1). Whereas prior to 1988 Rap headline tours had 

frequently been listed on the Billboard Boxscore chart for top concert revenues, after 1988 

the occasional Rap act was listed on rnixed-bill engagements with R&B headliners. In the 

attempt to circumvent the restrictive policies of insurance companies and venue managers. it 

soon becarne common practice for promoters to book Rap and non-Rap headlinea together 

(sornething that had ken  cornmon as Rap was breaking into the rnainstream earlier in the 

decade) in mixed bills that genedly drew from a broader audience demographic and 

included more female attendees. The strategy at tîmes stretched credibility and common 

sense, as in one instance that saw KRS-1 and his hardcore Rap unit Boogie Down 



Pmductions being promoted as a reggae act "because he bas a lot of reggae in his music" 

(ibid). 

Where the pnvious Fresh Fest and Def Jam tours had been a fundamental factor in 

opening up middle America to Rap and its constituent elements, the repeated violence at 

Rap shows began having a reverse effect as venue management. local police forces, and 

civic administrators al1 acted within their authonty ta restrict live Rap performances in 

largcr public spaces. This ofien meant that the shows were undersolcf and frequently re- 

booked into smaller theaters or halls in predominantly black communities where fewer fans 

could afford ticket prices and young white Rap fans were less likely to venture at night. 

Even though subsequent tours such as the Def Jam 1981 tour were still touted as financial 

successes, there was a discriminatory antagonism between promoten and authorities that 

isolated Rap (as wefl as Heavy Metal) from the general Rock concert promotion business, 

containing and constraining Rap concerts. 

With the trend of concert violence, various official spokespeople from cultural 

watchdog groups (including the police) began to speculate publicly chat Rap presented mon 

than a context for violence but that it was actuall y a causal factor behind these outbreaks. 

Rap was discuaively portrayeci in these circles as a vector of a violence-inducing pathogen. 

There were ample cases to which the authorities could point as apparent evidence or proof 

of Rap's capacity to incite violence, creating an oddly rerniniscent link with dominant 

responses to Rock1n'Rol1 30 yean earlier. 

The perception of civic threat, however, was more proaounced since Rap's 

relati vely new crossovcr appeal meant that suddenly white suburban teens were also 

inclined to attend these concerts and were, consequenily, at risk. Rap shows provided a 

common space wbere black and white teen music fans conpregated, something that was 

genentlly less likely to occur with Rock or mainstrearn Pop shows. Other public spaces 

such as successfully desegregated high schools, movie theaters, and mails often offer a 

similar context Tor multiracial interaction. But concerts present a unique atmosphere for 



teenagers to mix and mingle since they occur in the evening and are often held outside 

localized neighborhoods where audience members actuaily live. Furthemon, in concert 

settings, youth dominates and there is a particular sense of teen liberty that pervades the iive 

ment, contributing substantially to the "fun" factor involved. Contrasting the h n  involved, 

considerable tension can result when teen audience memben collide with the institutional 

regulatory systems of venue security and a predominantly white police contingent which in 

many instances misunderstands or has little demonstrated tolerance for the cultural 

expressions of "fun" and pleasure that ensue at a successful Hip Hop show. 

Despite the legitirnate cornplaints stating that public venues should be free of danger 

to audiences, the conjunctioa between Rapts crossover appeai to a growing white youth fan 

base and venue violence was an implicit factor underlying the intensification of cails for 

censure by civic authorities. By 1987, the emergence of new subcultural strands within 

Hip Hop. rnost notably pro-black Afrocentrism and the aforernentioned "gangsta" 

mentalities that infomed the narrative imagery of Gangsta Rap, on1 y reinforced the 

perceived danger quotient among white parents as well as among middle-ciass black adults. 

Rap was itself undergoing diastic discursive shifts that added a potent blend of politics and 

aggression and with these changes came a more alert and sustained resistance to the musical 

fonn and its creators as conservative cultural groups such as the Pôrents Music Research 

Center (PMRC) mounted public campaigns against therne68 

The multiracial composition of Rap concert audiences was mgularly cited by Nelson 

George in his The Rhythm and the Blues column as an achievement that surpassed the 

corpontte engineering of crossover. Yet in much of the mainstrearn repoaing, Rap shows 

constituted a new space of mord panic and wen frequently the object of inflammatory 

attacks that stoked fear and concem among civic leaders and parents, effectively stalling 

For a detailed andysis of ihe issues and impact the PMRC and ohcr conscrvative watchdog giaips h d  
on popilar music and the industty, sec k b e e  Gardaio. 1997. Rockin' O . . 

ut: Po- Music in the U . S A  . .. 
Boston: Allyn and Bacon, pp. 423-439. 



ticket sales and overall attendance figures. By the summer tour season in 198769 Nelson 

George reported that the Beastie BoysjRun-D.M.C. "Together Forever Tour" was 

suffering from bad press and repeatedly encountered civic resistance despite few actual 

disruptions, resulting in lower-than-expected ticket sales and damaging the "interracial 

oood-will potential of the tour."70 Among civic officiais, the rhetorical emphasis was on b 

the reassertion of adult contml and of maintainina a structured autbonty within the social 

contours of law and order. Rap's commercial and popular success among teens drew i t to 

the attention of white authorities and it was subsequently subjected to closer surveillance 

and more stringent policing. In the discursive construction of social law and order, Rap 

was acquiring an outlaw reputation as these and other incidents cast the music, the artists, 

and its audiences as the product of a culture of violence. 

Tricia Rose explains that, "the question is not 'is there really violence at rap 

concerts,' but how are these crimes contextualized, labeled?" (1994: 133). As she notes, 

there are stakes involved in the processes of labelling Rap concerts as danger zones and as 

si tes of violence before the fact. It therefore remains crucial to interrogate the interesis 

involved and the means through which normative social morals and structures of social 

dominance are policed and maintained. This is especially so when the weight of authority 

is brought to bear on minority constituencies and cultural leisure practices that are in an 

expansive mode such as Rap was in this period. 

By 1991, Janine McAdams (who had had taken over The Rhythm and the Blues 

column from Nelson George) reported that the authorities and the media still blamed the 

music and the artists, writing that Rap was "still taking a beating for inciting violence," 

69 In the surnmcr of  1987. there were threc mjor Rap tours crossiag the counuy simultaneously: 
Togcther Forever, featuring Run-D.M.C. anci the Bcastie Boys; Def hm '87 with LL Cool J, Whodini, 
Doug E. Frtsh, Eric i3 and Rakim, Public Enemy, and Stetsasonic; and the Fresh Fest 'û7 Tour fcaturing 
the Fat Boys. Sdt'n1 Pepa, and Heavy D and the Boys. The tours d l  did well, with the Def lam tour 
averaging 10,000- 12,000 fans per shaw and grossing in exccss of S6.5 million Oct. 17, 1981: 
34). 
'0 -  For furthcr cornmcntaq on the incidents of media rnisrcponiag and civic m i s i a n a  to Rap tours at rhe 
time. see the editoriai "Run-D.M.C., Beasties Together: On Tour: A Dispsicch From the Front Lines," by 
Lyor Cohen, Chief Opcrating Manager of Rush Artist Management. (Billboerd, Sept. 17 1987: 9) 



(Jan. 19, 199 1 : 3 1) after a shooting occurred at a concert in Anaheim, California with Ice 

Cube. Tm Short and Yo Yo sharing the bill. Rap was perceived by fans and foes alike as 

a black-identified cultural fonn signifying a black youth sensibility -- its roots were 

undeniable. But over the years, concert violence has continually been reframed in officia1 

discourses as a seemingly obvious outcome for any event that is attended by a sizeable 

cmwd of minority teenagers. Defined in these tenus, the restrictive and ultirnately racist 

apparatuses of authority that Rap encounters are more clearly justifiable in official public 

spaces of debate. 

Temporal Distinctions Between Rap's Old ond New SchooLÎ 

Accompanying Rap's many changes betwcen 1986 and 1990 w e n  key aesthetic 

transitions that signaled a break from the popular Rock-influenced sounds that had 

propelled Run-D.M.C. and the Beastie Boys to the top of the Pop charts. Several 

infiuential albums - now considered classics in the genre -- by new artists introduced a 

wider range of Rap styles and represented a correspondingly wide range of regional 

activity. Among these am Eric B and Rakim's 1987 album debut Paid in Full (4th & 

Broadway/Island Records): Bwgie Down Productions' Criminui Mimfed (1987. B-Boy 

Records); DJ Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Rince's Rock the House (Jive); LL Cool J's Bigger 

and Deffer ( 1987, Def Jam); Ice-T's R h ~ e  Pays ( 1987, Sire); Public Enemy's Yu! 

Bumrush the Show (1987, Def Jam); Salt'N'Pepats Hot, Cool and Viciour (1986, Next 

Plateau); and 2 Live Crew's 2 Live Crew is What We Are (1981, Luke Skyywalker). 

Commenting on Rock music's cyclical patterns of obsolescence and renewal, Theodore 

Gracyk descri bes the phenornenon of "aesthetic fatigue" that necessitates either adj u s m ~ n t  

or death in a style or genre. He wntes, "there aren't always pressing social forces dnving 

change, and the 'problem' of gencrating the creation of artifacts need not be replaced by a 

fresh problem. We simply tire of our minor variations of the same oid thing" (19%: 206). 

The artists listed are exemplary of a respoase within Rap to aesthetic fatigue that had cnpt 



into the genre in 1985-86. The style, sound, and general "feeln of the industry leaders 

Run-D.M.C. or the Beastie Boys was, by 1987, almost four years old and their multi- 

platinum sales figures suggested that critical mass had finally k e n  reached. In fact, neither 

group ever matched the success of either Raising Hel1 or Licensed to Ill nor did they 

manage to maintain an innovative edge that could translate into sustained market dominance 

despite continued chart placement and concert drawing power. As David Toop notes, by 

1987, Rap was adrift without focus. yet over the course of rougbly eighteen months the 

impact of these emergent artists began to alter its trajectory. Rap was at risk of stagnation 

but the rise of a new wave of talent with distinct and distinctly fresh approaches to the 

genre revitalized it creatively as well as motivating its growth in the market, making this an 

important phase in the geo-cultural expansions of Hip Hop. 

Importantly. because the major labels were not the driving force behind Rap's 

market appeal and popular growth with consumer audiences, lhere is a sense of organicism 

in  the amval of these new artists and the proliferation of subgeneric styles. The Rap scene 

was diversifying from within and the results of this aesthetic diversification weie 

consequently made available to consumers as recorded product that was engineered and 

packaged primanly by independent labels, at least with their debut releases. In fact, even 

the genre distinctions (or what Frith refers to as "genre labels") that were implemented by 

the industry and Rap's various audience formations when describing these new styles were 

devised afier the fact, based on what were generally agreed upon characteristics of the 

sound or, more frequently, the lyrical content. These genre labels (Knowledge Rap, 

Gangsta Rap, Reality Rap, etc.) were eventually standardized in industry discourses and 

the media as a fom of marketing shorthand. They were deployed as an efficient means of 

description or as part of larger marketing strategies airncd at pmduct positioaing. 

From a commodity perspective. the enhanced stylistic variety provided a mucb 

needed diversity for the genre even though Run-D.M.C., the Beastie Boys, Whodini and 

several other arrists were leading the genre in ternis of sales and exposure. Through its 



distribution and sales apparatuses, the industry was better able to position different artists 

and their material for differeat listener groups, extending the range of options for Rap 

consumers. This suggests that industry appropriation and categorization also provided a 

service for the record buying public who could subsequently indulge in deeper levels of 

listener sophistication as they developed more refined tastes within the Rap meta-genre. 

Rap's expansion as a musical form and as a series of cornmodity products thus entered a 

new growth phase that more fully confonned to Rock which had. since the 1960s. 

developed a plethora of stylistic subgenres that accomodated different market groups and 

taste formations. 

There i s  also an important temporal aspect to these developments as the general 

stylistic and cultural disparities between early Rap and that of the iate 1980s led to che 

definitional distinctions between "Old School" and "New School" Rap. Not quite 

substantial enough to be defined as genre distinctions, the differences between 'Qld" and 

"New" school styles w e n  still sufficiently pronounced to warrant descriptive catepries 

that wen meaningful in industry and audience circles. By 1988, Rap had been a fully 

realized facet of black youth expression for over ten years and many of the emergent artists 

had grown through their formative teen years with Hip Hop as a standard cultural 

influence. Rap's impact at various junctures bas provided the funky backdrop to an eotire 

generation (and is now also doing so for another generation), spawning another wave of 

styles and d s t s  with a diverse range of talents71 

By the mid-1980s many teens held a dual attitude that, on the one hand, was 

respectful of the eatly Rap pioneen and their contributions to Hip Hop while. on the other 

band. king somewhat disparaging of older d s t s  who were no Longer considend curnnt, 

cutting edge or relevant to the scene. When artists' output fails to meet curren t standards in 

the eyes of other rappers or fans or wheo thcy are regarded as losing touch with the 

'1 For funher illustration of the divergences ktwcen 'OIdn and "Newn school Rap as well a3 for 
testimonial evi&ncc of the '01d School" influence on subsequcnt gentrations of Rap artists, 1 recommcnd 
the 19% Rap docmentary film The S b  W. 



evolving r e n e  and the emergent styles, they are said to be "falling off." Shifts in sartorial 

codes. verbal fonns or slang, rhythmic beats, vocal stylings, and thematic content werp al1 

factors that divided the Hip Hop generatioos, distinguishing Old Schwl from New School. 

Describing this phase in the scene as a low point, David Toop observes that "stream 

of consciousness self-praiseldissing 1 yncs.. .stretched ahead li ke a oarrow dark tunnel, 

restricting any kind ofcreative verbal expansion, blocking a clear view of the wider issues 

in which rap was a player" (1991: 174). Mentioning some of the emergent oames from 

1987 (several of whom are listed above), Toop acknowledges that, despite what he regards 

as a tendency toward banality, "there were good nleases." His criticism, however, lies 

mainly with the influential 'nsponse" records that swept the scene at the time as numerous 

acts addressed each other on vinyl, creating what amounted at times to little more than 

inside conversations or more aggressive infighting depending on the vitriol of the lyrics. 

What Toop seems to overlook in this particular analysis is the tradition of verbal jousting 

that is at the con of Rap's rhyming skills. owing much of its herihge to word games like 

"the dozens" or "snaps" (quick, cutting insults that are exchanged in informal cornpetitive 

forums). His assessrnent of what he considers to have been a faltering scene fails to 

acknowledge that there was a power stniggle underway with the weapons. appropriately, 

being words themselves. The apparent drift or loss of focus was due to a realignment of 

the scene and the changing of the guard as the older established artists wcre chailenged 

from below by up-andsorning artists displaying different skills than their predecessors. 

This was played out most promiaently in the oagoing public battle between Old 

School artkt Kwl Moe Dee, who cofounded the pioneering Treacherous Three (and who 

appeared in a cameo role in the 1984 fdm Beur Street) and LL Cool J who p e r ~ o ~ e d  the 

arrogant self-confidence of the mid-eighties New Schwl. The issue sparking the combat 

was simple in pnnciple: who is the baddest, freshest. deffesi rapper in the business? 

LLCool J set the tone by questionhg the talents of Old School rappers, deconstructing their 

dominance and positing himseif as the new Rap leader. The battle garnered considerable 



attention among Hip Hop fans and critics, however, for in the Rap scene these were not 

trifling daims but the equivalent of throwing down the gauntlet. The tension and 

antagonism between the two rappers in fact became a selling point, and both exploited the 

conflict as a means of generating p a t e r  consumer interest in their recorded output. With 

each new release each artist boasted about his own prowess while "dissingn (dismissing, 

disparaging, and disrespecting) the other, continuing the cycle through calculated responses 

that were eagerly anticipated by audiences. The blows were delivered in songs such as 

Kool Moe Dee's "How Ya Like Me Now" (1987, Jive) and LL Cool J's "Jack the Ripper" 

(1988, Def Jam) and, with the release of the LP How Ya Like Me Now, a cover photo of 

Kool Moe Dee driving a Jeep over LL Cool J's trademark Kangol hat. Descnbing their 

mutual antagonism, the liner notes to De/ Jam's Ten Year Anniversary CD compilation 

package (1995, Del Jam Records) draws a cornparison between the young boxer Cassius 

Clay who dethroned the "old bearn Somy Liston in the ring. 

Nelson George focused on the battle between the two rappers in his Billboard 

column under the headline "Old School and New School Rappers Battle for Supremacy: 

Kool Moe Dee, LL Cool J Get Busy." Whiie foregrounding the ternporality of their 

conflict, he also suggests that there is a spatial aspect involved that is a result of Rap's 

graduai expansion out of the aarrow locales where it was first founded. He writes. "the 

old-school rappers are those whose careers started in the New York boroughs of the Bronx 

and Manbattan during the early 70s. The terni 'new school' is applied to anyone outside 

that elite group, though it is usually meant to nfer  to successful young rappers from 

Queens or Long Island, N.Y., and elsewhere" (George. Mar. 12, 1988: 25). Yet by 

October, 1983, George again raised the issue of ternporality and artist longevity, noting that 

even such second generation or "new schd" rappers as Rm-D.M.C. were on the verge of 

being surpassed by the new influx of talent. As he writes: 

The trio has had to battle the fact that its image, once the height of 6-boy 
style, now looks a litile old-fashioned in ihis pcriod of hi@-low haircuts 
and Nike -- not Adidas -- sneaker dominauce ... Now Run, D.M.C., and 
Jam Master Jay are faced with the challenge of revitalizing their music and 



themselves. Whether they can do it will Say a lot about the longevity of 
rappcn in the marketplace. (Oct. 1, 1988: 27) 

George lurther observes that Old School artists such as the Fat Boys and Kurtis Blow were 

no longer connecting with young audience memben, with Kool Moe Dee being an 

exception. Although George does not cite a reason for Kool Moe Dee's ability to maintain 

audience interest, it was partly due to his Old School reputation, his  ample skills. and a 

willingness to battie that public exposure and sales were sustained. 

In a special section on Rap puMished in the December 24, 1988 issue of Billboard, 

Monica Lynch. Resident of Tommy Boy Records, is quoted as sayiog that "the way the 

New School of rappers dress, the way they rhyme is different frorn what's been going on 

in New York for the past four years. It's not Run-D.M.C. or an LL Cool J style. The 

New School doesn't have anything to do with the macho pasturing or busting a gold 

chain." In this case, Lynch is indicating the rise of yet another wave of talent including DJ 

Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Rince, Esic B and Rakim, and Public Enemy who comprised the 

ascendent goups in the Rap industry. This observation descri bes transitions that were 

undenvay in multiple contexts and helps to isolate the point of the crucial shift between Rap 

generations as the next crop of artists and styles emerged, establishing the patterns that 

were to dominate for roughly the next five years. 

While the context for Kool Moe Dee and LL Cool J's battle (waged on wax over the 

course of several releases and, on several occasions, in front of live audiences in concert 

settings) was ostensibly based on temporal disjunctions it also illustrated the influence of 

Rapts rise in the market. In an earlier pend. pnor to recording and industry interventions, 

the duelling MCs would have been almost exclusively contesting turf and local audience 

loyalties in the attempt io dominate each other. Through the display of rhyrne skills and 

clever boasts their efforts would have ken focused on establishing themselves as what 

Grandmaster Flash refen to as *the home champion." Turf was pnmarily associated with 

geographic space and the sense of place or sites of significance within which artists' 

identities were based. 



By 1988 Rapts commercial growth had altered the stakes and changed the form and 

forum of the battles as artists engaged in stniggles over 112cpket turf as well as physical 

spaces. Consurning fans were implicated at the point of purchase since it was record sales 

that constituted the final measurable page of Rap superiority. This can be discerned in U 

Cool J's derisive attack on Kool Moe Dee on the single "Jack the Ripper" where he states 

"How ya like me now?l I'm getting busierl I'rn double-platinum, I'm watchin' you get 

dizzier." Mile Kool Moe Dee was unquestionably a bankable talent and a bona fide Rap 

star, LL Cool J's sales far outdistanced him which was a reflection of his "victory" in the 

MC battle. By 19%. IL Cool J was still releasing new charting material while positioning 

himself for a film and television acting career. 

None of these commercial developments managed to fully eradicate the sense of 

geographic identification and turf' affiliation that had once been central to the scene. 

Numerous recordings were released that addressed space and place explicitly, boasting 

about the virtues of one's home environment while disrnissing or negating the devance of 

other spaces and places to which opposing rappen pledged allegiance. This was the key 

element in anoiher celebrated Rap battle iavolving MC Shan and KRS- 1. In 1987. Shan's 

single "The Bridge" (Cold Chillia'/WEA) attempted to elevate the profile of Queens and the 

Queensbridge Housing Projects in particular. challenging the Rap supremacy of the Brow 

as the home and heart of Hip Hop. Shan was a memkr of the Juice Crew, a production 

posse (including Marley Marl. the Real Roxame, Biz Marke, and Big Daddy Kane) that 

recorded on the independent Cold Chiiiin' label and represented some of the best Rap from 

the borough of Queens. KRS-I and DJ Scott LaRock of Boogie Down Roductions battled 

Shan on wax. releasing the devastating response records "South Bronxn and "The Bridge 

is Over" (1987. B-Boy Records). With the lyrics "Manhattan keeps on matin' it, 

Brooklyn' keeps on takin' it, Bronx keeps creatin' it. and Queens keeps on faking it," 

KRS-1 attacked MC Shan and the eatire Iuice Crew for "lyingR about Rap's origins. 

Significantiy, even the name Boogie Down Productions keeps the Bronx front and anter 



since the Hip Hop term for the borough is the Boogie Down Bronx. Shan's career as an 

MC took a major dive in the aftemath of his defeat by BDP although his moderately 

successful production carrer i ncl uded the production credi t for the huge Dancehall Reggae 

hit "Informer" by Canadian rapper MC Snow (1992, EastWest Records America). KRS- 1 

has continued to hone his reputation as one of the more skilled MCs in the business while 

also establishing himself as an important Rap producer and an unrelenting purveyor of 

"me" and "authentic" Hip Hop values7* 

The New Funk, the New Flow: Aesthetics, Siyle, and Conrem 

In 1987 Rap underwent a process of aesthetic transformation as i t fragmented into 

several prominent stylistic subgenres that presented a vanety of listening experiences. 

Rap's cadences which had been so closely linked to the rhythmic and vocal qualities of a 

Rock aesthetic for the previous three years showed a gradua1 return to deep Funk 

influences (partially due to sampling technologies) that were also accornpanied by a broader 

diveaity of vocal styles and lyrical themes. Rap's aesthetic diversification and capacity for 

growth was noted within the industry, and in June, 1988, Mike Greene, Resident of the 

National Association of Recording Arts and Sciences (NARAS), officially announced a 

new Grammy Award category for Rap. The given rationale was that the genre had pmven 

its market durability and demonstrated a commercial siaying power while additiondy 

displaying an appropriate fiexibility in ternis of the evolution of the form. In his press 

release, Greene stated "rap last year was an urban black music fom, and over the last year 

it has evolved into sornething mon than that. It has matured into several kinds of music, 

with several kinds of artists doing it. We felt there was enough product coming out to 

justify a rap category" (Billboard, June 4, 1988: 6). Clearly, Rap had always displayed a 

range of styles and aesthetic characteristics but Greene's comments indicate the point at 

fZ !ri 1996. MC Shan agaia maclean appsrance with KRS-1 when the two rappcn were depicted in a soli 
dnnk advemstmcnt under the headline "the k e f  bas bcen settled mce and for al t ,%fficially signalli ng the 
end of k i r  prdongcd nvalry. Thcy aiso apparcd togethcr in a scrics of amcerts. 



which the industry fully achowledged their existence and, more irnportantly, their value in 

tems of positioning and marketing Rap artisis and their product. 

After 1986 then emerged a new kind of "noise," a reorganization of sound and, 

using Tricia Rose's (1994: 39) term, an altered sense of "flow" that challenged the 

dominant Rock-oriented Rap that was thm sweeping the charts. In a word, these aesthetic 

changes suddenly made Rap more interesting. Describing Rap in this moment as king  

somehow more interesting is not an offhanded claim. As 1 mention above, the rapid 

emergencc of new artists and accornpanying new styles motivated alterations to the musical 

fom at just the point that it was at risk of stagnation. David Toop reads these 

developments quite diffenntiy, however, citing the proliferation of subgenenc styles in 

1981 as a negative result of Rapts expansions. In his view, "the market had fractured and 

rap briefly lost a sense of direction, either looking for a marketing niche, IooLing for 

crossover sales in the opening created by Run-D.M.C. or temporady withdtawiag into the 

underground to compose rhymes loaded with serious purposes and music devoid of 

commercial sweetening" (199 1: 175). His description frames the rise of new artists &d 

infiuences primarily in market ternis, defining their efforts as calculated gestures geared 

toward enhanced commercial success or as conscious strategies of a more culturepolitical 

nature. He does not specificaily address the aesthetic aspects of these transitions or the 

myriad elements that appeal to listenen and ultirnately fom the basis for their affective 

investmeots and subsequent audience formations. Whether calculated or not, what doesn't 

get said about the changes in the music in this period is that the array of emergent 

subgenres were intnnsically nlated to the remapping of the geographies of the Rap music 

scene and they had important implications for the evolution of the genre as it continued to 

grow outwarâ and reach uew audiences. 

The establishment of a new musical and discursive framework was an achievement 

of major proportions as Rap's appeal and cultural infiuences continued to extend beyond 

the confines of the Northeast as  wcll as the particular landscapes of black cultural 



communities and other closely defined social settings. Increasing numbers of consumers 

and fans were attracted to the music as its stylistic range expanded and regionally dispeaed 

"home champions" were gradually capable of establishing themselves in local and regional 

markets, producing Local and regional audience bases. Although the centrality of New 

York was not immediately at risk of being usurped. regional talents such as the Fresh 

Prince and Steady B (from Philadelphia), The Geto Boys ( h m  Houston), Ice-T and &y- 

E (from Los Angeles), Luther Campbell (frorn Miami), or Sir Mix-A-Lot (from Seattle) 

were asserting themselves and were gradually decentering New York rappers as the sole 

dnving forces of the Rap aesthetic. Curiously, despite harbonng their own active Rap 

scenes, pmminent music cities such as Detroit, Chicago, and Washington D.C. did not 

initially produce any chart-topping talent and they remain lesser forces on the Hip Hop 

map. In considering how Rap becarne the major musical and cultural force that it has it is 

therefore necessary to acknowledge the transfomative aesthetics involved for, as Toop 

sugpsts, the changes did have resonating implications for developments in other secton 

including those aspects of the industry involving subgeeneeric categorization, product 

placement and marketing, as well as artist recruitment aud development. 

In his msessment. Toop identifies digital sound sampling as the central factor in the 

changing Rap aesthetic: 'The reason why rap changed its sound so drarnatically in the latter 

half of the '80s was due to the development of relatively low priced digital samplen with 

enough memory to hold and loop a few bars of music" (1991: 191). The enabling 

influence of digital samplen canaot be underestimated and with their ubiquitous use by Rap 

DJs the creative processes of wng consîruction changed significantly, opening new vistas 

in tenns of merging pre-recorded materials with digitally prograrnmed or live drum beats. 

Yet while the technology did have substantial impact on the rneans of Rap production and 

on the resultant sound and style, it was not the single -- nor even necessarily the most 

important - factor influeacing change. Sampling did permit Rap pmducen and DJs to 

construct the underlying beats in new ways that, subsequently, resulted in new rhythmic 



textures over which the MCs delivered their lyrics. The standard inclusion of famifiar or 

recognizable matches of pre-recorded matenals that DJs had developed though eariier 

turntable techniques was continued through digital neans. Sarnpling facilitated the digital 

cm-mingling of television aad movie themes as well as musical fragments from a virtually 

limitless array of sonic options with the slarnming beats of the TR &08 d m  machine or, in 

fewer cases, actual musicians. Thus, even as the "oew" Rap had clearly audible sirnilarities 

to a Song such as Grandmaster Flash's classic lesson in  turntable technique, 'The 

Advcntures of Grandmaster nash on the Wheels of Steel" (1981, Sugarhill), its mode of 

construction and range of sources were radically altered. 

Changes in Rap's vocal flow and texture must also be isolated as important non- 

technological facets of the genre's expansion in this penod since both modes of rhythmic 

construction and lyncal delivery were subject to transformation. For instance, Rakim (of 

the duo Eric B and Rakim) introduced a unique vocal style to Rap with his slow, deep  

toned delivery (that initially bore some resemblance to The Rake), communicating a 

nstrained intensity that seemed devoid of unnecessary exertion or volume. Ice-T later 

displayed several stylistic sirnilarities to Rakim, but his debut release R h y m  Pays (1987, 

Rhyme Syndicatelsire) still maintained many audible traits that aesthetically linked his work 

to Run-D.M.C. or the Beastie Boys (especially the Rock-influenced title track). Rakirn's 

vocalization on Puid in Full, however, established his characteristic style with its cool sense 

of detachment that is still held in high esteern by rappers and fans alike. The vocal flow on 

this fiat album remains an example of the best of the genre, providing a mode1 that many 

upcoming MCs have emulated with varying degrees of success over the years. Rakirn's 

entry onto the scene therefore nmains a defining moment from an aesthetic perspective as 

his impact was imrnediately evideat and his influence has endund. Augmented by a broad 

and impressive array of simples (including a section of Middle Eastern music on the re-rnix 

of "Paid in Full" that boosted lsraeli singer Ofrah Haza's international carrer) and the 

prominent display of Eric B's stiff but effective rhythmic turntable "scratching" techniques, 



the duo presented a distinct alternative to the four-four Rock beais and shouted delivery that 

characterized the sound of Run-D.M.C. 

The content shifted perspective as well as MCs including Ice-T, Just Ice, KRS- 1. 

and Rakim frequently expressed their ghetto views and descnbed various experiences 

(including criminal activities) in the fint person subjective mode. They were not the first to 

do so. however, as this was also a characteristic of the influential but underskilled 

Philadelphia rapper School y D who emerged slightly earlier (and who some credit as being 

the fint "Gangsta" rapper). In contrast to earlier foms of "Message" Rap or to the place- 

specific references of Run-D.M.C., the descriptive imagery in their lyrics rendered place in 

a much more proxirnate sense. Their common byways and perambulations were given a 

new depth and detail. The stronger tendency toward nanative self-awareness and a more 

clearly definable subjectivity closed the distance between the "storyn and the "story teller." 

In this mode. the concept of "realityn became more of an issue in evaluating an artist's 

legitimacy within the Hip Hop scene (a factor which will be taken up in more detail in the 

following chapter). The capacity tu coavey an anay of compelling images in the narrative 

description of space and place became a highly relevant cornpoueut accentuating a rapper's 

point of view. Perspective on the spatial terrains of an artist's environment became a new 

focus of listewr attentions and soon became a standard discursive element of the evolving 

"Gangsta" and "Reality " Rap subgeores. 

Chuck D of Public Enemy also influeaced changes at this time. He brought forth a 

vocal style ihat, while faster. louder, and more urgent than many emergiag rappers, 

~ f l e c t e d  the earlier influences of Melle Mel or Run-D.M.C. His powerful voice and 

authoritative presence was well-suited to the political didacticism that was Public Enemy's 

trademark. To offset his verbal barrage and to balance the tone, flavor Hav occupied the 

role of a manic Rap jester. uqing Chuck on with clever interventions while providing a 

certain comic relief in a higher atonal vocal ngister. The two offered a unique counterpoint 

in both vocal delivery and lyncal content that gave Public Enemy's sound a broader range 



and showed a m o n  sophisticated understanding of tone and tenor than many groups had 

demonstrated up to this point. The sonic assault that was the result of a combination of 

deep dmm and bass beats, a high-pitched screech that punctuated the beats. and an almost 

exaggerated nurnber of digital samples fwther reinforced the "power" of the group's overall 

sound. In this ngard, thrre was an aesthetic convergence as the resistant, black militant 

ideologies that the gmup propounded wen cast within a similarly radical soundscape that 

can be described as a sonic metaphor for the "chaos" of the contemporary social condition. 

Titles such as "Timebomb" and "Public Enemy No. 1" (1987, Def Jam) or "Countdown to 

Armageddoa." "Mind Tenorist," and "Bring the Noise," (1988. Def Jam) left little room 

for ambiguity as the group announced its ideological program for social change through a 

complex arrangement of discourse, sound, and style. 

Public Enemy's Yo! Bumrush the Show (the cover of which features the oddly 

ambipuous running footnote "the govemment's responsible") was one of the most 

galvanizing entnes on the charts. Despite its modest entry on the Top Black Albums chart 

at number 60 on May 9, 1981. the release attracted considerable attention and received 

critical praise in the media. Inexplicably failing to mention Chuck D's political diatribe and 

the densely complex layering of beats and samples, Nelson George chose to make an 

aesthetic cornparison in describing their sound upon the release of their debut LP. 

positioning them in relation io popular Rap predecesson. Commenting on their "fresh 

stance" and "rough sound," George notes that they were "not as smoothly r&b as Whodini 

or as rock'n'roll as Run-D.M.C." (8illboarci. May 2. 1987: 26). In retrospec t. George's 

choice of t ems  overlooks many of the group's most defioing characteristics as they 

adopted an unpdleled approach to Rap as a vehicle for prwbiack Afrocentric propaganda. 

Public Enemy raised Message Rap to a new level, fashioning their songs as 

information packets. as elements of a radical pditical agenda. They fuither extended their 

connections between the political p s t  and the cultural present by adapting numemus 

characteristics from the Black Panthers (i.e.. the parading presence of the S 1 W - Secunty 



of the First World - which was intended as a visual metaphor for organized militancy), 

often treading a fine line between politics and posing, balancing their potentially ephemeral 

style with a more edifying history of political music-making among black artists. There is a 

certain irony in the fact that Public Enemy was introduced to national audiences on their 

fimt major tour as the opening act for The Beastie Boys. The ideologicai distance between 

the two groups can be determined by differences behveen the Beastie Boys hit track "(You 

Gotta) Fight for Your Right (to Party)" (1986, Def Jam) and Public Enemy's "Party for 

Your Right to Fight" (lm, Def Jam) which appeared on their sophomore LP release Ir 

Tàkes a Naion of Millions 20 Hold Us Buck. 

One of BDPs major aesthetic contributions over the years has been the marner in 

which KRS-1 adopted aspects of Dancehall Reggae music that reflected his affinity with 

Rap's iamaican origins. This is especiaily evident in the Boogie Down Productions tracks 

"9 MM Goes Bang" and "The Bridge 1s Over" on the 1981 release Crimiml M i d d  that 

are structured arouad Reggae-infîuenced bass fines, spane Hip Hop drum beau. and a 

sprinkling of Jamaican patois. By expressing the underlying connections between Hip 

Hop and Reggae, KRS-1 forges a cultural aesthetic link between the boroughs of New 

York and the island of Jamaica. In doing so he has both reproduced the aesthetic mots 

from which Rap onginally grew while introducing a mon coatemporary New York Hip 

Hop seosibility to the popular Dancehail styles of Jamaica. He has since proven to be one 

of Rap's most consistent voices advocating the Reggae-Hip Hop hybnd as a black 

diasporic culturai expression tbat has evolved into an important subgenn in i ts own right. 

In 1989 KRS-1 produced the album Silent Assussin (Island) for the influential Reggae 

rhythm duo Sly Dunbar md Robbie Shakespeare featuring rappers Queeo Latifah, Young 

MC. and the Shah of Brooklyn. More nceatly he has added bis production skills to tracks 

by the Reggae-Hop Hop artist Mad Lion who is a member of the Boogie D o w  posse. 

Salt'n' Pepa emerged as the first of a number of prominent female Rap stars 

(including Queen Latifah. MC Lyte. and Yo Yo) who were able to maintain their footing 



wirhin the frequently sexist and male dominated industry while developing a distinctly 

identifiable sound and style that has remained popular and commercially successful. 

Saltln'Pepa in particular successfully fused stylistic elements of R&B and Rap that bas 

helped them to generate regular crossover appeal and their influence laid the base for 

subsequent female acts such as TLC in the industry. They articulated a female social 

perspective and advanced a thematic discourse of feminine (if not precisely feminist) desire 

in a manner that openly challenged the masculinist hegemony of the scene -- no small feat 

in a business that bas a long tradition of male chauvinism and senist exclusion. The themes 

of feminine libido, women's independence, and a female subjective autonomy have 

extended the range of images that are cornmonly associated with Rap, contributing to the 

more risque and radically sexualized content and penonae of contemporary artists such as 

L'il Kim and Foxy Brown. More importantly, Salt'N'Pepa and Queen Latifah have 

successfully established themselves as entrepreneurs in the music industry who are now 

bringing new talent to the Hip Hop r a n k ~ . ~ 3  

Finally, The 2 Live Crew introduced the Hip Hop nation to the regional styles of 

Southem Florida that were founded in a unique fascination with ultra-low bass frequencies 

embedded beneath f-st tempo digital dmm beats. It was the group's bawdy, risque. sexist, 

misogynistic, and often out-right stupid lyrics, however, that garnered the most attention 

(reflectinp how aegative publicity and public controveay caa translate into positive market 

response) despite their contribution to the overall diversity of rhythmic styles that were now 

part of the Rap scene. In two now-famous cases, the proup was arrested in 1990 on public 

obscenity charges in Broward County, Fionda, and Ft. Lauderdale record-store owner 

Charles Freeman was arrested for selling obscene material - a 2 Live Crew album -- to a 

police officer. These incidents created substantial debate over Rap's content and 

73 For a more thorough exploration of issues prwining to women in Rap. see Tricia Rose's m k  Noisp 
or my essay "Movin' Closer to an Indepcndent Funk: Black Feminist T h q ,  Standpoint, and Women in 
hp," in Womtn's Studie~, vol. 23, Jan. 1994. 



surrounding issues pertainiag to the First Amendment and c e n s o r ~ h i ~ . ~ ~  Under the 

leadership of Luther "Luke" Campbell, the group then attempted to wrap itself in the 

Amencan flag (Iiteraily) as staunch defenders of free speech and leaders in a growing anti- 

censorship movement that focused on recording artists and their work. In 1990, Luke with 

the 2 Live Crew released "Banned in the U.S.Atl (on Campbell's independently owned 

label, Luke Records) which was based on a signature sample from Bruce Springsteen's 

1984 hit "Born in the U.S.A." (Columbia) and was their highest charting release ever. 

Further refuting Toopls singular emphasis on the force of technological change is 

the fact that the new wave of MCs also altered their fidelity to the rhythmic tempo. They 

demonstrated a more sophisticated sense of musical time, frequently working within the 

interstices between the beats, feinting and jabbing in a vocal counterpoint that "rode the 

rhythm" without locking ont0 the steady rock-oriented beats as many earlier rappers 

(including Run-D.M.C.) w e n  prooe to. DescRbing the Song constniction and recording of 

the f in t  single "Public Enemy No. 1 " from their debut LP Yo! Bum Rush the Show. 

Chuck D explains the creative process: 

1 made it off two cassette decks, splicing part of this record. A couple of 
the splices were off, but the rap over it was on. The loop wasn't perfect: 
you e g h t  hear the beat jump and shit like that. But when I did the rhyme 
over it, the rhyme was perfect, the rhyme being controlled by the rhymer, 
who can kind of ride the bumps. It gives it more of a natural feel, like an 
imperfect drummer was behiad him. That's what made the souk and funk 
corne out of it. (Dery, 1990: 86) 

It is interesting to note that the production pmcess does not. in fact, use digital sampling 

technologies, instead favoring more primitive cut-and-splice methods of sound editing. 

This approach is much more in keeping with the group's ongins in amateur campus radio 

on WBAU at Long Island's Adelpbi University. Public Enemy later went on to become 

one of the more adventurous and daring groups in t e m s  of their use of sound samples, 

which makes this revelation al1 the more compelling. 

74 The obscenity d i n g  against 2 Live crew was overturned. but as Recbee Gyofalo poinis out, 'in thcir 
ecstasy ovcr 2 Live Crew 's acquittai, civil libertarians hardly notice h t  Charles Fman,  the record-store 
owner, was convicted and fincd 5 1,000 for selling the group's album two months earlier" ( lm. 435). 



As this explanation also suggests. young Rap artists began to show their renewed 

debt to Funk as well as the black Jazz idiorn. Chuck D's description of his interplay with 

the rhythrns seems to encompass the Jazz traditions of improvisation and complex 

syncopation as the Rap genre was gradually distanced from its prior Disco and Rock 

influences. Other acts at the dme, including DJ lazzy Jeff and the Fresh Prince (with "A 

Touch of Jazz," 1981, JiveRCA) and Stetsasooic ("Talkin' Al1 That Jazz," 1988, Tornmy 

Boy Records) were branching out into other black musical idioms, extendinp the Rap fonn 

by merging it with a variety of musical styles and influences. Stetsasonic's 'Talkin' ALI 

That Jazz" brings a jazz sensibility to Rap while criticizing its detractors who accuse artists 

of digital thievery or simple uninventive reproduction: 

You see. you misunderstood. a sample's just a tactic 
It's a portion of my method, a tool in fact 
It's only of importance when 1 make it a priority 
And what we sample is loved by the majotity 
But you're a minon ty in ternis of thought 
Narrow-minded and poorly tau@ 
About hi p hop fame or the si11 y game 
To erase my music, so no one can use it 
You step on us and well step on you too 
Can't have your cake and eat it too 
Talkin' al1 that jazz 

The Jazz-Hip Hop-R&B blend was the comentone of Quincy Jones's 19û9 LP release 

Bock on the Block (QwesWamer Brothers) which saw Rap artists Big Daddy Kane, Ice- 

T, Kool Moe Dee, and Melle Me1 performing on the same album as jazz artists including 

George Benson. Mites Davis. Ella Fitzgerald. Herbie Hancock. James Moody, and Joe 

Just as traditional Jazz artists (Miles Davis beiog an obvious example) have 

absorbed and adapted emergent popular music styles throughout the years, numerous Rap 

artists (most notably Gang Starr's lead voice, Guru) have subsequently extended the 

connections between Jazz and Hip Hop. Between 1990-1995, several permutations 

evolvcd including the subgenre Acid Jazz that becarne a staple in urban nightclubs and 

75 The titie irack fmrn Back on the Blmk went on to win the 1991 Grammy Award in the uitegory of Ben 
Rzip Performance by a Duo or Grnup. 



lounges in the U.K. and North Amenca. As the crest peaked, Billboard reported that 

several independent Rap labels were expanding into new aiches. introducing a broader 

spectnun of musical genres to their catalogs in order to broaden their industry base. "Rock, 

jazz, and reggae are particularly attractive to these labels because of the &mwing popularity 

and acceptame of these musical styles in the world of hiphop" (July 6, 1991: 1 ) .  The 

attempt to create new generic mixes and to capitalize on emergent trends by producing Hip 

Hop hybnds was dso a necessary response to increased cornpetition as the majors weighed 

into the Rap market. 

Sampling technologies made these connections even easier to establish as older 

Jazz, Funk, or R&B tracks were mixed with booming d a m  beau and tumtable scratching 

to create a much more diversified rhythmic bed over which vocalists flowed. Further 

commenting on Public Enemy's construction of beats and sounds. CO-producer Ha& 

Shocklee refen to the similarities betweeo Rap and Jazz improvisation. Descnbing his 

perception of the free and unrestrained approach taken by the group's production team "The 

Bomb Squad" he states, "we believed that music is nothing but organized noise. You can 

take anything -- street sounds, us talking, whatever you want -- and make it music by 

oqanizing it. That's still our philosophy, to show people that this thing called music is a 

lot broader than you think it is" (Dery, 1990: 83). Although the Public Enemy sound rarely 

displayed any close affinity to what might be described as a Jazz aesthetic, the conceptual 

approach outlined by Shofiûee bears resernblaoce to elements of the Be Bop and Modem 

Jazz movements from the late 19509 and early 1 %Os. 

Having launched several lucrative careers within the evoiving Rap star system. the 

proliferation of aitists and new subgenres also reoriented Rap in the market, producing a 

new senes of marketable commodities. Defined by Simon Frith as "genre rules," the 

formation of subgenre differeaces and distinctions is part of a stnicturing of values in the 

segmentation of markets that is relevant to fans and industry "taste-&ers" alike: 

It is genre niles which &termine how musical forms are taken to convey 
meaning and value. which determine the aptness of different sorts of 



judgement, which determine the cornpetence of different people to make 
assessments. 1t is through genres that we expenence music and musical 
relations. that we bnng together the aesthetic and the ethical. (Frith, 1996: 
95) 

In the pst-platinum penod after 1986 Rap's fragmentation into a multitude of identifîably 

distinct and interrelated subgenres adhered to the general " d e s "  described by F&h. As 1 

meû:ioaed. temporal distinctions between "Old" and "New" school styles were 

insufficientl y encompassiog to function meaningfull y as genenc marken. But by i nstilling 

this aspect of temporality and an accompanying chronology of breaks and ruptures, critics. 

joumalists and rappers in tandem were wnting Rapts history and building a sense of the 

genre's tradition. 

The eventual a e n g  of detailed subgenre distinctions provideci a more useful set of 

t e m s  for uodentanding categorical differences or similarities as they evolved across the 

temporal spectmm, whether the analysis is focused on beats, vocal flow, style and 

personae, or ideological, discursive. and thematic charactenstics. For instance, while the 

distinctions between "Gangsta" Rap, "Knowledge" Rap, or an Afroceatric/Islamic 

"Message" Rap are based p h d y  on discursive themes, the distinctions that define 

Reggae-Hip Hop more accurately reflect a nponse to the music's fomal characteristics. 

nie major subgeneric distinctions were not initially identifïed and defined by the industry. 

Rather, they emerged as meaningful comparative references fmm within the Hip Hop 

culture and Rap scene and were of primary siguificame in the organization of audience 

formations and discrete taste groups that fomed more or less spontaneously. It  was not 

until 1988 with the combined ascension of a New York-based Afrocentric black aationalist 

impulse (most cleariy associated with Public Enemy and KRS- 1) and the West Coast 

Gangsta Rap styles (initially embodieâ by Ice-T and N.W.A.) that the industry began 

expliciily and fully exploiting these generic distinctions as part of their marketing strategies. 



Chapter 7 

"BOYZ n the 'Hood": Rap. Reoion, and Place 

Say somethin ' positive. weli posifive aint where I iive 
I Iive around the cornerfrom West Hel1 

Two block/rom Sourh Shi? and once in a juif ceIl 
The sun never shined on rny side of the Street. see? 

(Naughty B y  Nature. "Ghetto Bastard (Everything's Goma Be Alright)," 
199 1, IsbalTornmy Boy Records) 

If you're from Compton you know it's the 'hood where if's gwd 
(Compton's Most Wanted, "Raised in Compton," 199 1, EpicISony) 

Reflecting on the intensification of regionai Rap activity, Nelson George wntes that 

1987 was "a harbinger of the increasing quality of non-New York hip hop," citing as 

evidence the fact chat three of the four finalists in the New Music Seminarts DJ Cornpetition 

were from "outside the Apple -- Philadelphia's Cash Money, Los Angeles's Joe Cooley, 

and Mr. Mix of Miami's 2 Live Crew" (George, 1992: 30). In the pages of Billboard, he 

observed that despite New York's indisputable designation as the "home" of Rap. 

Philadelphia rappers in particular (most notably, DJ Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Rince) were 

makiop inroads on the scene and on the charts, making it "rapts second city.' This 

expansion was facilitated by the emerpent trend in the development of artist-owned 

independent laùels and management campanies. 

After yean of bogus contracts. management conflicts, and poor representation, a 

growing number of artists began dividing their duties between recording or performing, 

locating and producing new talent, and managing their respective record companies. By 

forming self-owned labels and publishing companies and establishing themselves as 

autonornous corporate entities, forward-thinking Rap artists were also able to maintain 

creative control over their production while enstuing a =geater percentage of retums on their 

sales. In a rather excessive discourse, artists spoke of throwing off the corporate shac kles 



of the recording industry as well as invoking the quite separate issues of building 

somethinp of which one can be proud or k i n g  remunerated in a more lucrative manner. 

Later, the added incentive of overcorning industry chill and major label censorship 

arose. This was largely due io the high-profile codict  in 1992 between Ice-T and the Time 

Wamer corporation over the lyrics to the Song "Cop Killer" (ncorded with his Heavy Metal 

band Body Count). Although the recording is not in the Rap genre. Ice-T's repuiation as a 

Rap aN'st was by then well-established and as a result much of the cntical commentary in 

the controveny tended to focus on Rap in particular. In the aftermath of these events that 

attracted the vitriol of several regional U.S. police associations and no less a critic than 

President George Bush, several artists eocountered timid major entertainment corporations 

which feared organized shareholder and consumer repnsals for their involvement in 

releasing and distn buting "cootmversial' Rap recordings. 

In 1992. Oakland rapper Paris severed relations with the Tommy Boy label, which 

was by this time a subsidiary of Warner Brothers Records, after it balked at distnbuting his 

sophomore LP Sleeping With the Enemy . The acrimonious dispute arose as a result of the 

trac k "Bush Killa," a 1 yncal assassination of Presideot Bush. As Billboard reported, 

Tommy Boy passed on the album "after Wamer Music Group chairman Robert Morgado 

announced last summer, in the wake of the "Cop Killer" controveny, that no Wamer label 

would put out a record with a cover showing the President being stalked by a killer. 

Morgado also expressed displeasure with some of Paris' lyrics" (Nelson, Dec. 5, 1992: 

12). The album was also rejected by Rick Rubinsfs Sex Records (another subsidiary of 

Wamer Brothers) and the Island Records subsidiary, 4th and Broadway, after iis parent 

Company. PolyGram, expressed concerns about the album's lyrical content and the pneral 

cultural climate in the U.S. in the aftermath of the Ice-T controversy. 

Paris was able to release the album through his own upstart label Scarface Records 

which, in an ironic twist. was funded by a considerable remunerative damage settlement 

from the Wamer Music Group. Advertising for the release in Rap magazines such as Rag 



Sheet appeared with the slogan "the record they tried to keep from coming out ... is out." In 

a conscious display of do-it-yourself production, Paris acknowledges in the liner notes that 

"since this album was censored and rushed, 1 didn't have time to $et my list of "thank 

yous" together, so 1'11 say "Peace," to al1 who've been supportive. Al1 praise is due to 

Allah." 

Once several key labels such as Luther Campbell's "Skyywalker ~ecords"~6 and 

Eazy- E's "Ruthless Records" had been established and had proven the viability of the 

venture, their initiatives were rapidly reproduced as oumerous artists followed suit. For 

many recording artists, getting "paid in full" suddenly meant leaming the production and 

management side of the industry and exercising eatrepreneurial skills as well. As the trend 

expanded, small artist-owned and operated labels burgeoned throughout the nation and 

another tier was added to the industry. With the rise of artist-owned labels there was also 

an increased emphasis on regional and local affiliations and an articulation of pride and 

loyalty in each label. its artist roster, and the central locale of operation. 

As 1 have explained, Rap is characteristically produced within a system 91 

extremely close-knit local affiliations, forged within particular cultural settings and urban 

rninori ty youth practices. Y et the developments in the Rap industry, w here by production 

houses or record labels might be identified on the basis of their regional and local zones of 

opention. are not unique to this current period. For instance, independent "Race" record 

labels which targeted blacks in the South and in larger northern urban centen throughout 

the 1920s and 30s flourished in part due to the enhanced mobility of black populations 

which maintained their affinities for the various regional Blues styles. Nelson George's 

consistent attention to black musical tradition, the music industry's gradua1 permutations, 

and Rap's growing nationai influence led him to note in Billboard that "regional music used 

to be the backbone of black music and - maybe - it will be again" (May 31, 1986: 23). 

'6 Luîher Campbell's Skyyvaikcr label caught the atiention of Star Wars creator George Lucas who 
controlled proprietary rights over the narne. A legal ôattle ensued and the court ruied in favor of Lucas, 
lesding Campbell to change the mune OC his label to Luke Records in 1990- 



He ncalls black Americaa musical production in the immediate post-WW II period when 

independent labels were dispersed across the nation, recording locally and ngionally based 

adsts while servicing the needs of black music consumen within these regional markets. 

Examining the history of black popular music in the 196ûs and 709, the names 

Motown. Stax, or Philadelphia International Records (PR) evoke images of composers, 

producers and musical talent working within very specific studio contexts in Detroit, 

Memphis. and Philadelphia. The dispersed independent labels and production si tes that 

operated from the L 950s through the 1970s are thenfon cul turall y meaoingful and relevant 

to descriptions of black music of the period as they convey an idea of consistency and 

identifiable signature sounds or styles.77 This trend has continued w ith Rap, yet there is a 

more pronounced and explicit connection to specific locales and the articulations of 

pography, place and idcntity thai sets the genre apart from many of its musical 

pmdecessors. 

Of the smailer labels that bad tbrived in the 1950s. 60s, and 70s. most disappeared 

as musical tastes shifted, as economic transitions evoived, or as the industry majors 

swallowed them or bumped them out of the market by introducing their own specialty 

labels. Toward the end of the 1980s, the larger industry was no longer even pnmarily 

Amencan. with the major parent companies being massive transnational entities with 

corporate offices based in several couniries. Yet, in both Rock and Rap (following the 

demise of Sugarbill Records) there was a resurgence of regional production in the mid-to- 

late 1980s and, with it, the resurgence of regionafly distinct styles. In the black music 

sector these were exemplified by the Minneapolis Funk that was a trademark of Rince, The 

Time, Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis. or Jesse Johnson; the Washington, D.C. Go-Go 

sound of Chuck Brown. Redd and the Boys, and especially Trouble Funk; and from 

Chicago, House music exemplified by DJ Frankie ffiuckles. Rap production in New 

Sec Rccbee Garofalo. 1997. Rockin' Out: Popular Musi . . 
c in the U.S-A, Needham Hcighis, MA: Allyn 

and Bacoa. (pp. 37-93)). 



York, Los Angeles, and Miami also began to display regionally distinct "flavors" as 

individual pducers emergeâ with their own tradernark styles and influences. individual 

studios such as Chung King in New York (where many of Def Jam's acts ncorded) also 

becme wociated with specifc production styles and sounds in Rap. 

In December, 1989, BillboaN featured advertisements in a special section on Rap 

for several new artist-owned labels that illustrated the regional expanse of the trend. 

Among these were ads for Eazy-E's Ruthless Records (Compton, Ca.). Luther Campbell's 

Skyywalker Records (Miami, Fl.), and Ice-T's Rh yme S yndicate (South Central, L.A.). 

Appearing aioagside these were advertisements for the established independent Rap labels 

Def Jam, Tommy Boy, and Jive as well as ads for the newer "treet" divisions of major 

labels including Atlantic ("The Strength of the Street"), MCA ("Wanna Rap? MCA Raps. 

Word!"), and Epic ("Epic in Total Control. No Loungin', Just Lampin"'). The 

phenornenon bas since evolved to the extent that artist-owned operations have become 

nlatively standard in the industry, existing as influeatial players aloogside the major labels. 

As a slightly later entrant, Death Row Records (initiated in 1992 by principal 

investors Suge Knight and former N.W.A. mcmber Dr. Dm) flounshed lhrough a lucrative 

CO-ownership and distribution alliance with upstart lnterscope Records, which is itself half- 

owoed by the huge conglomerate Universal Music Group. Although a series of 

misfortunes in 199697 (including the murder of its marquee star Tupac Shakur, Sugc 

Kniat's nine year sentence for probation violations, and an FBI investigation of possible 

gang-nlated enterprises including money laundering) have made the label's continuation 

unlikely, it rose to virtuai dominance in the Rap field behween 1992 and 1997 with top- 

charting releases by Dr. Dre, Snoop Dogpy Dogg, and Tupc Shokur as well as the 

soundtrack albums Deep Cover (1992) and Murder War the Case (1994). One of the 

factors that characterizcd Death Row Records from its inception and which is common to 

the dozens of d s t a w n e d  and operatcd Rap labels to emerge in the late 1980s and eady 

19909, however, is an organized structure rooted in localized "posse" affiliations. 



- 
Homeboys and Production Posses 

As Greg Tate explains. "every successful rap group is a black fratemal 

organization, a posse" (1992: 134). On the same theme. Tricia Rose wntes that "rappen' 

emphasis on posses and neiphborhoods has brought the ghetto back into the public 

consciousness" (1994: 11). For Public Enemy's Chuck D, posse formations are a 

necessq response to the fragmentive effects of capitalism: "the only way that you exist 

within that mold is that you have to put together a 'posse,' or a tearn &O be able to penetrate 

that structure, that block, that strong as steel structure that no individual can break" (Eure & 

Spady, 1991: 330). Each isolates the posse as the fundamental social unit binding a Rap 

act and its production crew topther. creating a relatively coherent or unified gmup ideatity 

that is rooted in place and within which the creative process is supported. It is not rare for 

an entire label to be defined along posse lines wi th the musical talent, the producers, and 

various peripheral associates bonding uader the label's bamer. 

Wi th collective identities beinp evident as a nascent reference throughout Rap's 

history in group narnes like The Sugarhill Gang, Doug E. Fresh and the Get Fresh C n w ,  

X-Clan, or the 2 Live Crew, the term is today unambiguously adopted by Rap artists such 

as California's South Central Posse or Orlando's DJ Magic Mike whose crew records 

uoder the name "the Royal Posse." In some cases, several recording acts align themselves 

within a relatively coherent posse structure. sharing labels and producers, appearing on 

each other's recordings. and tounng topther. This aspect of the posse influence can be 

discerned in earlier amalgamations such as the Native Tongues crew, which at one point 

included A Tribe Called Quest, De La Soul, The Jungle Brothers, and Monie Love; the 

Blackwatch Movement, which was a Muslim-oriented Rap posse comprised of X-Clan, 

Isis, and Queen Mother Rage; or in the more recent grouping of the Brooklyn-based Boot 

Camp Click which consists of Buckshot, the Cocoa Brovaz, Heltah Skeltah, On,* omoo 

Gunn Clappaz, and the Repmsentativz. As if to undeacon just how pervasive the concept 



has become, the maiastream press have also employed the tem. with an article about k a t h  

Row Records and its C.E.O. Suge Knight being published in The New York Times 

Magazine (Jan. 14. 19%) under the headline "Does a Sugar Bear Bite? Suge Knight and 

His Posse." 

The term posse is defined as a "strong force or company" (Concise Oxford 

DictionaqJ985) and for many North Amencans it surnmons notions of lawlessness and 

frontier justice that were standard thematic elements of Hollywood westerns in the 1940s 

and 50s. This is, in fact, the basis of the term as it is applied within Rap circles althouph 

its curent significance is related more precisely to the ways in which the Jamaican posse 

culture has over the years adapted the expressive terminology and gangster imagery of the 

cinema to its own cultural systerns. In her illuminating research on the siaister complexities 

of the Jamaicao posse underworld, Laune Gunst (1995) relates how the posse system grew 

under the specific economic, political, and cultural conditions of rnid-1970s Jarnaica, 

evolving into a stratified and violent gang culture that gained strength through the ganja, 

cocaine and crack trade. As she explains in chilling detail, the Jamaican posse systern has, 

since 1980. been tnnsplanted to virtually every major North American city. 

The time-line of the Jarnaican posse expansion is important in this context as it 

coincides almost precisely with the emergence of Rap and Hip Hop in New York's 

devastated uptown ghetto environments. This connection is strengthened when the 

common lore of Rap's hybrid origins that were forged in the convergence of Jamaican 

sound systems and South Bronx Funk is considered. Amoog Reggae artists through the 

1970s and 8Os, names associated with real or cinematic criminals such as Dillinger or The 

Outlaw Josey Waies were commoo. The Jamaicao "bad bwoy" character. which shares 

several common traits with black American symbolic icons such as Stagger Lee, constitutes 

the image-ideal of the outlaw posse member. It has, through various social mechanisms 

and discursive overlays. been iraced upon many of Rap's themes, images, and postures 



that take the forms of the pimp, hustla, garnbIa, and gangsta in the music's various sub- 

genres that evolved after 1987. 

In certain instances, contemporary Rap artists have also tapped into the well of 

black cinematic figures, tesuscitating the cool, hard, and dominating postures of 

"blaxploitationn figures John Shaft (from the 1971 Gordon Parks film Shaj'i) or Goldy 

(from the 14 I3  Michael Campus film The Muck). Since roughly 1987 the Hip Hop culture 

has also been influenced by alliaaces associated with West Coast gang systems that are 

primarily centered around the temtorial boundaries and practices of the Cnp and Blood 

sets. Media speculation on Death Row's comectioas with the Mob Piru Blood set in Los 

Angeles has never been denied by C.E.O. Suge Knight and numerous album covers and 

videos in the Rap genre feature artists and their posses "representing" their gang set and the 

'hood by throwing gang sigris. The practice reached such an epidemic that BFT's Rap City 

video program now forbids explicitly gang-related haod signs. Additionally, the New 

York ltalian Mafia (i.e., the Gambino and Luciano families and the exploits of the "Teflon 

Don." John Gotti) has emerpd as a recumnt thematic mode1 that has been adopted within 

the New York Rap scene (Le., the late Notonous B.I.G.'s proteges Junior Mafia) as have 

Asian Triad gangs (Le., the Wu-Tang Clan), providing yet another series of image-ideals 

of "fraiemal organizations" with a "gangsta lean." 

Since its inception in the mid-to-late 1970s the Hip Hop culture has always 

maintained fiercely defended local ties and an inbuilt element of competition waged through 

Hip Hop's cultural fonns of Rap. breakdancing, and graffiti. This competition has 

traditionally been staged within geographical bouadaries that demarcate turf and temtory 

among various cmws, cliques, and posses, extending and altering the spatial alliances that 

had previously cohered onder other organiuitional structures, includinp but wt exclusive to 

gangs. With the discursive shift from "the ghetto' to the more localized and specific 

construct of "the 'hoodw occurring in 1987-88 (roughly comsponding with the rise and 

impact of rappers on the West Coast). there has been an enhanced emphasis on the 



powerful ties to place that both anchor Rap acts to their immediate environments and set 

them apart from other envimnments and other 'hoods as well as from other Rap posses 

which inhabit similady demarcated spaces. 

Commenting in 19ûû on Rap's "nationwide" expansions, Nelson George writes, 

"Rap and its Hip Hop musical underpinning is now the national youth music of black 

America ... Rap's p n e  national and is in the process of going regional." (George, 1992: 

80). George was nght then, as Rap was nsing out of the regions and acts were "hitting" 

from the South (Miami-based 2 Live Crew or Houston's The Geto Boys). the Northeast 

(Seattle's Sir Mix-A-Lot and Kid Sensation), the San Francisco Bay area (Digi ta1 

Underground, Tupac, Too Short), Los Anples (Ice-T, N.W.A.) and elsewhere. indeed, 

the sipificance of the east-west split cannot be overstated sioce it has led to several intense 

confrontations between artists representing each region and is arguably the single most 

divisive factor within the Hip Hop nation to date. Artists associated with cities in the 

Midwest or souihern states often feel obligated to align themselves with one region or the 

other, or else they attempt to deftly sidestep the issue without "dissingW either coast. 

Today, the emphasis is on place. and groups explicitly advertise their home 

environments with names such as Compton's Most Wanted. Detroit's Most Wanted, the 

Fifth Ward Boyz, and South Central Cartel, or else they structure their home temtory into 

titles and lyrics78, constructing a new iatemally meaningful Hip Hop cartography. The 

explosion of localized production centen and regionally influentid producers and artists 

has drasticaily altered the Hip Hop map and production posses have sprung up throughout 

North America. Production posses have also demonstrated a growing tendency to 

incorporate themselves as localized businesses (often buying or starting companies 

unrelated to the music industry in thei r local neighborhooâs) and to employ fnends, famil y 

78 This is illustraieci by the Rint, Michigan gmup The Dayton Family's relaise What's On My Mind 
(1995, Po' Brokt RecorddRelativity) which features the songs "Flint Niggaz Don't Phyn and "Dope 
Dayton Ave." It is also comrnon practice in rccordings and live pcrfinmanm for xts to r&r to their home 
region tekphone a m i d e  or p ia l  service ù p  code (i.e. Ed O.G. and da Bulldogs Roxbuty 02119.1993, 
Chernistry RccordslPol y G m ) .  



mcmbers and rnernbers of thcir wider ncighbarhoods. Extending Nelson George's 

observation, it now seems possible to Say that Rap, having gone regional. is in the process 

of going local. 

As a site of affiliation and circulation, the 'hood provides a settinp for particular 

group interactions which are iduential in Rapvmusic's evolution. In Rap, there is a 

widespread sense that an act can't "blow up" without fint gaining approval and support 

from the crew and the 'houd. In "hardcore" Rap, successful acts are expected to maintain 

connections to the 'hood and to "keep it real" thernatically, rapping about situations, 

scenes, and sites that comprise the lived experience of the 'hood. At issue is the complex 

question of autheaticity as Rap poses continually h v e  to reaffirm their connections to the 

'hood in the attempt to mitigate the negative accusations that they've sold out in the event of 

commercial or crossover success. Charisse Jones has noted a dilemma confronting 

successful Rap artists who suddenly have the ecoaomic means to "get over" and leave the 

'hood. As she wri tes in the New York Times (Sept. 24. 1995: 43). contemporary artists 

such as Snoop Doggy Dogg or Ice-T are often criticized for rapping about ghetto poverty 

and gang agression while living in posh suburban mansions. 

Those who stay in the 'hood generally do so to be closer to fnends and family, 

closer to the posse. While a common rationale for staying in the 'hood is familiarity and 

family bonds. in numerous cases artists also jusiify their decisions to stay on a creative 

basis, suggcsting that the 'hood provides the social contexts and raw resources for their 

lyrics. Others leave with some regret. suggcsting that the 'hood may be home but the 

tension and stress rnake it an entinly undesirable place to live ( t h  is even more frequent 

among rappers with children to support and numire); there is no romanticizing reai poverty 

or mal danger. The 'hoad is. however, regularly constnicted within the discursive frame 

of the "home" and the dual process of "turning the 'hood outn or *representingn (which 

involves creating a broder profile for the home temtory and its inhabitants while showing 

respect for the nurtun it provides) i s  now a required practice among hardcore Rap acts. 



The posse is always explicitly acknowledged and individual members are greeted on disk 

and in live concerts with standard "shout outsn that frequently cite the streets and localities 

from which they hail. This continual reference to the important value of social relations 

based in the 'hood refuies the damning images of an oppressed and joyless underclass that 

are so prevalent in the media and contemporq social analyses. Rap may portray the 

nation's gritty urban undenide. but its creators also commuoicate the importance of places 

and the people thai build community within them. 

As in al1 other popular music forms, "paying dues" is also part of the process of 

embarking on a Rap music career, and the local networks of support and encouragement. 

from in-gmup affiiations to local club and music scenes, are exceedingly important factors 

in an act's professional deveiopment. One way that this is facilitated is through the posse 

alliances and local connections that forrn around studios and pmducen. For example. in 

descnbing the production house once headed by DJ Mark The 45 King, Fab 5 Freddy 

recalls that "he had this pose called the Fiavor Unit out there in New Jersey ... He has like a 

Hip Hop training room out there. an incredible environment where even if you weren't 

aood when you came in, you'd get good just king  around there" (Nelson & Gonzaies, 
b 

199 1: X I I I ) . ~ ~  This pattern is replicated in nurnerous instances and is also exemplificd by 

the productiodposse structure of RagA-Lot Records in Houston (home to acts such as the 

Geto Boys, Scarface, and The Fifth Wad Boyz) when the Company was forced to relocate 

its offices because "artists were always kicking it the= with their posses like it was a club." 

(Rap Shcet, Oct. 1992: 18). By coming up thmugh the crew, youog promising artists 

leam the ropes. acquire lessons in craft and showmanship. attain stage or studio experience 

and exposure and, quite frequently, win major record deals based on their apprenticeships 

and posse connections. 

79 The Fiavor Unit pose at the time incluhd such Rap noiabla as Queen Latifah. Monie Love, Apache, 
Lakim Shaban. and Naughty By Nature who. p h a p  more dun the resf explicitiy cefer to their origins as 
New krsey rappers bailing from 110th St., ' i l l t ~wn .~  in East Orange. After inamal resmrturing. the 
posse's mort bardcable star Queen Luifah purchascd Flavor Unit Management and bas emerged as its 
executive head. 



It is necessary to recognize that the home temtory of a rapper or Rap group is a 

testing gound, a place to hone skius and to gain a local reputation. This is accurately 

portrayed in the 1992 Emest Dickenon film Juice where the expression "local" is attri buted 

to the young DJ, in one instance suggesting community ties and home alliances whereas. in 

another context. it is summoned as a pejorative term that nflects a lack of success and an 

inability to mobilize his caner. In interviews and on recordings most rappen at some point 

refer to their early days, citing the time speot hanging out with their homies, wnting raps or 

perfecting their turntables skills, and getting ont0 the stage at parties and local clubs or 

dances (Cross, 1993). Their perspective emerges from wiihin the contexts they know and 

the places they inhabit. These expenences are also mediated by the powerful influences of 

professional artists whose foms and styles tend to establish dominant trends thai, in tum, 

affect the practices of young artists. 

Few Rap scholan (Tncia Rose and Bnan Cross being notable exceptions) have 

paid attention to these formative stages and the slow processes of developinp MC and DJ 

skills. The= is, in fact, a tmjectory to an artist's developrnent that is seldom accounted for. 

In practice, artists' lyncs and rhythms must achieve success on the home front fini, where 

the flow, subject matter. style, and image must resonate meaningfully amoog those who 

share commoo bonds to place, to the posse and the 'ho&. In this sense, when rappers 

refer to the "local flavor," they are identifying the detaiied inflections that respond to and 

reinforce the significaace of the music's particular sites of origin and which might be 

recognized by others elsewherc as being unique. interesting and, thus, marketable. 

The pose  structures that privilege place and the 'hood can be seen, then, as 

infiuential elements in the evolution of new Rap artists as well as relevant forces in the 

ernergence of new, ngionaily defineable sounds and discourses about space and place. 

For example. critics and rappers alike acknowledge the unique qualities of the West Coast 

G-Funk sound which defined a production style that emerged with Dr. DR'S woric on the 

Deep Cover soundtrack and the release of his 1992 classic The Chronic (Death 



Rownntencope), and arguably reached its apex with the 1994 release of Warren G's 

Regulare ... C Funk Era (ViolatorlRush Associated Labels). Warren G is Dre's half-brother 

and their extended posse 80 had massive chart success between 1992 and 1995. Other 

local artists such as the Boo Yaa Tribe, Above the Law, Compton's Most Wanted, and DJ 

Quik also prominently feature variations on the G-Funk sound and reinforcecf its influence 

in the industry as a West coast subgenre. G-Funk makcs ample use of standard Funk 

grooves by artists including George Clinton, Bootsy Collins. Gap Band, or Roger 

Troutman and is charactenzed as being "laid-back" and spane, featuring slow beats and 

longer sample loops. W l e  it was regarded as a regionally distinct style, it was also often 

related specifically to Dr. Dre's production style and was comparatively categonzed by its 

difference from the more cacophonous East Coast jarns (recognizable in the early work of 

Public Enemy's production crew the Bomb Squad). As Briaa Cross (1993) notes, 

however, the impact of the G-Funk style among California Rap acis is also related to the 

extended influence of late 1970s Funk music in the Southwest that was a consequence of 

limited access to iodependeotly produced and distributed Rap product in the early 1980s, 

delaying Rap's geographic expansion from New York to the Los Angeles area. 

Expiainhg the Bomb Squad's production pmcesses following the release of Public 

Enerny's Fear of a Black Plonet (1990, Def Jam), Chuck D describes bis production 

pose's familiarity with various regional styles and tastes and their attempts to inteerate t&e 

dnerences into the album's tracks. As he sbtes: 

Rap has diffemt feels and cüfferent vibes in different parts of the country. 
For example, people in New York City don't drive very often. so New 
York used to be about wallang around with your radio. But that doesn't 
really exist anymore. It became uaf'ashionable because some people were 
losinp their lives over hem, and also people don't want to carry them, so 
now it's more like "Hey, I've got my Walkman." For that reason, there's a 
treblc type of thing going on; they'rc not getting much of the bass. So rap 
music in New York City is a headphone type of thing, whereas in Long 
Island or Philadelphia ....itts mon of a bass type thing. (Dery, 1990: 90) 

80 Known as The Dogg Pound. the posa a< ihe tirne induded Snoop Doggy Dogg. Naie Dogg. Dat Nigga 
Daz and Kunrpt, arnong others wbo reprcsent the LA., Compton, and Long Beach areas. 



These regional distinctions between the "beats" are borne out in the example of the Miami 

production houses of Luther Campbell or Orlando's Magic Mike. In Fiorida (and to some 

extent, Georgia) the focus is on the bass -- Florida "bwty bass" or "booty boom" as it has 

been temed - which offen a deeper, "phatter." and almost subsonic vibration that stands 

out as a regiooally distinct and authored ~t~le .81 Within the Rap culture artists and fans 

alike reflect an acute awareness that people in different parts of the country produce and 

enjoy regional variations on the genre; they experience Rap differently, stnicturing it into 

their social patterns according to the noms that prevail in a given urban environment. 

Thus, the regional taste patterns in South Fiorida are partially influenced by the centmi 

phenomenon of car mobility and the practice of stacking multiple 10 or 15-inch bass 

speakers and powerful sub-woofers into car tmnks and truck beds. 

Add to these stylistic distinctions the discursive differences from the various 

regions (i.e., the aforementioned Gangsta Rap from the West Coast crews. the chilling, 

cold-blooded imagery from Houston's "Bloody Nickle" crews on RapA-Lut Records, or 

the "pimp, playa and hustla" themes that are standard arnong Oakland and San Francisco 

cliques); the localized posse variations in vocal flow and slang; or the site-specific 

references to cities. 'hoods, and crews and a general catalogue of differences in fom and 

content becornes evident. What these elements indicate is that, while the Rap posse 

provides a structured identity for its members. it can also provide a referential value to the 

production qualities and the sound of the musical product with which it is associated. 

Spcuial Discourse, the Na~ion, and the Wood 

By 1990 Message Rap (or Knowledge Rap) and Gangsta Rap had emerged as 

important Rap subgenres that. more han other strands, adhered to nlatively defined spatial 

discourses. In their different. contradictory. and even antagonistic approaches to the 

81 For a detailed examination of the Florida 'bassn phenomenon. sa the s p a l  feature of The Sourcç, 
,,,,W. 



concept of space and spatiality, they effectively reveal the extent to which issues of race, 

space, and place dorninate the concems of young Rap artists and the various audience 

formations that comprise the Hip Hop culture. Prominent Message Rap acts such as 

Boogie Down Productions, Paris, and Public Enemy maintained the centrality of traditional 

Rap skills by basing their presentation on the established performative interrelations 

between the DJ and the MC. Their unique contributions, however, were in the 

promu1 gation of di stinctly Afrocentristfpro-black political and cultuml ideologies. lyrical 

pedagogy, and often insightful social analyses and critical commentary regarding 

contem poraiy cultural issues. The nationalist discounes in thi s Rap su b g e m  consequentl y 

appcal to the prevalent sense among minority youths that blacks must educate themselves in 

order to mobilize real change within their collective communities rather than relying on 

racist social systerns to provide their cultural knowledge (and their spirituai "knowledp of 

self"). 

An important adjunct of this subgenre encompasses lslamic rappers of the Chicapo- 

based Nation of Islam (or the smaller Five Percent Nation sect) of which Ice Cube, Paris, 

the Poor Righteous Teachen. Rakirn (of Eric B and Rakim), Lakim Shaban, and X-Clan 

daim membership. Here, the messages inscribed in the l yrics maintain a commi tment to 

the basic tenets of the Islamic faith and remain sympathetic to the Amencan Muslim heritap 

of Malcolm X as well as to the contemporary Muslim ieachings of Minister Louis 

~arrakhan.~2 Among these rappers, the black cultural diaspora is framed within the 

expansive reach of the faith and the religious discourses of Islam rather than being 

articulateâ in specifically spatial or racial t e m .  

As the heavy gold chains of one generation of rappen and B-boys gave way to the 

next generation's nd. black, and green medallions featuring a silhouette of the African 

û2 For more daaileci examinations of the politid and religious foundations of Message Rap, see Joseph 
Eure and James Spady, (eds.). 1991. PJation Conscious m. New York PC International Press; &g 
Shect ûct., 1992.; and h c s t  Allen, Jr. 1996. "Making the Suong Survive: The Contours and 
Contradictions of Message Rap," in Q p ~ o i n  Swnce. .n ical Fssavs - 1  . . C ' t '  on R ~ D  and Hib Ho0 Culture, 
William E Perlcins, (ed.), Philadel phiâ Temple University Ress. 



continent -- a cartographie staternent of cultural identity with extenuating nationaht 

implications -- the general idea of a unified black youth culture acquired clearer definition 

among Hip Hop practitioners. By founding identity and shared histoty in an essentialized 

blackness, the pro-black messages introduce a collectively realized image of racid and 

cultural heritage while attempting to address issues of contemporary common stniggle. 

Blackness - not urban environment or social space -- detemiines the nationalist character of 

this position, fixing identity along a linear continuum with the p s t .  Message Rap in this 

period is part of a conscious effort to forge links across the diverse social settings and 

urban landscapes that divide and separate black youth throughout the country. This 

process includes the commuoication of a senes of hybrid black nationalist discourses 

functioning within an inconsistently applied and at times contradictory politicai agenda. 

The hybridity of these discounes is due to the sweep of histoncal political moments that 

embraced. with slavery, emancipation, the 1950s and 60s black power movement, and 

current crises involving social prejudice or police violence against young blacks al1 being 

rnerged in the lyrical texts. 

The rhetoric of black solidarity linking artists and members of wider Hip Hop 

audience formations is invanably constructed in the form of an urgent appeal for p a t e r  

political and cultural awareness. The aim is to resist and reorder the debilitatiag social 

conditions gripping black America. In attempting to communicate a sense of black youih 

solidarity. the spatial differences betwecn 'hoods, cities, and regions are generally 

dowoplayed althougb they are not -- indeed, they camot - be ignored completely. In a 

manner reminiscent of the Black Panther Party's initiatives in the l%ûs, the different c ihs  

and separate 'hoods are often conceived as self-contained cells that exist autonomously 

(workhg within the particular conditions of the local) but remain part of the larger Hip Hop 

movement. The depressed environment of the 'hood therefore emerges as a spatial 

symptom of a larger systemic decay that has inordinately impacted on blacks. 



The most dynamic act to rise in this subgenre &ter 1987, Public Enemy outlines an 

agenda for radical social transformation in its recordings thnwgh explicit terminology. 

"Power to the People" (1990, Def Jam) invokes both the battie cry from the 1 W s  Black 

Power Movement and 1970s Funk (with references to several James Brown songs) while 

infusing 1990s Rap iato the mix. As a result. iheir lyrics forge a sense of historical 

continuity within black cultural activisrn that, importantly, encompasses botà men and 

women: 

And you thought the beat slowed down 
Power to the people 
Get on up, get into ii, get involved 
Feel the bass as the cut revolves 
T o  the brotliers wit the 808 
Like 1 said before, P.E. got a brand new funk 
Turn it up. boom the trunk 
hternationally known on the microphone 
Makin' sure the brothen will never Ieave you alone 
To my sisters 
Sisters, yes we missed ya 
Let's get it together, make a nation 
You can bei on it, don't sleep on it 
'Cause the troops cold jeepin' it pumpin' 
(Power to the people) .... 

In a sirnilar vein. on the group's rnost recognizable anthem "Fight the Power" (1990. Def 

Jarn). w hich was recorded under the same titie as the lsley Brothers 1975 hi t son$. Chuck 

D stresses the need for intellectual awareness and a leamed attitude toward revolution and 

radical social transformation: 

As the rhythm designed to bounce 
What counts is that the rhymes 
Designed to fil1 your mind 
Now that you reelize the pnde's arrived 
We got to pump the stuff to make us tough 
From the hart 
It's a start, a work of art 
To revolutionize malce a change nothin's strange 
People, people we are the saine 
No we're not the same 
'Cause we don't Lnow the game 
What we need is awareness. we can't get careless 
You say what is this? 
My beloved let's get down to business 
Mental selfkiefeusive fitness 
(Yo) bum rush the show 



You gotta go for what you know 
Make everybody see, in order to fight the powen that be.... 

The rhetoncal appeal to unity and revolutionary action is shaped through the recurrent 

manifestation of a collective social arnalgarnation that implies an expansive body of 

conscious youth. 

Pans is even more explici t about his "plea for uaity " on the track "Break the Gnp of 

Shame" (1990, Scarface/Tommy Boy) whicb makes references to black pride. 

revolutionary movernent, and the Islamic f ' t h ,  al1 presented within what he descnbes as 

"pro-black radical raps upliftin'." Paris and Public Enemy each identify a knowledgc gap 

within the black nation that must be spanned in order to unite the black constituency as a 

coherent whole. Like KRS-1 (especially on the track "You Must Leam" from the album 

Gherto Music: The Blueprint of Hip Hop, 1989. ZombaBMG), tbese artists articulate the 

need for black youths to corne together and inforni themselves for the "revolution" that is 

already underway in the cultural war zones and in the depressed urban terrains of the 

'hood. 

In his enquiry into the cultural resonance and meanings of the term "the 'hood," 

Paul Gilroy challenges prevalent reductionist impulses as well as the aationalistic 

tendencies in 1990s Rap. He poses the undedying question "how is black [Xe in one 'hood 

connected to life in others? Can there be a blackness that connects, articulates, 

synchronizes experiences and histories across the diaspora space?" (1992: 308). He 

criticizes the idea of "nation" that has emerged as an important structuring concept in 

Amencan Hip Hop culture (mainly after 1981) and remaias sceptical of the value invested 

in the discourses of "family" unity (communicated in the rhetoric of black brotherhood and 

sisterhood) when there is so much temtorial antagonism evident in the strands of Rap that 

privilege the spatialities of gang culture and turf affiliation. Gilroy is perplexed by the 

closed contours that the 'hwd represents, suggesting that its inward-turning spatiai 

perspectives inhibit dialogue across divided social territories and cultural zones. He further 

argues tbar redrrnptirc attempts to appeal to eitha the black 'nilion" or to the wfimilyn of 



internationally dispersed blacks in Message Rap are ill-conceived and based in a particularly 

Americanist viewpoint that harbors its own exclusive and hierarchically stratified biases. 

Perhaps more in line with Gilroy's expansive, transAtlantic visions of Rap's 

diasporic potential is the track 'Ludi" (1991, island Records) by the Canadian act the 

h e a m  Warriors. Based in Toronto. the group is part of one of the world's largest 

expatriate Caribbean communities. Like Gilroy's London. Toronto is an "important 

junction point or crossroads on the webbed pathways of black Atlantic political culture. It 

is revealed to be a place where, by virtue of factors like the informality of racial 

segregation, the confiiguratioa of class relations, the contingency of linguistic 

convergences, global phenomena such as anti-colonial and emancipationist political 

formations are still being sustained, reproduced, and amplified" (1W: 95). In mapping a 

cultural "crossroads," the song utilizes an early reggae rhythm and a lightly swinging 

melody (based on a sample of the Jamaican classic "My Conversation," released in 1%8 by 

The Uniques) that taps into a particularly rich moment in the evolution of the reggae style 

and revives a well-known Jamaican track while resituating it within the performative 

contexts of Hip Hop. 

"Ludi" (which refen to a baud game) be,&s with rapper King Lou stating that the 

song is for his mother -- who wants something to dance to - and his extended family to 

whom be offers the musical sounds of their original home environment The family to 

which he refers is not. in the immediate sense, the family of black-identified brothers and 

sisters that cohere within nationalistic and esseotiaiist discourse but literally his siblings. 

He then e x p d a  his dedication to the wider "family" of blacks with a comprehensive roll- 

call of the english and spanish-speakiag Caribbean islands and Africa which inform but by 

no means determine his cultural identity. There is no attempt to privilege an originary 

African heritage nor is then a nostalgic appeal to the Caribbean heritage. This extensive list 

recognizes Toronto's hybrid AfntCPribbcan community and refers directly to a locally 

manifested culture of international black traditions (rather than a single tradition of 



essentialist blackness) within which the Dream Warriors developed as young artists. The 

song's bridge dso reinforces the Caribbean co~ection,  explaioing what i t  means for the 

DJ selector to shout out "rewind" or "corne again," making several references to the 

tumtable practices of Jamaican sound systems that are mainstays throughout intemationally 

dispersed Caribbean communities. 

Later in the track, King Lou's cohort Capi ta1 Q reminds him that "there are other 

places than the islaads that play Ludi. Why don't you nin it down for the people?" Here, 

employing a distinctly Jamaican DJ "toaster" dialect, King Lou provides a wider expression 

of black diasporic identification as he expands his list to include Canada, the U.K., and the 

United States, countnes where the Afro-Caribbean presence is the largest and most 

influential. He concludes by mentioning his international record labels 4th and Broadway 

and Island Records and, finally, names the influential Toronto-based independent 

production house, Beat Factory, that fint recorded the group. In this last shout out to Beat 

Factory he effectively retums the scale to the local, closing the circle that positions the 

Dream Wamioa within a globalllocal system of circulation. 

Then is no simple means of assessing the impact of this expansive globavlocai 

perspective but, within Gilroy's innovative theoretical oeuvre, the Song can be celebrated 

for the ways in which its musical and lyrical forms reinforce the dispmed geographies of 

contemporary black cultures without falling victim to the conservative reductions of black 

essentidism. Without cleaving toward either the rhetorical rigidity of black nationalist Rap 

or the Rihilistic vitriol of "niggaz with (bad) attitude." the Dream Warriors present an 

alternative path. As "Ludi" illustrates, the p u p  unself-consciously articulates an evolving 

hybrid identity informed by transnationai migrations that are acdvely manifested on local 

grounds. 

On the other end of the Rap spectnim is the example of d s t s  who maidy operate 

within a discursive field featuring spatialited thernes of intense locality. Whereas the 

proponeats of Message Rap cvoke an expanded vision of black America, it is in contmst to 



the ghettocentric visions of urban black experience that also emeqe in the pnre, mainly 

uithin the iyricr of Gangsta Rap Despite many shared perspectives on black oppression 

and systemic injustices there exists a tension in the interstices between the expansive 

nationalisrns of Message Rap and the more narrowly defined localisms of Gangsta Rap 

with its cote emphases on "the 'hood." This distance is widened in view of the latter's 

unapologetic daim that "life ain't nothin' but bitches and money." The two subgenres are 

addressing pnerally cornmon phenornena in their focus on black struggles for 

empowerrnent yet they are deploying spatial discourses and programs of action that do aot 

fit easily together. 

The emergence of an intensified spatial terminology was not a sudden occurrence, 

but by 1 ! W  when Boogie Down Roductioos (featuring KRS-1). Eazy-E, and Ice-T broke 

onto the scene. the privilegiag of localized experience rapidly acquired an audible 

resooance. From New York, BDP released "South Bronxt' (1981. B-Boy), a track that 

aggressively disputes the allegatiom of various rappers from Queens who, in the aftemath 

of Run-D.M.C.'s commercial successes, claimed that they were Rapts true innovatois. 

KRS-1's lyrics reaffirm the South Bronx borough as the birthplace of Hip Hop, 

reinforcing the message in the now-classic chorus with its chant "South Bronx, the South, 

South Bronx." 

Giving name to locations and to the artists who inhabited them anchon his 

testimony although memory and place are both central io KRS-1's daims on behalf of his 

home temtory. He attempts to prove its dominance by recounting the genre's formative 

stages with close attention to localized, highly pdcular  details: 

Remember Bmiu River, roliing thick 
With Cool DJ Red Alert and Chuck ChiUout on the mix 
While Afrilca Islam was rocking the jams 
And on the dher side of town was a kid named Flash 
Pattemon and Millbrook pmjects 
Casanova ail over, ya couldn't stop it 
The Nine Lives cnw. the Cypress Boys 
The Real Rlick steady taking out these toys 
As hard as it lwked, as wild as it seemed 



1 didn't hear a peep from Queen's ... 
South Bronx, the South South Bronx .... 
The references to people and places provide a specificity that is comparatively 

absent in Eazy-Fs important (but often overlooked) single release "Boyz-n-The Hood" 

(1988, Ruthless/Priority) from the same period. Wiih its plodding beats and Eazy-E's 

undeveloped Rap skills, ihe track (pemed by Ice Cube, who later helped form the nucleus 

of the group N.W.A.) did little to advance the genre aesthetically. Yet, in its 

uncornprornising linguistic tums and startling descriptions of homeboy leisure (involving 

beer, "bitches" and violence), it was rivetting and offered a new hardcore funky mode1 for 

masculine identification in Hip Hop: 

'Cause the boyz in the hood are always hard 
Corne talkin' that trash and we'll pull your card 
Knowin' nothin' in life but to be legit 
Don't quote me boy, 'cause 1 ain't sayin' shit 

Describing the LP &y-DE-1t on which the single Tint appeared, Havelock Nelson and 

Michael Gonzales explain that it "overflows wi th debris from homphobia to misogyny to 

excessive violence. And yet. anyone who grew up in the project or any Black ghetto 

knows these extreme attitudes are right on target" ( 199 1 : 8 1). 

The "nality" factor surfaces as a complex and troublesorne aspect in Rap generally 

and with gnater frequency in Gangsta Rap especially as it rose to pmminence in the music 

industry, displacinp other more progressive and inclusive discursive fonns. De Certeau 

describes the intense emphases on the real as a nlatively recent phenomenoa, as the 

product of a contemporary media culture: 

The media irandorm the prrat silence of ihings into its opposite. Formerly 
constituting a secret, the real now talh constantly ... From moming to night, 
narrations constantly haunt streets and buildings. They articulate our 
existences by teaching us what they must be. They "cover the event," that 
is to say. they make our legends out of it. (de Certeau, 19BQ: 181186) 

The appeal to the real is founded on the daim that hardcore Rap is a legitimate vehicle for 

the expression of actual cultural experiences. The streets and the 'hood are generally 

conceived as the primary sites where the mal coheres and it is the street-oriented themes of 



Gangsta Rap ihat most ofteo refer to " keeping it real," "representing the real," or other 

similar temis.83 MC Eiht of Compton's Most Wanted explains that "it's just like reliving 

the past, and 1 do it on paper. Things that 1 seen in my younger yeaa that 1 know about. 

It's not just taking, it's realism ... Whether people think its fake or wbether people think 

I'm trying to be studio or whatever, muthaphukkas know the realw IRai,a=es, June, 

1994: 41). Elsew here, Oakland rapper Spice- 1 offers another, more complicated 

explmation when he states that " to white kids i t's just music. To the black kids it's real" 

(The Source, June, 1994: 68). 

This latter proposition is perhaps a more accurate assessrnent of the term as it is 

"really" intended. Whereas the tenn "reality" in Rap tends to be linked exclusively to the 

lyncal content and street based narratives, Rap taken as a whole is deeply comected to an 

ongoing and ever-changing black cultural tradition that rernains a central force in the daily 

reality of urban black teens. Within an essentialist cultural logic. the real is always located 

within the core culture. Afrocentnst proclamations. bolstered by ernerging an thropological 

evidence attesting to the African continent as the onginary source for al1 humanity, fulfills a 

similar function by other means. In this regard, reality within a Hip Hop paradigm is more 

than "just music" and it is certainly more than the lyrics. It is both of these as they are 

situated wiihin the lived contexts of black expressivity and black ideotity formations. 

Cleariy, the multiple realities that comprise life in the 'hood, like the multiple 

identity formations that accompany them, are not ,ganted equal attention by either rappen 

or social critics. Much is absent due to the selective privileging of a limited facet of 'hood 

expenence that has becorne associated with the na1 as an image consmict. The focus is on 

a particular image of reality that, while existent in the streets and neighborhoods of 

numemus black urban sections, bas b e n  hamessed in a calculated strategy to create a 

compelling and graphic product that appeals to a sireable audience (much like slasher films 

or contemporary gangster movies). Eazy-E and his gioup N.W.A. provoked these debates 

* In the mid-1990s. hcre has k e n  a gradua1 shift away fmm the poteniidly pejorative terni "Gangsta 
Rapn as an increasing numbcr of artists implement the term "Reality Rapn in defining the subgcnre. 



and quickiy established the terrain for the repesentations of an ostensible urban reality in 

Gangsta Rap, leaving cynical critics iike Mike Davis to question their legitimacy and ethics 

from the cultural sidelines. 

Eazy-E's "Boyz-n-The Hood" reflects many of Rap's earlier modes of spatial 

representation that conceive of the ghetto landscape as a generalized abstract construct, as 

space. The tenninology of the 'hood, however, also adds a localized nuance to the notion 

of space that conveys a certain proximity, effectively capturing a narrowed sense of place 

through which young thugs and their potential victllns move. Clairns to the representation 

of authentic street Iife or 'hood reality emerged with sudden frequency following the nse of 

Eazy-E and N.WA. who were among the fint to communicate detailed images of closely 

demarcated space in this rnanner. This suggests that 'reality" and a reduced spatial scale 

are somew how liaked conceptuall y among those w ho developed the particular spatial 

discoune of the 'hood within Gangsta Rap. The contribution of "Boyz-a-The Hood" is 

ultimately its influence in the populanzation of a new spatial vocabulary that spread 

throughout Hip Hop from al1 ngions as artists from the West Coast gained prominence in 

the field. 

By most accounts. the spatial discouae that congeals around the concept of the 

'hood emerges in Rap by California-based airists with the preatest irequency and force. 

But in the popular media as well as in academic treatises. the focus tends to oe on the 

expressions of "gangsta" violence and masculine aggression to the exclusion or 

minimization of equally prcvalent spatial elemenis. As David Toop writes, "the fiat release 

on Ruthless Records, launched by rapper Eazy-E and pducer  Dr. Dre in 1986, was like a 

tabloid report from the crime beat fed through a paper shreddern (199 1: 180). The very 

terrn "Gangsta Rap" is mon concretely concerned with the articulation of crimînality than 

my other attributes that may emerge from its Lyncal and visual texts. Having becorne 

sedirncnted in the popular lexicon as the key or trademark terrn for the subgenre, it is 

diflicult to critically challenge the primacy of criminality and to replace it with a sptiality 



that, to my mind. preceeds the "gangsta-km" that saturates the lyncal texts. The criminal 

activities that are described in Gangsta Rap's intense lyricd forms are always subordinate 

to the definitions of space and place within which they are set. It is, therefore, the 

spatialiiies of the 'hood that constitute the ascendant concept and are ultimately deserving of 

discursive pre-eminence. 

Since Rap's invention, it has become somewhat of a convention for the MC or 

rapper to place him or herself at the cenier of the world, as the subject around which events 

uufold and who translates topophilia (love of place) or topophobia (fear of place) into lyrics 

for wider dissemination. This i s  illustrated in Ice-T's "Intro" on his debut album Rhyme 

Pays ( 1981, Rhy me S yndicate/Sire). Adapting a sampled version of Mike Oldfield's 1974 

hit "Tubular Bells" (Virgin), the tracic displays none of the rhythmic noms of the period 

and is devoid of bass and drum beats. Sirnilarly ignoring standard Rap flow, [ce-T's 

vocals are less infiuenced by the dominant East Coast fonn than the spoken-word delivery 

of adult-oriented humonst Rudy Ray Moore (w hose "Dolemi te" character exists alongside 

the traditional Stagger Lee tales and was also translated into several "blaxploitation" films). 

The pimp and husder thematics expounded ihroughout the album are also more rerniniscent 

of the novelists Donald Goines or Iceberg Slim (whose name Ice-T adopted) than anythiag 

existing in Rap up to that point, with the possible exception of Philadelphia MC Schooly D. 

As an introduction, the track allows Ice-T to present his Hip Hop curriculum vitae 

w hich is expliciil y defined in spatial tems: 

A child was born in the East one day 
Moved to the West Coast after his parents passed away 
Never undentood his fascination with rhymes or bats 
In poetry he was considered elite 
Became a young gangster in the streets of L.A. 
Lost co~ect ioas with his true raats far away .... 

The description of a personal cxoâus embarked upon by the young mpper under conditions 

of extreme adversity is crucial to the constnictioo of mystique and legend. Describinp his 

entry into LA.  gang culture and the Rap scene in the magazine Rao P w ,  Ice-T identifies 



cities, neighborhoods, high schools and housing projects that have meaning to him and to 

those faaiiliar with these areas: 

1 went to a white school in Culver City, and that was chill. but 1 was livin' 
in Windsor Hills near Monterey Triangie Park ... When I got to high school 
a11 the kids from my area were gettin' bussed to white schools and 1 didn't 
want to go to them schools. So me and a few kids from the hills went to 
Crenshaw. That's where the gangs were. Cb13- Oct. 1991: 55) 

Here. place i s  a lens of sots that mediates one's perspective on social relations. It offers 

farniliarity and it provides the perspectival point from which one gazes upon and evaluates 

other places, places that are "other" or foreign to one's own distinctly penonal sites of 

security and stability (no matter bow limited these may be). Ice-T may be from New York, 

but he is of Los Angeles and it is the spces and places of LA. that provide the coordinates 

for his movement and activities. 

Ice-T goes on to make the distinction between East Coast Rap and the emerging 

L.A. "gangsta" style. noting that the latter developed out of a desire to relate incidents and 

expeciences with a more specific seose of place and, subseqiiently, greater sie4ficance to 

local youths who could recognize the si tes and activities described in the lyrics. In this 

regard, Rap offea a means of describing the view fmm a preferred "here," of explaining 

how things appear in the irnmediate foreground (the 'hood) and how things seem on the 

receding horizon ( 0 t h  places). 

The braggadocio also locates his origins in New York, essentially fixing his own 

"mots" in Hip Hop's cultural motherland. Ice-T is clearly centenng himself, building his 

own profile. In the process, he relates a history that invests supreme value in New York as 

the fint home of Hip Hop, naturali~ng his connections to the artform and validating his 

identity as a tough, adaptive, and street-smart LA. hustler, the self-pmlaimed "West 

Coast M.C. king." Ice-T's references to New York illuminate the spatial hierarchy that 

existed at the tirne since the Northeast was unquestioned as the dominant zone of Hip Hop 

cultural activity. Battles among Rap innovators were still being waged on the local, 

interborough scaie in New York City although, gradually, New York's monopoly on the 



form was lost as various other sites of innovation emerged. The rise of the L.A. sound and 

the massive impact of the gangster themes afîer 1987 resulted in the first real challenge to 

New York's dominance in Hip Hop. This deveiopment had the additional effect of 

polarking the two regions as the aesthetic distinctions based on lyricai content and rhythmic 

styles became more defined and audiences began spending their consumer dollars on Rap 

fmm the nation's "West side." 

" 7 7 ~  West si& is fhe best side": Representing Compton 

The West's amval was heralded by a deluge of song's that celebrated and glorified 

the street wamor scenarios of the California cities of South Central Los Angeles (with help 

from the 1998 Dennis Hopper film Colors and Ice-T's galvanizing title song on the 

soundtrack). Oakland and. especiall y,  Compton. Starting with N. W.A.'s "Straight Ouna 

Compton" ( 1988. Ruthless/Priority), nurnerous recordings circulated conveying the 

narrative imagery of viscious gang-oriented activities in Compton, including "Raised in 

Compton" ( 1991, Epic) and "Compton 4 Life" ( 1992, Epic) by the group Compton's Most 

Wanted, and DJ Quik's "Boni and Raised in Compton" (1991, Profile) or "Jus Lyke 

Compton" (1992, Profile). Appeanng on the cover of his album Wuy 2 Fonky (1992, 

Profile), DJ Quik stands posed alongsidc a chain-link fence topped with razor wire, 

sportinp a jacket emblazoned with the Compton logo, proudly advertising his home 

territory Through these multiple means of siDgdication the city of Compton rapidly gained 

a notoriety framed by the image of tough and well-amed homeboys and the ongoing 

deadly conflict between rival gangs (the Bloods, Crips, and the LAPD) operating with a 

near-total lack of ethics or moral conscience. This last point can be most clearly discerned 

in the ubiquitous refrain in Gangsta Rap that "Compton niggar just don? Dive a fuck." 

Tricia Rose and Brian Cross situate the rise of Compton-based Rap in two quite 

different frames of understandinp. Rose writes that "during the late 1980s Los Angeles 

nppen  fmm Comptoa and Watts. two arcas sevcrely panlyzed by the postinduurial 



economic redistribution developed a West coast style of rap that narrates experiences and 

fantasies specific to life as a poor Young, black. male subject in Los Angeles" (1994 59). 

Her assessment situates the phenornenon of West Coast styles and lyncal forms in an 

intemally based set of socio-economic conditions. Brian Cross locates the nse of 

Compton's Rap scene within a wider and more appropriate cartographie relation to New 

York and other California locales: 

Hiphop Compton. according to Eazy. was created as a reply to the 
construction of the South BronxlQueensbridge aexus in New York. If 
locally it served notice in the comrnunity in which Eazy and Dre sold iheir 
Macola-pressed records (not to mention the potential play action on KDAY), 
nationally, or at least on the East Coast, it was an attempt to figure Los 
Angeles on the map of hiphop. After the album had gone double platinum 
Compton would be as well h o w n  a city in hiphop as either Queens or the 
Bronx. (Cross, 1993: 37) 

In its initial phase. Compton Rap is more likely the product of phenornena described by 

Cross. The pneral nanative content of "Straight Outta Compton" sheds Iittle ligbt on the 

city or its social byways and does not demonstrate any particular concem with the 

locality's economics. Its basic function as a geographical backdmp to the dangers that 

N.W.A. as a group represents actually follows the sarne standard constructions of abstraci 

space heard in Grandmaster Rash and the Funous Five's "New York, New York" five 

years earlier or in Eazy-E's "Boyz-n-the-Hood." 

Stating at the outset that "when something happens in South Central Los Angeles, 

nothing happens. Just another nigger dead." Ice Cube establishes the track's general theme 

of spatial1 y organized violence: 

Here's the murder rap to keep you dancin' 
With a crime record Ii ke Charles Mansoo 
AK47 is the tool 
Don't make me act the motherfuckin' fool 
Me and you could go toe-to-toe, no may be 
I'm knockint niggers out the box daily 
Yo, weekiy, monthiy, and yeariy 
Until then. dumb motherfucken see clearl y 
That I'm down with the capital C.P.T. 
Boy you can't fuck with me 
So when I'm in your neighborhood ya better duck 
Tause Ice Cube is crazy as fuck 
As 1 leave, believe I'm stompin' 



But when 1 corne back, boy 
I'm comin' stmight outta Compton .... 

Without detailed spatial descriptions of landmarks and environment, Compton does not 

emerge as a clearîy realized urban space in the N.W.A. track even though it is the group's 

home tom.  The California city is instead interpolated as a bounded civic space that 

provides botb specificity and scale for the communication of a West Coast Rap presence. 

The group is "representingn their home temtory and the song's release was their bold 

announcement that the "boyz" from the 'hoods of Compton were "stornpin'" onto the scene 

and could not be avoided by anyone who paid attention to developments in the business. 

The Compton and South Central L.A. crews were aot only serving notice to their 

neighboring communities that they were in charge, they were seMag notice to New York 

and the entire Hip Hop nation that the new sound had arrived and the balance of power 

(based on innovation and inventiveness) had tipped toward the West. This was the 

beginning of a decade-long aniagonisrn betwcen the East and West coasts that has too 

frequently proven that the gangster themes comprising the lyrical content are based in more 

than mere lip service or masculine posturing. 

On "Raised in Compton" (1991, EpidSony), MC Eiht of Compton's Most Wanted 

explicitly racialires the urban spaces of the city. more fully addressing the specifcities of its 

cultural character and providing a further sense of the place that he recopizes as his 

formative home. He reproduces several of the general elements that N.W.A. bad already 

imposed on Compton's representatiooal repertoire but for him, the city also has a 

personally meaningful history that is manifestcd in his identity as a gangster turned rapper: 

Compton is the place that 1 touched down 
1 opened my eyes to rd ize  that I was dark brown 
And right thcm in the ghetto that color costs 
Brothers smothered by the streets meaning we're lost 
1 grew up in a place whcre ii was go for your own 
Don't get caught after dark maming the danger zone 
But it was hell at the age of twelve 
As my Compton black brothers w e n  in and out of jail 



The attempt to histoncize his relations to the city and the 'hood makes this cut slightly more 

complex than "Straight Outta Compton" as MC Eiht's bonds to the localized Compton 

environment are presented as the outcome of an evolving growth process as a child 

becomes a man. Subjective history. conveyed here in an almost testimonial fom, and the 

experience's of space together offer relevant insights onto the social construction of a 

gangster attitude or a gang rnember's ratiomile. 

George Lipsitz isolates something similar with his focus on the soci~politicd 

importance of merging musical and non-musical sources of inspiration and experience 

amoog California Chicano Rock musicians sioce the 1Ws: 

As organic intellectuals chronicling the cultural life of their community, they 
draw upon street slang, car customizing, clothing styles, and wall murais 
for inspiration and ideas ... Their work is intertextual, constantly in dialogue 
with other fonns of cultural expression, and most fuily appreciated when 
located in content. (Lipsitz, 1990: 153) 

Like the California Chicano music Lipsitz describes, "Raised in Compton" highlights a 

customized car culture, urban mobility, and the sartorial codes of the Compton streets ("T- 

shirt and Ichakis") al1 described within hiphly particular vemaculars. In its incIusiveness of 

the minor details that are. in practice, part of the daily n o m  for many urban black youth in 

the rim cities surrounding Los Angeles, the Song accesses the spatial and racial 

characteristics of the ci ty of Compton that have influeoced and shaped the man that MC Eiht 

has become. The articulation of spatial specifics (places, place names. specific site 

derences, etc.) is still lacking but there is also a rich description of some of the social 

formations that a n  spatiaUy distributed and which reproduce the forces underlying the 

black teen gangster ethos with which MC Eiht, and many othen. so clearly identify. 

Maintainhg the gang member's pledge to defend the set and the 'hood forever, the 

track "Compton 4 Life" (1992, EpiclSony) also features MC Eiht providiag a personal 

profile that sutures him into the oeighborhood environment and inextricably conjoins him 

with the deeper gang structures that prevail. Again, the pnor history of place is invoked as 

a detemiinhg factor and, in a tngic example of fatalism. MC Eiht acccpts the idea thar the 



authority of the past is suprerne and is, therefore, irnplicated in the reduced range of options 

avilable t o  many young black urban dwellen. From his perspective his destiny, while not 

foreclosed in absolute terms. is highly influenced by the pressures of the past that have 

produced the social conditions in which he now finds himself. 

Mid-point in the track he challenges outsiders to "thmw up your 'hood'cause it's 

Compton we're yellin'." This is a "turf" statement and it is entirely consistent with the 

understanding of spatial othemess that is fundamental to L.A. gang culture. Whereas Eiht 

and other Gangsta rappers enter into the discourses of alienation and social 

disenfranchisernent as a nepative factor compelling them tow ard a criminal lifestyl e, they 

also easily expound their own versions of alienating power. Framed in t ems  o f  gun 

violence and human decimation, these expressions are intended to diminish the presence of 

othea who repnsent other cities and other 'hoods. This is the articulation of control 

through domination, ghetto style. 

What fint appean as an incongniity in the expnssed logic of the relations between 

space and power may be an example of insighdul reversal that is cornmon to black 

expressions of cultucal tesistance. Spatial domination and peo-social containment in the 

threateninp form of "one time" or "five-O" (the police) and other gang members are 

conceived as unavoidable negatives of life in the 'hood. Defeating the enemy forces is the 

ultimate pa l .  But in establishing this dynamic, MC Eiht cleverly acknowledges that. even 

in victory, the streets represent their own kind of incarcerathg authority: 

Compton 4 Life 
Compton 4 Life 

It's the city wbere everybody's in prison 
Niggen keep taking shit 'cause aio't nobody givin' 
So another punk fwl 1 must be 
Lem the tricks of the trade from the Street 
Exist to put the jack down, ready and willin' 
One more Compton driveby killin' 

There is a brief pause in the rhythm that hmgs like dwm, stilling the song's Pace and flow 

and creating a discomforting gap in the track. When the chorus "Compton 4 Life" 



suddenly breaks in with the final syllable echoing ominously, it becomes clear that the title 

is formed around a double entendre. On the one hand this is an expression of spatial 

solidarity and loyalty to the 'hood while, on the other, it refers to the pronouncement of a 

life sentence to eternal imprisonment in the city's streets and aileys. 

As "Straight Outta Compton," "Raised in Compton," and "Compton 4 Lifen 

suggest, "our sensibilities are spatialized" (Keith and Pile. 1993: 26). In these examples, 

Compton's central sipificame is maintained through the lyncal representation of activities 

that are space-bound and which are then discuaively traced onto the identities of the 

rappers who "clairn" Compton as their own. The issue of whether or not the songs refer 

back to a consistently verifiable reaiity is rendered moot by the possibilities they present as 

textual spaces of representation. Artists discursively locate themselves in an array of 

images and practices within the texts, constructing a relatively coherent identity out of the 

urban detritus that is evidently a crucial aspect of the Compton they experience. 

Despite claims by critics of Gangsta Rap, such as David Samuels (New Re~ublic, 

Nov. 11, 1991) or Folk musician Michelle Shocked who (with Bart Bull) suggests that 

"Los Angeles as a whole and South Central specifically bear little resemblance to the 

cartoon landscape -- the Zip Coon Toon Town -- of gangsta rap" @illboard2 June 20, 

1992: 6)- the subgenre's narrative depictions of spaces and places are absolutely essential 

to an understanding of the ways that literally millions of urban black youths imagine their 

environments and the ways that they relate those images to their own individual sense of 

self. The spaces of Compton and other sirnilar black cornmunities that emerge through 

their work are simultaneously real, irnaginary. symbolic, and mythical. With this in rnind, 

the question that should be asked is not "is this real and WC," but "why do so many young 

black men choose t h e r  dystopic images of spatial representation to orient their own places 

in the world?" By framing the question thusly, the undeniable fascination with the grisly 

mayhem of the lyncal nanatives is displaced and one can then embark on a mon 

illuminating interrogation of the socio-spatial sensibilities at work. 



Mobile Perceptions of O m p :  
The Viov From Hcre (and inere) 

According to Donen Massey, the identity of place is "constnicted out of movement, 

communication, social relations which aiways stretch beyond it" (1992: 14). This indicates 

that place acquires its significance in and through human interaction. Despite the various 

songs that may suggest othenvise, the cities or sites of significance that are encompassed 

by the term "the 'hood" never exist in isolation. Their unique significaace for rappen and 

other memben of the Hip Hop culture is based on a stmctured relationship to "other' 

places, whether on the scaie of a city or 'hood. Indeed, the nation-wide mobility of Rap 

artists such as Ice-T and his DJ, Afnka Islam (who moved from from New York to L.A.). 

Ice Cube (who bnefly moved from L.A. to work with various New York producers), or 

Too Short and his entire production posse (who have moved their base of operations from 

Oakland to Atlanta) introduces a range of contact and overlapping influences that are 

noteworthy within Hip Hop. Hip Hop has never been a static form; it has always been 

prone to change and hybndity due to ongoing influences that are pnerated b u g h  multiple 

connections and contacts. Its practi tionen continue to demonstrate a high rate of mobili ty 

that extends the range of the culture and contributes to eabanced dialogue across the map. 

In 1992, two recordinps about Compton were released that reach beyond the 

pnvailing representations of a city framed within locaiized boundaries and attempt to situate 

the phenornenon of Compton-based Rap in a wider and more elahrative perspective. The 

first of these is DJ Quik's "Jus Lyke Compton," from the 1992 LPWay 2 Funky. The 

track adopts a unique perspective on space, place, and subjective identity that, in its 

ernphasis on mobility throughout the Americaa heartiand, is nlatively rare. Quik's capacity 

to oavigate the spatial cartographies of Hip Hop and to communicate the cultural importance 

invested in spatial difference sets "Jus Lyke Compton" apart from most recordings that 

maintain place-based perceptions of the ' h d .  DJ Quik bears witness to various 

penutations of the gangster lifestyle that is enacted "in the field" and in so doing he 

motivates a pmcess of self-reflection and reflection on the impact of his cultural labor. 



The geographicai or conceptual boundaries of any closdy delineated zone are not 

imperneable, as DJ Quik observes on the track. He first locates himself as "local," a 

Compton native whose modest enterprise and 'hwd-oriented entrepreneurial success on the 

home stage have enabled him to tour and travel throughout the nation: 

Finally out the motherfuckin' C.P.T 
Off to other cities and shit 
No longer just an underground hit 
Movin' thangs, a local nigga made good 
And made a name off of making tapes for niggaz in the 'hood 
And now let me tell a little story 
About the places I been to and the shit that I been through 
Like fightin' and shootouts and bangin' and shit 
Al1 becausea nigg madea hit, check it 

1991, it was double or nothin' that a nigga would hit 
Theo we broke out with the funky shit 
About bitches and niggaz and gettin' dm& off that bud 
I was doing the shit they hadn't heard of 
But foolish was 1 to ttiink that it wasn't no other cities like this 
And that they didn't like ibis 
That Compton was the home of a foot in yo ass 
When you got blast 

This opening segment is part of a strategy to position himself at the threshold behveen local 

and nationai sales  of success. While the boastful introduction is standard to the Rap fom, 

Quik's equation of success with enhanced mobili ty illustrates a systern of values that are 

organized around a celebnty's spatially expansive evolution from a local phenornenon to a 

more widely recognized artist. Identities forged in the 'hood are a product of spatial 

compression and are deeply influenced by locally sustaiaing bonds that cohere within the 

more narrowly defined social parameten of place. Since the soog is a paean to his 

Compton mots. the strategy through which he links himself with the city is important and 

is also ultimately intended as a means to elevate both his status and that of the hometown. 

By employing spatial temis to desdbe his success and outward gmwth as be gets over 

through the Rap game, Quik implicates enperiences at the local scale as being essential to 

bis enhanced national profile as an emerginp Rap "star." 



The "story" that Quik recounts is structured along an expansive trajectory. Moving 

from his Los Angeles center to the urban enclaves of Oakland, St. Louis, San Antonio, and 

Denver, the Song is a virtuai reproduction of the concert tour itinerary, mapping 

performances in cartographie succession. The spatial descriptions also shift as he moves 

ihmugh the story, with the more proximate city of Oakland being framed within terms of 

recognition as well as a certain historical sease or familiarity. The other cities he cites seem 

much further away, and consequently, much less familiar: 

Now that's jus& a thing of the past 
Let me tell ya why firsthand, we did a show up in Oakland 
And niggaz was kickin' up sand 
To them bangin' ain't nothin' new and slangin' ain't nothin' new 
And for every nigga we done shot bey done shot two 
Straight thiough and on through the sixties before I was bom 
Families of young niggaz mourn 
So I'm just lettia' you know 
That if you take a trip to the Bay 
Keep your hand on the clip 

Because Oakland is jus lyke Compton 
Yeah, I'm teliiing y'ail Oakland is jus lyke Compton 

The track is infused with a touristic awe of middle America, revealing the provincial 

rnindset of an untravelled individual with limited exposure to other distant spaces and 

places. 

As his travelogue uafolds there is a sense that DJ Quik's worldview is ais0 

undergoing adjustment through new contacts with dispersed members of the Hip Hop 

nation. This is most clearly expressed in the descriptions of his tour stop in Missouri 

where he registers the most intimate interactions with the city's local constituency: 

Moving on to St. Louis, where the country is fucked 
With gold teeth in the mouth, but they still know what's up 
Where it's hot as a motherfucka, hot enough to make ya cuss 
That's why I kept my ass on the bus 
But later on when it cooled off we came down and met a couple of friends 
Who put us up on the St. Louis cap 
The Smith Center, with Big Bob, Little Steve Tojo, Biss and Rich 
And a couple of bitchcs 
Then they took us to a man named Gus in a store 
He put me down with a hemngbone and shoes galore 
That's when 1 started thinking that this wasn't like home 
But then they had to prove me wrong 



'Cause later on that night after we did the show 
We went back to the afterset and wouldn't ya know 
Yeah, BIoods and Cnps start scrappin' and shootin' ... in Missouri? 
D a m ,  how could this happen? 

Now St. Louis, is jus lyke Compton 
Yeah, y'all, St. Louis is jus lyke Compton, nigga 

DJ Quik attempts to account for the far-reaching impact of Compton-based Rap, reflecting 

on his own incapacity to foresee that the violence and nihilism commonly associated with 

his home turf could be so easily transported elsewhere. The passage conveys Quik's 

fascination with what he and his Compton cohorts have begotten and, more importantiy, it 

,ppples with sorne of the potential meanings of the bmader circulation of key elements of 

the scene which he had evidently assumed were speac to Compton. Of centrai interest is 

the description of the multiple ways in which the California gang culture has been adapted 

and integrated into the daily practices or locdly meaningful experiences of audiences 

residing throughout the American heartland. Citing the flash of gang signs and the ubiquity 

of red and blue colon designating Blood and Clip gang membea at his various concerts, 

Quik reveals mixed emotions of pride and horror. 

Without implicating West Coast Ganpsta Rap or bis own musical output, he 

criticizes audience rnernbers across the nation for re-enacting cinematic gang scenarios 

without compnhending the spatial contexts and their devance to Southem California 

urban youth: 

I don't think they know, they too crazy for their own good 
They oeed to stop watchin' that "Colon" and "Boyz n the Hood" 
To busy claimin' Sixties, tryin' to be raw 
And never even seeti the Shaw 

But now, back to the story that I'm tellia' 
We packed up the tour and started bellin' 
When we arrived I saw red and blue sweatsuits 
When I'm thinkin' about horse dookey and cowboy boots 
1 guess Texas ain't no different from the nst 
And San Antonio wls just waitin' to put us to the test 
and before it was over the sbit go& deep 
A nigga got shot in the face and was dead in the Street 
Then they came in the d u  b thinlin' of scrappin' 
Yeah, we was puttin' 'em down and squaring the rest. shit, 
I even had to Wear the bulletprmf vest 



Now San Antonio, is jus lyke Compton 
Yeah, San Antonio, is jus lyke Compton, bitch 

With a reference to "home" functioning as an explicit context for the track's revelations, 

Quik balances the "here" of Compton with a recumng "there" of the tour stops and social 

encounters dong the way. De Certeau refen to a travelling "enunciation" as a factor in the 

production of nlatioaal points "near" and "far." He writes: 

To the fact that the adverbs here and t h e  are the indicators of the 
locutionary seat in verbal cornmuoication - a coincidence that reinforces the 
parallelism between linguistic and pedestnan enunciation -- we must add 
that this location (here -- rhere) (oecessarily irnplied by walking and 
indicative of a present appropriation of space by an "1") also has the 
function of introducing an other in relation to this "1" and of thus 
establishing a conjunctive and di junctive articulation of places. (de Certeau, 
1984 99) 

Isolating a series of similanties and differences, the spatial logic and investment in place 

lead him to measure dl other places against the neighborhoods and community spaces from 

which he emerges: 

Aftec a month oa the road 
We came home and I can safely say 
That L.A. is a much better place to stay 
How could a bunch of niggaz in a town like this 
Have such a big influence on niggaz so far away? ... 
Now Denver, is jus lyke Compton 
Yeah, y'all, Denver. they wanna be lyke Compton 
And ya know that Oakland. is jus lyke Compton. bitch 
Yeah, y'all St. Louis, we made it jus lyke Compton, fools 
Uh- huh San Antonio, is jus ly ke Compton 
Yeah, and Denver, the wama be lyke Compton, punk ass niggaz 
1 thought ya knew .... 

Qui k's territorial identification wi th the home-place of Compton is the trac k's 

narrative constant although its value is realized only through Quiks new perspective as a 

touriag musician. The bridge hinges on the realization that, while the C.P.T and the 'hood 

comprise refuge to which he can comfortably retum, it is not nearly as insular or contained 

as he had originally believed. Home acquires new meaning for the rapper once he has 

attained the profile and means to extend his iemtory and range of mobility beyond the 

homefiont, beyond the 'hood. Compton and South Central Los Angeles may weil be "a 



much better place to stay" but in order to make this statement, the prior imperative of 

departure is required. This allows Quik to gaze back at the locale from which he came and 

to n-evaluate it in terms of his own subjective criteria based upon the linguistic and rational 

concept of "hen" and "there." 

It is the very fact of travel and mobility out and away from his home territory that 

permits him to reflect on the localized practices and values he has taken for granted. Neal 

Smith and Cindi Katz's perspective on travel and identity helps to illuminate DJ Quik's 

perspectives: 

The notions of travel, travelling identities. and displacement represent 
another response to the undue fixity of social identity. "Travelling" 
provides a means for conceptualizing the interplay among people that are no 
longer so separate or inaccessible one to the other ... The flow of travel not 
the putative fixity of space donates identity. (Smith and Katz, 1993: 78) 

Quik's movement is between stable points on the map -- he is the mobile force linking these 

various spaces and places. With each anival and departure, however, there is a realization 

of something bigger than himself and the Compton world that he knows so well. The 

song's lyrics convey an evolving process of identity transformation, the remaking of th'e 

locally defined self into a national figure as Quik constructs a more expansive subjective 

identity that exceeds his previous self-image as "just an underground hit ... a local nigga 

made good." In achieving this, however, he lyrically contructs a spatial hierarchy that 

privileges Compton above the other city spaces described. This spatial authority is then 

folded back upon Quik himself as he affirms his identity as a legitimate representative of the 

West Coast gangster practices that he sees being re-enacted across the states. In this 

manner, then. Compton and DJ Quik become inseparable symbols of authority and 

authenticity, the travelling embodiment of the "real" and the original product of the funky 

West Coast sound as well as the compelling gang lifestyles that have been copied in other 

locales. 

In another example interrogating Compton's distant impact, Bronx rapper Tun 

Dog's "Fuck Compton" from the 1991 release PenicifIinon W a  (Ruffiouse/Columbia) 



stands as a prime example of spatially segregated bi-coastal antagonism in Hip Hop. As a 

response to the meteoric rise of Compton acts and recorded homages to Compton 

gangsters, Tim Dog's release attemps to do two things: undemine the status of Compton- 

identified acts and their West Coast Gangsta Rap style (specifically its most acclaimed 

propagatoa, N.W.A.) and elevate the statu3 of his home temtory, the South Bronx. At the 

time of the single's release, the impact of West Coast Gangsta Rap had substantially altered 

the Hip Hop scene and Tim Dog was reacting to the shifting patterns as the pnor authority 

and innovative leadership of East Coast artists came under review. 

On the surface, the track adheres to the basic mode of the recorded "boast* and 

"dis," presenting a challenge framed in aggressively confrontational language. Yet the 

terms of engagement ernphasize location and position on the Hip Hop map (including both 

geo-spatial locatioas as well as market positions in the music industry), entering into the 

overlapping discourses of turf, tenitory. and spatial identities. Io this sense. the track is a 

culturally meaningful articulation of Hip Hop's cartographies of difference coaveying what 

was at the time a growing sentiment of disdaia between artists and posscs from the two 

coastal regions. 

Tim Dog's verbal attack suggests that he is responding to the dominant set of spatial 

and place-based images emanating from Compton. He is lashing out at a represeotation of 

Compton that is portrayed by the hardcore Gangsta Rap acts who established the city's 

infamy. The members of N.W.A. and their extended pose  are the explicit target, 

metonymically isolated as representatives of the larger West Coast Gangsta Rap 

phenornenon. Over a dnim and piano aample from N.W.A.3 "Kommershul" (1991. 

Ruthless/Priority) the "Intro" on Penicillan on W m  opens with the "a message to 

N.W.A.": 

No matter how bard you think you are 
This is what the whole world thinks about you 
Y eah, straight ouita the motheduckin' Bronx 
Lettin' everybody h o w  tbat Tim Dog ain't U n '  no motherfuckin' shorts 
And 1 stole your motherfuckin' beat and made it better 



To show the whole world that y'all ain't nothin' 
But a bunch of pussys 

N.W.A. respooded to this with a legal suit claiming copyright infnngernent that was 

eventually settled out of court. In the video for "Fuck Compton," Tirn Dog and his crew 

enact the rnugging and immolation of N.W.A. in the streets and alleys of the Bronx with 

lookalike actors standing in for Eazy-E and Dr. Dre. The message involves an indimete 

staternent of utter disrespect and dismissiveness of the Compton Rap scene and the 

symbolic annihilation of West Coast rappers by those from the East. in this case led by Tim 

Dog. hdeed, a factor elevating the track as a benchmark in Rap is its importance as is an 

early indicator of an expanding trend of transregional invective. 

Tirn Dog's overall contribution to the genre has been minimal yet "Fuck Compton" 

marks a turning point in what has frequenily been referred to as a "civil war" threatening 

the Hip Hop nation. 

Oh shit, motherfuckea, step to the rear and cheer 
'Cause Tim Dog is here 
Let's get down to the nitty-gritty 
And talk about a bullshit city 
Talkin' about niggaz from Compton 
They're no comp and they tnily ain't stompin' 
Tim Dog. a black man's task 
I'm so bad 1'11 whip Superman's ass 
Al1 you sucken that riff oa the West Coast 
1'11 dis and spray your ass like a roach 
Ya think you're cool with your cuds and your shades 
1'11 roll thick and you'll be yeilin' out "Raid" 
One hard bmther that lives in New York 
Where brothers are hard and we don't have to talk 
Shut your mouihs before we corne out stompin' 
Hey, y0 Eazy 
Fuck Compton! Fuck Compton! Fuck Compton! Fuck 'Em! 

As a reply to the popularity and commercial clout of Gangsta Rap, "Fuck Compton" 

exemplifies the dialogical elemeats within Hip Hop. It is constructed in the f o m  of a 

national conversation with representatives from one regional front addressing thor from 

another. Tricia Rose explains that "hip hop produceci intemal and extemal dialogues that 

affimed the expenences and identities of the participants ... hip hop developed as part of a 

cross-cultural communication networkn ( 1994: 60). While this is true, her explaaation also 



implies a more cooperative interaction than is always the case. Rather than a series of 

positive engagements (which are relatively commoo), many ncordings including "Fuck 

Compton" deploy deeply negative discourses, the equivalent of "lyrical gang-banging" and 

verbal warfare. These dialogic articulations of animosity within Hip Hop display a 

pronounced spatial character and reproduce the tensions of spatially nuanced difference that 

continually thwart the formation of a sustainable politics of unification or solidanty within 

the loosely defined Hip Hop nation. 

In his assessrnent of the track. Paul Gilroy suggests that Tirn Dog's diatribe is 

actually one of "profound bewilderment" with the portrayals of gang violence and black- 

on-black crime that are the hallmark of West Coast Gangsta Rap. He reads the text as a 

disillusioned statement registering "disappointment that the idea of homogeneous national 

cornmuni ty has become impossible and unthinkable" ( l992: 308). 

Havin' that gang war? 
We wanna know what you're fightin' for 
Fîghting over colon? 
All that gmg shit's for dumb motherfuckers 
But you go on thinking you're hard 
Corne to New York and ~5 '11  see who gets robbed 
Take your j heri curls, take yow black hats 
Take your wack l yrics and your bullshit tracks 
Now you're mad and you're thinking about stornpin? 
Well I'm from the South Brom 
Fuck Compton! Fuck Compton! Fuck Compton! Fuck 'Em! 
Tim Dog and I'm the best from the East 
And al1 this Compton shit must case  
So keep your eyes on the pnze 
Don't jeopardize my arrive 'cause that's not wise 
Weil corne and get some of this loaded tech-aine 
Bo bo bo shots are cold gunnin' 
And you'll really be a hundred miles and ninnin' ... 
Fuck Compton! Fuck Compton! Fuck Compton! Fuck 'Em! 

According to Gilroy, Tirn Dog's cross-regional expression of incomprehension and 

nonre~o~pition is evidence that the discourses of black sibling unity and Iinked diasporic or 

nationalistic identities are untenable in practice, based mon in wishful thinking than 

material or historical fact. He writes, "if Tirn Dog is to be believed, Compton is as foreign 



to some blacks in New York as Kingston, London, Havana, Lagos, Aswan, or Capetown 

- possibly even more so" (ibid.). 

Writing from the U.K., Gilroy acknowledges his own geographic displacement 

from the city spaces being addressed in the track. He notes that the potential meanings 

underlying the lyrical discourses are invariably open to diverse translations once Lhey are 

encountered in other cultural contexts (across the Atlantic or among dispened audience 

formations within the black diaspora). His assessrnent on this point is entirely accurate; in 

fact, it can be said that there is also a strong foreign element alienating blacks from separate 

'hoods within shared metropolitan areas in the U.S. More than merely revealing the Iimits 

to these connective discourses, however, "Fuck Compton" also rerninds us that otherness 

can form the grounds for hate, even within the rather narrow cultural formation of Hip 

Hop. It is easy to hate or mistmst that which is foreign, strange. and unrecognizable 

(shared racial attributes notwithstanding) and this is clearly evident in Tim Dog's vitriolic 

and contradictory attack against the West side. 

"Represent " : Ptoximate Renderings and the Exfieme Local 

Rob Shields writes that "representations of cities are like still-life 

portrai ts... representations make the city available for anal y sis and replay " ( 19%: 228). 

Although he is refemng to planning documents, maps. and other materials, he follows de 

Certeau (1984) by includiog stories and urban myths as part of the repertoire of urban 

representation. He explains that the various foms of urban representation introduce a 

range of signs and rnetaphon that "are linked to normative notions of what are appropnate 

social reactions to each of the myriad of possible events and encounters" (ibid: 229). From 

this vantage-point, it might be added that new sites and scales of spatial representation 

(communicated through specific sigm and metaphors) introduce an altered sense of what 

may be considend "appropriate" in different contexts. 



By the end of the 1980s. Rap artists had provided an assortment of spatial 

representations of New York and Los Angeles that were both consistent with and divergent 

from prevailinp dominant image-ideas of those urban centen. Rappers worked wi thin the 

dominant representatiooal discourses of "the city" while agitating against a history of urban 

representations as they atîempted to extend the expressive repertoire and to reconstruct the 

image-idea of the city as they understand it. This proved to be a formidable challenge since 

New York and LA. exist as urban icons. resonant signs of the modem (New York) and 

postmodem (L.A.) city. They are simultaneously the products of a deluge of 

representational images and narrative constructions and of material existence and social 

interaction. 

Rap's emergence from city spaces unencumbered by a deep history of 

representational images. with less representational "baggage," presents a unique 

oppominity for its lyrical imovat~is to imagine and represent their cities. As a traditional 

frontier city and a prominent contemporary regional center, Seattle might bc considered as 

an underreprernted city that lacb the wealth of representational constnictions common to 

the larger centers to the South and the East. In the mid-1980s Seattie was a veritable 

hinterland hown best as the home of Boeing's corporate and manufacturing headquarters. 

In the music industry, Jimi Hendnx was perhaps Seattiets best known native son. but the 

city was othemise not regarded as an important or influential center for musical production 

or innovation. The city's statu changcd with the rise of Bill Gates's Microsoft corporation 

and by 1990 it was garnenng considerable attention as the source of the massively 

infîuential (and commercially successful) "GrungefAlternativen music scene. Music has 

subsequently been an important element in the construction of Seattle's cwtemporary 

image although the industry's Rock prrdilections have not k e n  as favorable to the city's 
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84 Addmsing the relabvely minor industry consideration for Seattle's black ytists. Sir Min-A-Lot's 
Rhyme Cartek Records released the conspicuously tidcd Seanle...Tk Dark Si& in 1993. The cover 
prominently proclaims that the release Wips thc d p t  No Grunge ...j ust Rap and R&B...ScaTown style." 



In the spring of 1986, Seattle rapper Sir Mix-A-Lot's "Square Dance Rap" 

(NastyMix Records) made an obscure entry onto the Billboard Hot Black Singles chart. 

The release did not advance any radical aesthetic statement nor did it make a lasting 

contribution to the Rap form. Its relevance is in its capacity to reflect the diverse regional 

activity in Rap production at the time as artists and labels attempted to establish thernseives 

within the rapidly changing conditions fostering regional and local expansion. Mix-A- 

Lot's emergence illustrates the fact that Rap was being produced in relatively isolated 

regions and, as the track's chart status suggests, that it was selling in significant volume 

withia regional "homen markets. Despite this, an advertisement for Profile Records 

appearing six years later in Billboard's "Rap '92 Spotlight on Rap" (November 28. lm). 

portrays the proliferation of industry activity with a carto,gaphic cartoon entitled "Rap Al1 

Over the Map: The Profile States of Amenca." New York, Chicago. Dallas. St. Louis, 

Vallejo and Los Angeles are al1 represented with the names of acts and their respective 

regions and cities. The Pacific Northwest is conspicuously labelled "uncharted territory" 

which refen to Rofile's inactivity there, but which also reproduces the dominant image of 

the region as a distant and unknown frmtier in the view of those from the nation's larger or 

more centralized Rap production sites. 

Regardless of the ad's insinuation, the fact that Seattle was at this stage "in the 

bouse" indicates tbat the genre's breakout with the 198687 commercial assault by the 

Beastie Boys, DJ Jazzy Ieff and the Fresh Rince, Kool Moe Dee, LL Cool J. or Run- 

D.M.C. had implications far beyond the n o d i z a t i o n  of Rap's crossover capaci ty. Rap's 

consumer base was not just extended throughout the nation but new and unforeseen sites of 

production were also being established. In an interesting spatial inversion tbat regards 

rnarginality as a positive factor, Bruce Pavitt, cofoounder of the Alternativesriented Sub 

Pop label. states that "one advantage Seattle has is our geographical isolation. It gave a 

group of artists a chance to mate their own sound, instead of feeling pressured to copy 

others" (Billboard, August 18, 1990: 30). Sir Mx-A-Lot slowly solidificd his Northwest 



regional base, posting reputable figures on two albums recorded on the NastyMix label 

which his sales helped build. He later sealed a distribution deal merging his self-owned 

Rhyrne Cartel label with Rick Rubin's Def American label (a subsidiary of the Wamer 

Music Group) and went on to release the widely acclaimed album Mark Doddy (1992, 

Rhyme CarteVDef American). The single "Baby Got Back." a nbald ode to women's 

posterion, reached the number one position on the Billboard Pop charts, eventually selling 

double plat hum.  

Displaying pride in his Northwestern mots, Sir-Mx-A-Lot provides an excellent 

exarnple of the organization of spatial images and the deploy ment of a spatial discourse. In 

pneral terms, details that might be overlooked speak volumes about space and place, 

presenting additional information about the ways that individuals' &ily lives a n  influenced 

by their environments and conditions of existence. For instance, the standard gmup photo 

in the inner sleeve of Mack Daddy depicts several members of the Rhyrne Cartel posse 

wearinp wet-weather gear consisting of narne-brand Gore Tex hats and jackets. This is a 

totaily pragmatic sartorial statement from the moist climate of the Pacific Northwest that 

remains true to Hip Hop's style-conscious trends. It displays a gwgraphically particular 

system of codes, conveying regionally significant information that once apain demonstrates 

Hip Hop's capacity to appropriate raw materials or images and to invest them with new 

values and meaninps. 

The track "Seattle Ain't Bullshittin'" is exceptional for the manner in which it 

communicates a sense of space and place with clarity, sophistication, and cartographic 

detail. Establishing himself on the track as a genuine Seattle "player," as the original 

Northwestern "Mack Daddy " (a terni for pimp), Mix-A-Lot makes a daim to Iwal prestige 

as a former Seattle hustler who shifted to legitimate enterprise as a successful musician and 

businessrnaa. His braggadocio adopts a purely capitalist discourse of monetary and 

material accumulation, npmducing the tenns of success and prosperity that coafonn bot& 

to dominant social values and to the value systern inherent within the Rap industry. 



Masculine power and domination are represeoted in the banal identification with expensive 

luxury cars, but the image of cars also "drives" the cartographie portrayal of the greeater 

Seattle and Tacoma region and the exploits of a highly mobile Rhyme Cartel pose. 

As the title suggests, Seattle is the centerpiece to the track. This is clear from the 

beginning as Mix-A-Lat and posse member the Attitude Adjuster ad Ii b over a sparse guitar 

... Boy, this is S.E.A.T.O.W.N., clown (forever) 
Sea Town, Yeah, and that's from the motherfuckin' heart 
So if you ain't down with your hometown 
Step off, punk 
Mix, tell these faites what the ded is ... 

As the bass and drums arc dropped into the track. Mixh-Lot lyricall y locates himself as a 

product of Seattle's imer-city core knowa as the CD (or Central District): 

I was raised in the S.E.A. double T. L.E. 
Seattie, home of the CD, nigga 
19th and, yes, Laborda, 
pimpin' was hard ... 
It wa~n ' t  easy trying to compte with my homies in the CD 

Seattle's Central District is home to a sizeable concentration of black constituents who 

comprise roughly 10% of Seattle's total population. Mix-A-Lot's portrayal of the CD 

neighborhood is not explicitly racialized yet the references to pimping and cornpetition 

among "homies in the CDn easily fa11 into a common, even stereotypical definition of "the 

'hoodw that is pervasive throughout Rap of the period. 

The Attitude Adjuster states at one point that "it ain't nothing but the real up here in 

the Northwest.," attesting to the hardcore practices and Hip Hop cultural identities that are 

evident in Seattle as well as the rest of the nation. Unlike most major Amencan cities, 

Seattle's black presence does not bave a huge definiag power on its urban character; black 

youths are a socialiy marginalized amalgamation within a geographically marginal city. The 

Attitude Adjustefs pronouncement may suggest a hint of defensiveaess but it also gives 

voice to the black presence that is, as the subtext implies, just as hardcore as those from 

other uhan centers. 



Having established his ghetto credenti als, Mix- A-Lot expounds on several spacidl y 

oriented scenacios. shifting scale and perspective throughout the track, veerhg "al1 over the 

map" wi th his descriptions of local, regional, and national phenomena: 

So even though a lot of niggas taik shit 
I'm still down for the Northwest when 1 hit the stage 
Anywhere U.S.A. 
1 give Seattle and Tacoma much play 
So here's to the Criminal Nation 
And the young bmther Kid Sensation 
I can't forget Maharaji and the Attitude Adjuster 
And the hardcote brothers to the West of Seattle 
Yeah, West Side. High Point dippin' four door rides ... 

Mix-A-Lot adopts the role as Seattle's Hip Hop arnbassador, acknowledging his own 

national celebrity profile while accepting the responsibilities of representing the Northwest, 

his record label and pose, and fellow Rap artists from Sea Town. Exploiting his access to 

the wider stage. he elevates the local scene. bringing it into locus and broadcasting the fact 

that Hip Hop is an important element of the Seattle lifestyle for young blacks living them as 

well. This is the reverse of the example of Compton which was familiarized through a 

relentless process of cultural rei teration by numerous artists. "Seattle Ain't Bullshittin"' 

perfoms a similar function as the plethora of recordings about Compton, but in contrast it 

stands alone as a unique expression of Northwest identi ty . There is no si milar track on the 

Seattle-based Criminal Nation's Trouble in the Hood (1992, NastyMidIchiban). for 

example, although references to the region are sprinkled throughout several tracks and on 

the liner sleeve one group member sports a Tacoma t-shirt identifying his hometown. 

The perspective shifts again as Mix-A-Lot adopts an intensely localized mode of 

description, recaliing the days when he "used to cniise around Seward Park," moving out 

of the bounded temtory of the city's Central District that is the posse's home base. Seattle 

is cartographicall y del ineated here through the explicit nami ng of streets and civic 

landmarks that dfectively ideatify the patterned mobiiity of the crew: 

Let's take a trip to the South End. 
We go West, hit Rainier Ave. and bus& left, 
... S.E.A. T.O.W.N., yo nigger is back again 



... Gettin' back to the hood, 
Me and my boys is up to no good, 
A big line of cars mllin' deep ihrough the South End, 
Ma& a left on Henderson, 
Clowns talkin' shit in the Southshore parking lot 
Critical Mass is begging to box 
But we keep on going because down the Street 
A buncb of freaks in front of Rainier Beach 
Was Iookin' ai us, they missed that bus 
And they figure they could trust us... 

In 1992, the trend toward such closely demarcated spatial parametcrs was not yet a 

common characteristic in Rap, although it was increasingly becoming a factor in both 

lyrical and visual npreseotations. Rather than an expression of a namw social perspective 

celebrating the local to the exclusion of other wider scales, "Seattle Ain't Bullshittio'" 

demonstrates a rather successful method of representing the hometom local "flavor" on an 

intemationally distributed recordinp. With its references to the citfs crosstown byways 

and meeting places, the track successfully cornmunicates an idea of the general leisure 

practices of the Rhyme Cartel posse while also retaining a privileged perspective on place 

that resonates with p a t e r  meaning for Seattle or Tacoma audiences. These audience 

formations will undoubtedly recognize their own environment and the track will 

consequently have a different and arguably more intensely felt affective impact on hem. 

The requirement io maintain a certain allegiance CO "the local" is a standard practice in Hip 

Hop that continue. to rnystify many critics of the Rap genre. It is imperative for negative 

critics to recognize and undentand the dual processes that are at work here and to 

acknowledge that thete are different messages being communicated to listeners who occupy 

different spaces and places and identify with space or place according to different values of 

scaie. 

It is precisely through these excessively detailed image coasinrctions that the 

abstract spaces of the ghetto are transfonned into the more proximate sites of significance 

or places of the 'hood. Looking beyond the obvious, the spatial discourse provides a 

laquage througb which numemus social systems are fnuned for consideration. The track 

is not solely about space and place on the local scale in Seattle but it is also about the ways 



in which these spaces and places are inhabited and made meaningful. Struggles and 

conflicts as well as the joy and love of place are al1 represented hem as are the simpler 

facets of daily life such as missing the bus. This is not a display of parochial narrowness 

but a much more complex and interesting exploration of local practices and their discursive 

construction in the popular media. 

As I've explained, spatial laquage is flexible and it can quickly encompass vast or 

minimal terrains, as Sir Mix-A-Lot and othen demonsudte. The eponymously titled debut 

EP by the Lifers Group (1991, Hollywood Basic) offen an example of an even further 

spatial reduction that moves into entirely different social boundaries and repmduces a 

significantly different aspect of social experience. The mers Group consists of acollective 

of rappers who are incarcelated at New Jersey's infamous Rahway Prison which is "home" 

to a segment of the northeast regioo's convicted criminal elernent. Identified both by their 

names and prison numbers. the group memben npresent a prison posse which is active in 

the Scand Straight program targeting young repat offenders of minor crimes or youths 

convicted of more serious first offences. Including tracks such as "The Real Deal" and 

"Belly of the Beast," the EP pmvides an insider's perspective on prison life, lyrically 

conslnicting an image of space and place that is constrained by concrete walls and ce11 bars. 

Their message challenges the bravado and street hustler images that pervade the Rap 

genre as they stress the point that while the streets may be tough, prison is also a dangernus 

and frightening place to live. The Lifers Group represents the antithesis of "living large" 

and king mobile in the city; they iniroduce the sobering nality and negative consequences 

that are genedly absent in Gangsta Rapts arrogant self-promotion. There is no celebrating 

their primary site of ~ i g ~ c a n c e  here, no glamorizing the world in which they dwell for the 

npeated theme is framed dong spatial lines that continually reduce and cornpress the 

subjective self. For these men, the streets are part of a past life and "walls, steel bars and 

mental scars" now constituk the definhg boundaries of their spatial reality. For these men, 



more than ever place is a defining element in their sense of self and identity. They can do 

littlc else but manipulate a spatial language. 



Chapter 8 

The 'Hood. the Nation. the World: 
R ~ D  Into the 1990s 

"Pop" minimally about how music rounds and marsively about how it sells 
lane Dark 

Authenticiîy hac always been a marketing ploy -- either for boutique merchandisers or 
demngogic politzcianr -- ctnd o   ive yearning for eonsumers. 

Adolph Reed, Ir. 

The M a i ~ e a m i n g  of Hip Hop 

With the 1980s drawing to a close. Rap was circulated even more widely as another 

major media wave that populanzed the style. language, music, and attitude of Hip Hop 

further disseminated many of the culture's defininp elements throughout North America 

and the world. In Billbau$s 1990 year-end wrapup, columnist Janine McAdam wrote 

that "1990 may well be remembered as the year when the biggest-selling albums were by 

rap artists." (Dec. 22, 1990: 33) as Rap posted top sales in the Pop category (MC 

Hammer's Please Hamrner Don'? Hurt 'Em and Vanilla Ice's To the Ememe), matched by 

several defunct Rock acts (primarily Creedence Cleanvater Revival and Led Zeppelin 

whose CD catalog sales and box-set compilations were also huge sellers). Building on an 

inenia that had initially been generated via dispersed regional and local activity and then 

camed over through major international mass media conduits, Hip Hop's cultural profile 

grew to an exteot that exceeded the outbreak of low-budget Hip Hop-oriented films in 1984 

or the 198647 multi-platinum sales posted by the Beastie Boys, LL Cool J, or Run- 

D.M.C. As Rap's popular appeal expnded there was a noticeable thematic convergence of 

issues involving space and place as well as an accompanying emphasis on the articulation 

of spatially oriented notions of authenticity and reaiity in Hip Hop. The subcultural roots 

of Hip Hop rose as a topic of intense debate within the extended Hip Hop nation as the 

intemalized sense of cultural ownership amoag Rap practitionea collided with externafly 

sourced corporate apparatuses. In o b s e ~ n g  the developments of the genre as a facet of 



popular culture and the music iodustry at the end of the 1980s, it  is necessary to 

acknowledge that the process of Rap's gmwth also produced conditions engendering a 

series of new spatial discounes and attitudes toward place. 

Hip Hop was saturating the media spaces of the rnainstream press and, of greater 

consequence, television. Despite several constraining factors such as the continued crisis 

in Rap tour and concert promotions (which contnbuted to a noticeable decrease in dl-Rap 

headline shows at large urban venues) and the ongoing pressures on the genre and i ts  

practitioaers from the PMRC, Focus on the Family, and several other conservative action 

oroups, Rap was entering a phase of heightened activity. This "activity" can be considered 
O 

from two competing perspectives: one which conceives of it as a result of Hip Hop's 

dyoamic and vibrant subcultural expressiveness or, in less optimistic terms. one that 

regards it as a product of the machinations of an opportunistic corporate culture. Each, in 

fact, bas an element of validity, for even as talented artists motivated growth in the rapidly 

expanding scene. in its ubiquity i t  was also hnmessed to commodity advertising 

carnpaigns. 

Rap became a staple facet of advertising jingles and Hip Hop offered a stock set of 

images chat were incorporated in the marketing of soft drinks and snack foods, clothinp and 

footwear. and such name-brand products as Campbell's soup. McDonald's "Chicken 

McNuggets," and Pillsbury baking products (with the doughboy being recast as a rapping 

homeboy). Whereas earlier stages of Rap's popularization established i t as a mainstay 

among certain teenage audience fomatio<is and a culturally active and aware adult 

demopraphic (Le., artists and club-goers in New York's downtown scene), the genre's 

penetration did not necessarily reach the larger socid body. This changed at the tum of the 

decade when corporate America's cooptive maneuvers became more aggressively 

proaounced. Their activities wen influentid in the m a i n s t d n g  of Rap music and the 



N p  Hop lifestyle, effectively circulating the more easily accessible symbols of Hip Hop 

and more deeply instilling many of its base elements into the popular consci~usness .~~ 

Still, negative perceptions of Rapts black cultural mots and its danger quotient 

remained as factors inhibithg its mainsiream appropriation. The 2 Live Cnw explicitly 

acknowledged this whea they adopted and revised a black nationalist slogan, producing 

their version, "2 Black, 2 Strong, 2 Live." The brutal tape and beating in Apnl, 1989 of a 

New York investment banker by a group of black teenagers aiso, again, grafted Rap to 

social threat when it was nported that the accused exchanged rhymes "in a cyphern among 

themselves in their jail ceIl and had refened to their violent spree as "wilding," a term 

ostensibly derived from the Song title "Wild Thing" by West coast rapper Tone Loc (which 

charted just prior to the crime in February and March of that year).86 The pmliferation of a 

variety of subgenres including Pop Rap, however, offered a marketable alternative to the 

non-rnainstrearn and more politicized styles tbat attracted so much negative attention. 

Having been carefully packaged and positioned for crossover, top Pop Rap stars 

such as MC Harnmer, the Fresh Rince, Young MC, or Kid and Play eventually helped to 

irnprove the genre's commercial profile. For example, Young MC'S biography 

emphasized his college degree and clean-cut lifestyle whicb, combined with a Grammy 

Award for his debut double-platinum LP Stone Cold Rhymin ' ( 1989, Delicious Vinyl), 

made him a suitable spokesman for companies and commercial products including Taco 

Bell and Sprite. Will Smith, a.k.a. the Fresh Prince was awarded his own television 

situation comedy (the Fresh Rince of Bel Air) in 1990 after gaining industry attention and 

commercial success with "Parents Just Don? Understand" and "A Nightmare on My 

Street" (1988, Jive). The point that 1 wmt to rnake, however, establishes these phenornena 

For more about Rap and its commercial appropriations. sec M. Eiimbeth Blair's "Commmiaiizatiw d 
the Rap Music Subculturc," in of Popular Q&ures 223, Wintcr 1993. 
86 Sce Houston Baker. Jr.. The  Block U h n  &ai: Rap and the Liw,' in Black Studies, R- 
Acdemy. Chicago: University of Chicago Rtss 1993. 



as Rap's cultural victory, not corporate Amenca's, especially since the feus tbat Rap's 

commercial appropriation wodd lead to its evenhial demise have proven to be unfounded. 

Summoning tems used in the pnvious chapten, these divergent positions also 

further heightened the perception within the Rap scene that there existed a "real" or 

"authentic" Hip Hop culture which was vulnerable to erosion by the "inauthentic" 

influences of exploitive capitalism. Numerous cultural formations working within specific 

musical genres have expenenced this issue as a dilemma in the past yet in the case of Rap 

the issue &as remained central to the creative culture that produces it. Janine McAdams 

articulated several of the more nsonant factors underlying the issue of Rap realness and the 

geare's Pop denvatives in Billboard by framing it as either a contrast in content or in geo- 

social origins. It is worth quoting her at length in order to analyse ber comments: 

The more rap may maLe it onto pop or urban radio and will continue to sel1 
in record numbers in the years to corne, "real rap" probably won't. What is 
"real rap"? Just think of when rap cornes from. of the expenences and 
lifestyle and hardships that fint fueled and informed rap music. The strong 
Afm-centric. stnet-level, urban political socio commentary cal1 to action, 
cal1 to Party, tale of the 'hood rap lyncs and music are not Iikely to be 
recognized, heralded, or celebrated by the machine that is pop music. 
Because pop seems to accept only rap that cleans itself up, makes itself 
presentabie, modifies its language and its intensity, and is devoted in part to 
pop video imagery ... Rap is the musical expression of revolution, of the 
anti-establishment. Real rap does not seek govemment approval; it is no& 
rneant to be mass-appeal. (McAdams, OCL 12,199 1 : 24) 

Despite a genuine concem regarding the topic, McAdam comrnits several errors in her 

accumulative critique that are representative of more widespread and prevailing 

assumptions about the music's past and its origios. For instance, she misrepresents Rap's 

history by conflatiag distinct temporal movements, folding them upon each other in a 

marner that incomctiy posits a relatively coherent teleological Rap tradition. Rap's 

nonlineartrajectory has k e n  among its presentational characteristics since it has made the 

genre's developments impossible to predict and diffîcult to foncast with any accuracy. 

Adheriog to a common misperception (but one that is not rare among rappers themselves) 

her argument suggests that a dominant defining characteristic of "real" Rap is a modicum of 

socio-political content and, monover, that political Rap should not be considerrd in the 



same vein as Pop Rap, even if it sells platioum (as Public Enemy did at the time). She 

creates the impression that, on the one hand, Rap had been fiercely political and strongly 

inclined toward Afro-centric cul turai conscientization from i ts inception (having on1 y been 

intermittently so prior to lm) and, on the other, that the vanous subgenres are not 

differentiated by distinctly unique elements with their own informing histones. 

While she may be correct in stating that the "pop machine" will not embrace the 

"real" rap, her terms remain vague. Absent from her assessrnent is any clear 

acknowledgement of the industry's role as an organizational and directive influence that, 

among other things, is responsible for genre definitions and accompanying market 

demarcations that she henelf relies upon. Evidence suggests that, in fact, the "pop 

machine" did warm to the "real" Rap in numerous instances. among them being the 

emergence of a distinct genre of Gangsta or 'Hood films directed and often produced by 

black men, which in tum. ptovided the music industry with soundtrack albums that often 

outdistanced the films in the commercial market. Rather thao examining the complexity of 

the ~ U G C  industry's involvernent in market labelling she offers several examples of artisb 

who conform to her loose definitions of "the real Rap." None of this accounts for the 

popular success of the ideological rants of Public Enemy or the fact that the hardcore 

"gangsta" act N.W.A. had topped the Billboard Top Pop Albums chart in the week 

following the release of Efi!#zaggin (199 1, RuthlesslRiority ), joining the Beastie Boys. 

Tone Lm, MC Hammer, and Vanilla Ice as the only Rap acts to ever reach the number one 

Pop Album position up to that 

Coming from a different " hardcore" sensi bili ty than N. W.A., Public Enemy 

combined elements of what McAdam would define as Rap "realness" with staged show 

business flounshes, achieving crossover bit success and widespread mainstream attention. 

* Whilc altcniions to B i l l W s  sales research mcthods and chart evaluaùon systcrn were panially 
responsibie for the mettwic chart ascent of Ejil4zogsin. the album d m  reriched the public without major 
advancc media hypc. Releaseci on &y-Es Ruthles Records label and distributcd by the independent 
Priority Records, ic saareû to number ont in advance of a single release and without the benefit of an 
accompanying video; these were d e s  b d  on N.W.A.'s esiiiblished repuîation for solid production, 
compclling street-tough lyncs, and a "buzz' within the Hip Hop scene itself. 



Theirrnost recognizable hit, "Fight the Power" (1990, Def Jam) was a crucial addition to 

the soundtrack of Spi ke Lee's incendiary 1989 film Do the Right Thing , fomiing a liaicage 

from which both benefited. Despite their unrelenting "attitude" and a language and 

discourse that was paiently intended to grate against dominant social noms, Riblic Enemy 

and N.W.A. (among many others) each occupied a position that implied a keen awareness 

of the broad range of popular culture options. They manufactured contemporary radical 

postures that ultimately drew them closer to a teen Rock tradition, tuming rebel images to 

their commercial advantage. The groups were most interesting (shocking. entertainhg, 

etc.) from a cultural perspective precisely because they so evidently understood theit 

relationsbip to Pop music traditions and to the accepted noms from which they deviated. 

In retrospect, Rap's maturity at this juncture was predicated on the basis of the shrewd 

manipulation of media images and popular celebrity that the media can engender. It is clear 

that massive consumer nsponse and headline popularity situates groups such as Public 

Enemy or N.W.A. within a popular phenornenon that escapes McAdams's iimited 

definitions of " real " Rap and Pop. 

Perhaps unkmowingly. many Hip Hop advocates were in fact reflecting traditional 

"mass culture" critiques (i.e., the Franldurt School) of patterns of commercial manipulation 

and appropriation, denying the legitimacy of mainstream representations that divorced the 

image from the "realityn of their subculture. Founded in either a nostal@c attitude that 

maintains an ideal image of an osteasibly more unified, purer, or more authentic set of 

cultural practices that have beea lost (or stolen), or a critical attitude that regards major 

c o p r a t e  incursions as inevitably leading toward the cornmodification of lived cultural 

practices, the appeal to "the maln gained consideratde support within Hip Hop circles. This 

debate had been smouldering for years but as entemal high-stakes players continued to 

bnng their commercial infiuences to the scene at the end of the decade the issue of 

authenticity and appropriation was reignited. 



It was ic this phase of N p  Hop's evolution that the identification of a "hardcore" 

attitude forpd  w ithin the discursive articulation of "the real" was finally cemented in Rap 

music. Ironically. however. the term emeged as a powerfully influential and enduring 

facet of the culture in part due to the music industry's appropriation, consolidation and 

reinforcement of its relational significance. The "hardcore" aesthetic was adopted as 

another indicator informing independent and major label promotional campaigns and their 

strategies for positioning acts and recorded product in the market. In the Hip Hop culture 

"staying hardcore" and "keepinp it real" are part of the discursive reproduction of 

affirmative values ihat, in the wake of renewed commercial interest, are perceived as being 

coostantly at risk of cooptation or sanitization by forces displaying no commitment or stake 

in the culture's tradition and continuance. Tony van der Meer explains the scope of the 

problem concisely in bis introduction to Toop's Ran Attack: 

There is nothing wrong with one cornmunity learniag from the cultural 
foms produced by another, if it respects their specific shapes and 
meanings. There is something hombly wrong with a dominant community 
repeatedy co-optiag the cultural f o m  of oppressed cornmunities, stripping 
them of vitality and fonn -- the heritage of their creators -- and then 
populadzing them. The result is a 'bleached pepsi culture' masquerading as 
the red thing. This is what threatens to dilute the real feeling and attitude of 
hip hop, preventing its genuine foms the freedom to fully develop. The 
expression of Black people is transformed when it is re-packaged without 
any evidence rernaining of the black historical experience. (Tonp. 1984: 5) 

Once again, the issue of legitirnate ouneahip emerged with rappea claiming authority over 

the genre and the Hip Hop scene while denigraiing the shameless corporate attempts to 

profit from its social resonance without proper accountability. While the question of 

maintainhg cultural tradition and artistic integrity in the face of commercial cooptation 

remains relevant, debates on the topic tend to omit some of the wider implications of the 

issue. 

From a historical perspective. the incidents of institutional appropriation provide a 

useful indicator in a sequential chronology of Rap's expansion into the American headand. 

For instance, if Rap was still perceived as king a strictly marginal music or an alternative 

to the general Rock and Pop fare, its various commercial adaptations would not have made 



sense from a purely business perspective. Despite a prevalent reluctance among 

commercial entities to ernbrace the full range of Hip Hop practices. Rap could no longer be 

ignored as a cultural presence. Companies representing a range of commodities 

subsequently attempted to absorb some of the attention that Rap had won, grafting Rap's 

popularity onto familiar consumer products in a desperate attempt to appear upto-date or 

"cooln since, as a Campbell's public relations spokesman put it, "childnn love Rap ... it's 
vev .  very hip." Rap was "fresh," it was "youth." and in marketing terrns, it had an appeal 

that was current. Yet, in most cases it was not Rap or Hip Hop culture prr se that 

presented the desired object for appropriation but, rather, the aura and the image appeal that 

they generated. 

There seemed to be an absüact value system at work that delineated acceptable and 

unacceptable incursions into the Hip Hop scene. Major labels swamping the market with 

mediocre product was clearly regarded in the negative, but a surge in independent label 

activity was deemed more acceptable within Hip Hop circles due to their connections to 

local scenes. By 1989, the growth pattern of the Rap industry had reached it apex, shifting 

fint from a localized music with minor regional impact to a more widely recogniuible 

regional and national fonn. Rapts spatial expansion finally encompassed the entire North 

Amencanmarket and was now beginniog to extend to other continents in a global market 

situation. This resulted in the vast p w t h  in ncompense and overall economic stakes. 

From a business vantage, it was difficult to criticize the financial benefits that 

accrued from increased public awareaess and new global access, even if that meant that 

youths in their early teens were learuing about Rap h m  a McDonald's television 

commercial -- wbich was, in any case, unlikely. Rap's longevity encouraged both 

independent and major labels to identify consumer demographics and patterns and then to 

expand regional and nationai markets through extensive advertising campaigns that mached 

the new global consumer base. As reports in Billboard between 1989 and 1992 reveal, 

independent Rap labels (with major label distribution anangements) and majors were 



attempting to simultaneously break acts Locally and regionally (i.e., through exposure on 

campus or community radio stations and mllege concert dates) wbile initiating international 

promotional campaigns to introduce the genre to countnes around the world. Having 

guided Rap outwardly fmm its underground statu and ghetto locales to the top of the 

charts, label executives (at both independent and major scales) sought to open new markets 

whete Rap was stiU considered either a noveity or a minor altemative genre. 

Billboard reported that. on the inertia of Amencan responses to MC Hammer and 

Vanilla Ice's recordings and the crucial entry of m V  Europe. Rap was finally breaking 

into the European market with siedficant sales. But the article also suggests that "while 

MC Harnmer and Vanilla Ice have a pop appeal, pure rap may prove too hardcore for 

Southern European tastes" (Mar. 30, 1991: 9). Language remained one obvious bamer 

since the rapidly evolving slang and localized references could often be impeoetrable to 

even english speaking fans in America. But the distinction between "popn and "pure" Rap 

in the pages of the leading industry organ also illustrates the entent to which tbeir 

identifying charactetistics were ingraincd in the minds of those operating at the industry 

level. In separating the two the article illustrates disparities in sales and financial returns, 

with "pure" Rap being closer to the initiai intentions of Hip Hop's piooeers but ultimately 

less remunerative in the market. Consequently, the allure of Pop success and 

accompanying wealth was a motivational factor for many young rappen to enter the 

business. Tony Van der Meer refers to the eventud emergence of "a lottery rnentality 

amoog Black and Hispanic youth" (Toop, 1SWk6) as many in their ranks were tempted to 

forsake their local mots in community, ncha~el l ing  their hopes and dreams with new 

vigor toward getting over through the Rap music business. 

Alan Light suggcsts another possibility, noting that "a dichotomy was firmly in 

place - rappers kaew that they could cross over to the pop charts with minimal effort, 

which made many feel an obligation to be more graphic, attempt to prove their cornmitment 

to rapts street heritap" (1992: 229). Pop Rap, which had always b a n  a segment of the 



Iarger Rap genre, had ascended as the dominant subgenre and its most successful 

purveyon, MC Hammer and Vanilla Ice, consequently became panahs within Hip Hop 

circles. They undeniably reached the pimacle of Rap in sheerly commercial terms between 

1989 and 1991 and their dual impact on Rap record sales is indisputable with Hammer's 

PIeare H m e r  Don'f Hun 'Em king the best selling Rap LP of al1 tirne and Vanilla Ice's 

To the Exireme king  one of the fastest-selling LPs in the history of the music industry. 

Neither showed an exceptional talent on the microphone, but their production qualities were 

unassailable and they excelled in live performances with elaborate dance routines and a full 

band. Hammer was as frequentl y associated with his trademark harem pants and eneqetic 

dancing .as his rappiag, and despite the platinum sales of "Ice. Ice Babyn ( 1990, SBK) and 

gold sales of "Ray Tbat Funky Music" (1990, SBK), Vanilla Ice was never considered by 

Hip Hop traditionaiists as much more iban a melanin-challenged novelty . 

Their questionable status within the Hip Hop culture was even more pronounced as 

their images virtually flooded teen magazines and. in Hammer's case, took the form of an 

"actionn figure and a Saturday moming cartoon (a dubious achievemeot that was shared by 

Pop rappen Kid 'n' Play in the wake of their success in the 1990 hit movie House Party 

.Reginalci Hudlin, dir.). Respected rapper Sir Mix-A-Lot offered "shout outs" of Hip Hop 

solidarity to Vanilla Ice ("ain'i no beef) and Hammer ("keep gettin' paid") in the liner 

notes to MackDmkfy (1992, Rhyme CartellDef Amencan) but his gesture was anomolous 

among Rap's hardcore contingent. Hammer and Vanilla Ice were more frequently cast as 

the scapegoats for Rap's slide into a commercial morass. In the wont imaginable term in 

Hip Hop. both were regularly accused of "selling outn the culture and the adorm and even 

today, Vanilla Ice is described in terms very similar to those used by defendea of "reai" 

Rock'n'Roll in refenoce to Pat Boooe's -- ~t Eivis Presley's - pmsence on the scene 

between 1955 and 1962. 

Today, a "hardconn Rap aesthetic based on funky beats and solid microphone 

skills ihat are perceiveci as k i n g  "muph, rugged, and raw" (ta quote EPMDtr 



"Cmssover," 1992, Def Jam) and a corresponding "hardcore" discourse suggest a certain 

defensiveness against the taint of Pop ephemera. If Hip Hop is a way of life, as many 

rappen suggest it is, then the discoune of a "hardcore" cornmitment to the scene and its 

cultural underpinnings arises as a crucial attitude that c m  then be woven into Rap practices. 

In view of this, there seems to be little question that Hammer and Vanilla Ice were not 

judged on the basis of their Rap talents but were, in essence, victims of a backlasb against a 

perceived Rap inauthenticity. As van der Meer accurately notes, the integration of images, 

stylistic nuances, and traces of a Hip Hop sensibility were, in fact, most often puided by 

the hands of others operating exclusively in the corporate/cornmercial realm. Despite 

insider criticism, many black entrepreneurs and artists managed to maintain close and, more 

importantly, respectful ties to Hip Hop's cultural comrnunities. since daims of a "sel1 outn 

could lead to a career obituary. They, too, were forced to negotiate the terrains of a 

competitive industry which sought to rnaxirnize the commercial uses of Hip Hop. 

Rap, Media, und the GIobaULocal N a u s  

Returning to McAdamsBs definitions, spatial existence within America's black 

urban geographies is a primary factor informing the "real" Rap. Her invocation of "where 

rap cornes from" is specific: she is describing the ghetto and explici tl y refers to "the 'hood " 

as the zone where "real" Rap is shaped and developed (although she forges a linear 

connoction that simplifies the ways in which Rap has reimagined and repackaged spatial 

images for mass consumption). While the thematic content of much Rap often describes 

actual social mileux and cultural practices, the representationd distance transfomis the idea 

of what is real and where reality coheres. For white teen record buyers who make up a 

sizeable, if not a majonty segment of Rap consumers. it is the impression of an existent 

reaiity that is being responded to rather than any actual essence of the ghetto or 'hood, 

following a similar path of access as that taken by major mainstream advertisen. The 



ghetto spaces and 'hood places are not incorporated wholecloth into the fabric of the text 

although the text is undoubtedly imbued with traces of onginary spatial contexts. 

As 1 have suppested, in these instances the 'hood is a spatial consbuct within the 

lyncal narratives and Rap discounes. Yet in McAdams's argument, spatial identification 

with the ghetto or politicized commentary on the character of black existence in these social 

zones are necessary prerequisites of Rap authenticity. It would seem from her position that 

it is because Pop Rap does not attempt ta maintain explicit spatial connections with black 

culture thlit it is regarded as a subordinate subgenre that is less deserviog of attention or 

success. The tenabiiity of this reasoning is limited, yet the discourse of "Rap realness" 

upon which it is bosed has continued to expand within the Hip Hop culture throughout the 

1990s. 

I would also argue that this line of reasoning shares several aspects with media 

theories of placelessneu that surfaced in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s. Joshua 

Meyrowitz has suggested that the impact of global mass media has had a certain leveUing 

effect on minonty and impovenshed social sectors, notiag that the " unified backdrop of 

common information" and "the homogenization of information networks" (1985: 134) 

subtracts from the significance of place and undemines place-based identitites. He wntes: 

Physical location now creates only one type of information-system, only 
one type of shared but speciai group experience. Electronic media begin to 
ovemde proup identities based on "CO-presence," and they create many new 
fonns of access and "association" that have little to do with physical 
location ... The homogenization of regional spheres is, of course, only a 
matter of difference. Different places are still different, but they are not as 
different as they once were. (Meyrowitz, 1985: 143- 145) 

Edward Relph describes something similar when he wntes that "an inauthentic attitude 

towards places is transrnitted through a number of pmcesses, or perhaps more accurately 

'media,' which directly or indirectly encourage 'placelessness' ... they have reduced the 

need for face-to-face contact, freed communities from their geoggaphical coostraints, and 

hence nduced the significance of place-based communities" (1976: 90-92). Meyrowitz and 

Reiph each confer responsibility for the detenoration of spatial integrity and place-based 



identification on integrated mass media systems which encompasses the institutional 

apparatuses of the music and entertainment industries. Their isolation of a widespread 

social condition provides an interesting perspective on cootemporary, postmodem 

phenornena and social trends that deprivilege the local as a site of ~ i ~ c a n c e .  

With access to wider distribution and media dissemination Rap could be 

uncategorically defmed as an intematioaally popular artforni. Subsequently, the Hip Hop 

culture has been greatl y affecied by globalflacal d yaamics in the aftermath of its expansive 

growth. Rather than Rap being placed at risk of sanitization or deterioration, however, it 

was coofronted with the problem of losing fundamental connections to locdities tbat have 

traditionally provided the proximate coatexts for the genre's impressive capacity for 

innovation and creative teinvention. 

Pop Rap is, in many ways, a placeless product that, despite its transnational 

commercial character, still has forma1 ties to Hip Hop traditions and Iocally nurtured music 

scenes. With its spread to international markets and growth on a global scale the 

connections to these local or regional sites becomes more tenuous, less easily maintained. 

As industry executives suggested in 1990, "the rap market is venturing ioto brave, aew 

temtory, and the majors are going along for the ride. The rap market, some industry 

insiders say, is limitless" (Billboard, Nov. 24, 1990: R- 18). This statement actually carries 

two distressing messages: fint, it is clear that the "industry" was willing to free-ride on the 

labor of black d s t s  and entrepreneurs who had toiled in the business for years trying to 

build sometbing tbat straddled the difficult line between being commercially viable and 

culturally redemptive. With long-term major label ambivalence toward Rap suddeoly 

shifting by 1988 there was considerable resentment among those artists and entrpreneurs 

whose locally and ngionally applied efforts had established Rap as a stable facet of the 

national and international music industry. Descnbing what he considers to be a deplorable 

situation at the time, Russell Simrnons noted tbat the majors involved themselves with Rap 

"rolely for the market sbare and mi for the music. Majors hurt us developrneotally ... ln sir 



months every major has put out more rap than 1 have in six Yeats. That tells you 

something" (ibid: R- 14). 

Fuithemore, the rhetoric of limitless boundaries and unconstrained potential is 

acnially quite closely related to colonial discourses that regard marginal or "lesser" cultures 

as easily accessible sites for capitalist intervention and commercial exploitation. There is no 

sense of bistory in this pronouncement, no acknowledgement that Rap is connected to the 

spaces and places from which it emanates thmugh longstanding social patterns of 

production and consumption. These patterns encompass the practices of musical mation 

and performance as well as audience leisure activities which, in Np Hop, are often less a 

matter of outright consumption at concerts or clubs than of active CO-creation of the event. 

Perceived among an industry elite as a senes of unbounded spaces of cultutal innovation, 

the suggestion is that Rap's pnmary zones of creative prductivity as well as yet-unrealized 

Rap markets (understood in spatial ternis) are susceptible to the incursions of major 

industry forces w hich are. in effect. placeless and stateless. In a transnationallglobal 

economy, major labels are virhially without a "homen anchor and this emerges as a cential 

factor distinguishing them from their independent counterparts in the industry. 

The intensification of debates and codicts  around the issue of Rap's 

mainstreamiog created a serious rift within the Hip Hop culture. Hip Hop essentialists 

responded to Pop Rap's ascendency in three major ways: they consciously attempted to 

maintain the foundational pillars of Hip Hop that included break dancing and ,pffiti spray 

art and. in Rap, freestyle microphone skiils and DI scratch and mix techniques (Le., KRS- 

1 and BDP); they initiateci an urgent pro-black nationalist discourse that deployed Rap as a 

communicative medium to reach and educate a youth constituency (Public Enemy or X- 

Clan); and they mobilized a spatial discoume emphasizing locality in order to reinforce their 

connative links with neighborhoods and place-based comrnuoities that were often in sharp 

contrast with the barrens of corporate industrial culture (Ice T, N.W.A., or Compton's 

Most Wanted). 



The Ernergence ofthe Rap Press 

In Billboard's Dec. 24, 1988 special section on Rap there appeared a small 

advertisement for the Raporiented magazines Word Uo! and R ~ P  Masten. Ad copy 

claimed that the magazines, published by the New Jersey-based Word Up! Publications 

Inc.. together reached over 500,000 teenagers each month. As the advertisement sugpsts, 

apart frorn the dissemination of Hip Hop sensibilities through live and recorded music or 

throuph the hroadcast media, an ancillary press dedicated exclusively to Rap was also 

emerging. Joined by similar teen-onented Rap magazines (including Rao~in'. Suice, and 

2 Hvye, as well as more joumalistically inclined publications includinp The Source, R?lp 

Sheet and The Rao Paoes), the Rap press created new sites for the expression of Rap -9 

fandom while capitalizing on the sensational commercial and cultural growth of Hip Hop. 

These magazines extended Rap's range of circulation and enabled many of Hip Hop's 

interna1 codes to reach a youthful and ever more style-conscious Rap audience. Over tirne. 

the high-gloss Rap magazines have also been supplemented by a massive array of lesrr- 

known and less professional efforts that include home-spun fanzines. video magazines, 

and electronic "e-zinesn or Rap web sites on the internet. 

Conf'orming to a basic fan magazine format that follows traditions fint established 

by Hollywood movie magazines in the 1930s and 40s. the teen-oriented Rap and black 

music magazines Word Ur>!, Ra0 Masters, Ra~vin; Soice. 2 H v ~ e ,  Rioht b, Black 

k t ,  and Black Sounds that domiaated ihe market between 1989- 1992 focus on "an image 

of the way stars live" (Dyer, 1979: 39). These pdcu la r  montbiy Rap magazines are most 

directiy influenceû by such teen-orientcd publications as Ti~er Beat or 16 M q p i n e  which 

dominated in the 1960s. Like earlier Pop music publications. Rap magazines continue to 

mediate fan desires as they relate to popular musical celebnty. This is especiaily true for 

audience rnembers who may be tao young to attend concerts, to repularly afford recoded 

matenals, or to otherwise paiticipate as active consumers 



Teen magazines are generally characterized by short, anecdotal and uncritical 

articles about individual artists and groups which relay background information on the 

stars' likes and dislikes (favorite foods, clothing styles, activities, what they look for in the 

opposite sex. etc.). They usually ernploy casuai interviews in an idormal tom with a 

secondary interest in upcoming recording pmjects, tours. and the artistic or cultural aspects 

that inform the music. By extending the spectnim of coverage to encompass music, TV, 

and film stars, the magazines provide an overview of the entertainment industry, allowing 

magazine readers to boost their own sense of knowledge about celebrity lives and to 

increase their overall cultural capital (since the "better" or more serious fan is usually the 

one who knows the most - and the most curent -- information about an artkt or group). 

To the youthful fan, this trivia helps to establish a more proxirnate relationship with 

the stars, facilitating a stronger sense of fan identification with a given celebrity by 

portraying the star's "human" side and providing the matenai basis for the intensification of 

what Lawrence Grossberg has termed the "affectiven relations of individuals and aggngate 

audience formations to a given musical scene. Grossberg's explanation situates this as a 

form of subjective canography that adheres to the ever-changing and often subtle 

"rnattenng maps" upon which fan allegiances are i n m i  bed: 

The notion of affect points to the fact that there is more to the oqanization 
of our everyday lives than just a distribution or structure of meaning, 
rnoney, and power; Some things feel different frorn others, some matter 
more. or in different way, than others. (1987: 186) 

At the level of affect. fans make the appropriate persona1 "investrnents" in the set of 

images. statements, or styles which "feel" the best, which seem to be the best suited to the 

full range of an individual's interests or desires and the conditions within which they are 

experienced. They circulate within a self-defined terrain of popular relevance. overlapping 

most frequentiy with othea who navigate sirnilar cultural terrains and share common maps 

of meaning. Consequently, conventional teen magazines function as additional indicators 

of important detail, conveying the minutae u p o  which fans might also base their subjective 



connections or structure their affective relationships to the music and the artists who make 

it. 

The basic layout and format of teen-oriented fan magazines is an important element 

of their appeal and the promise of numerous full-page color photographs and pull-outs is 

common to most publications. As brief interviews and quotes construct an image of the 

star's underlying character, photographs provide a visual representation of who the star 

"is", often on his or her own turf. The spatial dynamic involves two distinct loci, that of 

celebrity and of fan, that are separate but mutually dependent for their socio-cultural 

definition. The organization of photos and interviews are part of a calculated attempt to 

breach the gap between celebrities and their young f's, providiag what appears on the 

surface to be access to the inner sanctums of the celebrity milieu or the perception of access 

to inside information about the men and women who comprise the Rap scene's upper 

echelons. As the celebrity's pnvate domain is tumed inside out and made public through 

photographie and interrogative probes (as in a R ~ D  Masters photo feature on Biz Markie's 

newly renovated condominium which featuns a photo of the star "posedn on the toilet) die 

perception of distance is reduced and readers acquire the sense of a more intimate 

relationship to the stars they admire and desin. 

With the emergence of bobbysoxea in the mid- to late-SOS and teenyboppers in the 

1%0s, teen fan magazines established themselves as being geared priniarily toward young 

female readers. As Chambers (lm) points out, romance is the operative element of most 

Pop music and images geoerated in its musical performance as weli as in teen magazines 

actively construct a preferred female audience. In their forma1 construction, earlier 

conventional teen magazines promised their female readers a package of celebrity images 

and profiles, providing a cultural space within their pages where young girls could engage 

in the fantasy of romance wi thin the de tey  and enclosure of their own bedroorns. This 

symbolicdly cornplcted the cycle in w hich an artist's pnvate life might be transfomed into 



a public quantity and then, upon audience consumption, reiumed in a new cornmodified 

state to the private domestic realm of the individual fao. 

The ratio of photographs to written text suggests that these magazines are to be 

looked at rather than read per se as the articles rareiy concentrate on issues or problems 

which may be pertinent to a young girl's daily experience. For example, an article in Spice 

dedicated to the topic of date rape is an anomoly that stands out precisely because of its 

relevance and importance to teenaged girls. Simon Frith's suggestion that "...the starting 

point for an analysis of the sexual diffenntiation of leisure musi be that girls speod far 

more time at homo than boys do ... The women's world is the home ..." (1983: 225) 

provides a context for the ways that Rap teen magazine pin-ups might be uxd. Pin-ups are 

primarily intended for young teenagers' bedroorn walls (or possibly school lockers). closed 

off from the outside world, contained in the private domain of pleasure and fantasy. As 

Fri th observes: 

... the relationship between music and the bedroom continues. Their public 
use of music mipht be much the same as boys (for background and 
dancing), but girls' home use remains different, with continued emphasis 
on pcrsoaali ries. ( 1983: 227) 

Rap fan magazines for a young teen market can be situated in a cornmoa group with othei 

teen music and entertainment magazines which are prirnarily (though not entirely) oriented 

toward a female audience. The format of the magazines and the composition of the 

photographs (characterized by head-on shots and close-ups of celebrities in canfully posed 

stances) adhere to the conventional teen magazine mode of presentation. But i t  is the 

additional advertiaments for jewellery or contests offering celebrity dates or phone calls, 

etc.. as prizes that most clearly contribute to the gender specific siruchiring of these 

publications. In the case of Rao Masten and 2 HB the fernale editon funciion as 

interlocutors mediating the dialogue betwcea the artists and the fan readership. 

Poised/posed amoag various male Rap artists (including Ice Cube, who wears a jacket 

a emblazoned witb the slogan "bitch killa*) in fciendly embrace, these women occupy the 



position most desired by the fernale readen, conveying the fun and excitement of 

participating in the parties and gatherings of the appmntly bustling Rap scene. 

Ultimatel y, however, the capacity for these teen-oriented fan magazines to portray 

or represent the full spectrum of Rap practices is limi ted by the magazine format. The more 

aggressive lyrical strains or the hardcore political ideologes that frequently comprise Rapts 

discourses do not coofom to the generally mild and apolitical content of publications 

geared toward a young teen readenhip. In several issues of popular Rap teen magazines 

published between 1989 and 1992, feahire adcles explore the politics of black nationdisin, 

the social conditions undedying Gangsta Rap themes, obscenity in Rap lyrics, and issues 

pertaining to fernale rappers (single motherhood, faniily commi trnents, the negotiatioa of a 

maledomi nated industry, etc.). The constraining influences of the teen magazine format 

and the minimal inclusion of hardcon Rap sensibilities produces a tension between the the 

magazine covers. Teea-oriented Rap magazines must oegotiate complicated and 

contradictory cdhiral terrains and the dynamics of pleasure and politics and of frivolity and 

substantiality in a way that more traditional Pop-oriented music and entertainment fan 

magazines tend not to. 

By adopting this particular format, Rap fan magazines targeting young readers have 

created a difficult project for themselves as they struggle against not only the way that 

youths think about race and gender issues but also the ways that they might undentand and 

use the medium of the conventional teen magazine. By employing a standard generic 

format and implementing its common discursive patterns these publications put at nsk the 

ostensibly progressive political projects advocated by some hardcon rappea while failing 

to adequately analyse and critique conservative, racist. or sexist tendencies of othen. 

While Rap teen magazines introduce a more radicaliy inclined set of discourses than do 

most maiastream teen entertainment magazines, printing diluted political arguments which 

must vie for space witb quite unrelated articles on style and fashion weakens their overall 

impact within the textual spaces of the publication and trivializes their importance as 



potentially transfomative discounes. While it is also true that, in some cases, the various 

artist stances and culturo-political positions could be addressed as stylistic facets in the 

construction of their public images, the cri tical mechanisms for assessinp this possibility 

are not easily accommodated within the teen magazine fomat itself. The structure and 

content of the conventional teen magazine is ever-present and influential in Rap teen 

magazines, resulting in a tendency toward the banal which is subsequently imposed on the 

social and political critiques posited by Rap artists in songs and in interviews. Rap's 

politics and its political rappen are subsumed by the teen magazine format and are 

frequently overpow ered by the emphasis on superficiality . 

Following the rise in populanty of teen-oriented fan magazines, a more engaged 

Rap music press was born that sought to convey the complexities of Rap and Hip Hop's 

interna1 elements. In this genre, The Source, Rao Sheet, and The Rao Pages are the most 

influential, with The Source (which defines itself as "the magazine of hip hop music, 

culture, and politicst' on its masthead) emerging as a market leader and the most important 

of the three. Based on a press format established by Rock magazines such as RoIIing 

Stone and  SR^, these Rap magazines feature leogthy artist interviews. record reviews and 

general intider information that, in tandem, provide a reiatively concise update on industry 

activity as well as the more subtle makings of the Rap scene at the local, regional, and 

national scales. There is a geater emphasis on the political and social structures of the Hip 

Hop scene as it provides a foundation for Rap music's production. This can be discemed 

in the indepth articles tackling cornplex social issues (such as govemmeat legislation on 

violent youth crime or welfare policy, organired coaservative campaigns against Rap, 

overviews of politicai initiatives and key pvemrnent playen. etc.) that specifically impact 

on Hip Hop's primary innovators within black and Latino communities. The content and 

issues featured in these magazines hail a slightly older or more mature readenhip than the 

teen entertainment press: for example, The Source's primary audience demographic is 

comprised of "mostly young men. 16-24, half of them white, the other half rnostly blackn 



(Sengupîa, New York Times Apr. 26, 19%). This is manifested not only in the range and 

scope of subject material but also through such factors as the common use of profanity in 

direct quotes or the accurate reproduction of Song Iyncs that portray an image of ghetto life 

in forthright vemacular. 

In feature interviews, artists frequently address their backgrounds pnor to entering 

the music business and recount their patterns of daily interaction within highly localized 

zones of activity. It is in this mode that the 'hood and the spatial coordinates of lived 

experience are most clearly defined in the press. Place is an unambiguous factor in  the 

themes and discourses of the music and the Rap press provides a textual space for the 

explanation and elaboration of artists' reiationship with their neighborhoods and local 

posses or crews. In The Source and The Rav Pa~es ,  monthly photo-features of graffiti 

spray art from across America and around the world are intended to display the ongoing 

practices of one of the cornentones of the Hip Hop culture. The specificity in naming the 

aerosal artists and theu zones of operation simultaneously acknowledges the global and the 

local scale of Hip Hop's influence. 

The Rao Sheet goes the furthest in emphasizing geographic activities in "the Hip 

Hop nation" with its regular feature sections entitled "Regional Rags," which reports on 

small and mid-sized Hip Hop publications from across the US.; "Local Streets," featuring 

reports by locally identified artists on different aspects of their hometown scenes; and "A 

Day in the Hood," in which a R ~ D  Sheet reporter meets the artists on their home terraiu, 

visiting their familia haunts and king introduced to the accompanying crews or posses. 

The latter section is structured on the prernise that there is an informing relation between a 

group or artist's 'hood and his or her music. In this regard. coverage is intended to 

pmvide context and insight on the artist's daily circulation and experiences while 

reinforcing the general and nlated themes of "reality" and "authenticity" through fint-band 

observation. 



For example, in the September 1992 issue of R ~ D  Sheet, guest reporter J.T. Money 

of the Miah-based act Poison Clan reflects on the unique quality of the South Fiorida 

"bass sound" in the "Local Streets" column. Briefly mentionig several of the key labels, 

producers, and acts which comprise the local scene, he describes the region's unique 

emphasis on bas-oriented mixes, companng it to other regioaal styles in the U.S. Tracing 

out the cultural particularities of Miami and South Rorida, Money explains how the muiti- 

ethnic and multi-racial social context in the entire South Fionda region (especially Miami) is 

a product of the confluence of Caribbean cultures (Cuban, Dominican, Haitian, and 

Jamaican) which, with Arnerican R&B and Rock, provide the greatest musical influences 

on the regional sound. For him, Miami's cultural hybridity is its strength and u~derlies the 

Hip Hop lifestyle existing there. 

In December, 1992, Seattle's Kid Sensation profiled his local scene in a similar 

marner but in his article the city's cartography is defined in considerably closer detail. 

While mentioning locdy active artists, clubs, important local Hip Hop radio programs, and 

record stores that stock Rap and Hip Hop, Sensation also provides a description of the 

proximate geographic relations between the adjacent cities of Seattle and Tacoma, the city's 

Central District (the CD, "home for most of the hardcore rappen in South Seattle ... the 

rougher ghetto arean), and the Seward Park area ("the spot where people like to gather and 

pump their stereos ... it's almost like a social club"). For him, the locality is a lived space 

and he isolates several important sites of sigoificance that not only shape his own sense of 

space, place, and belonging but which are also significant in a broader social sense, as 

zones of social interaction and congregation among the local Hip Hop contingent. In this 

mode, particular places are deemed to be crucial factors in the the circulation of black youih 

and the organization of the Hip Hop scene in Seatde. These places are also rendered as si te 

markers that aise in the music itself, for example providing the backdrop and the setting 

for Sir Mix-A-Lot's "Seattie Ain't Bullshittin" (1992, Def Arnerican) with its paiticularized 



spatial references to the Seattle CD and Seward Park neighborhoods and the explicit 

mention of streets linking the IWO. 

T m s  "A Day in the Hood" section also adopts a geographic/spatial 

theme in its profile of locai urban neighborhoods. There is a tacit acknowledgement that 

the 'hood is a genenc term which describes mioority ghetto spaces in conternporary 

Amencan cities -- every Rap posse cornes from a 'hood that they "daim" and "represent." 

But in featuring profiles of nationally dispersed 'hoods and nominating the 'hood as a 

definable temtory that is demarcated through a subjectively experienced sense of place 

(evoked by the host Rap artists) then is an attempt to see each 'hwd as a unique spatial 

construct and to discern what the host artists conceive as locally meadngful phenornena. 

Differences in mobility or stasis between various urban sites and local neighborhoods are 

ofteo the most pronounced characteristics to emerge from the 'hood profiles each mooth. 

with some localities fostering a constrained and limited sense of place-based identi ty 

(evident in the profile on the Cypress Hill secton of South Gate, California, hosted by 

Cypress Hill) and othem being more expansively conceived by their inhabitants (as in the 

profile on the Bloody Nickle area of Houston, hosted by the Rap-A-Lot Records label). 

In the premiere issue of The Rao Sheet (July 1992). the "A Day in the Hood" 

section foregrounds the Cypress Hill posse's aeighborhwd from which the group's name 

is derived In this article, the compression of localiiy is a pronounced and intluential factor 

in the sense of place that the artists have of their home turf. The intersection of Firestone 

Boulevard and Cypress Avenue is roughly at the center of the posse's 'hood with the 

crew's family homes king  spread throughout the immediate vicinity. They have lived in 

this neighborhood throughout their focrnative teen years, befon they were Rap artists, and 

the interview meals a rnse of personai history that connects the memben of Cypress Hill 

to their 'hood as they recount stories and relate anecdotes about the area while moving 

easily through it. 



Their comments communicate the importance of local tradition and the remembrance 

of past events, but in isolating them there is an explicit comection between a temporal past 

and place that allows the crew to point to a house or a street corner as they recount a story. 

Michel de Certeau writes thai "then is no place that is aot haunîed by many diffennt spirits 

hiddeo there in silence, spirits one can 'invoke' or not" (1984: 108). Events may be long 

since past, but the places where they transpired remain and, in an almost mystical way, 

continue to barbor a shimmering residue of the given event that cao only be seen in memory 

by those who live there and experienced it firsthand. The members of Cypress Hill reflect 

this as they point out sites and places to the accompanying joumalist, complethg the stories 

"invoking" the "spirits" that make these very places signXcant to them. 

In general. the Cypress Hill posse seems sedeotary, rooted in place (in contrast to 

their roles as natiooally acclaimed Rap "stars" with a demanding national and wodd-wide 

tour schedule). They live close to one another and walk rather than drive between each 

other's homes and the various sites where they gather together. A photograph portrays 

band memben Sen Dog and B Real settled on "the wall," wliich coosists of a low brick 

abutment on a neighbor's fmot porch, conveying a standard image of "hang time" in the 

'hood and the productive leisure practices that reinforce posse bonds (which, as the article 

suggests, usually involves smoking marijuana or drinking k e r  together). An additional 

emphasis on spatial compression descnbed by the visiting Rar, Sbeet reporter conveys the 

concept of the 'hood as a bounded territory: "1 roll witb the Cypress crew up the street 

towards the railroad ûacks - "the border" ... We get to the track that divide Cypress Ave., 

sipdying the end of their hood They don't like to go past the tracksn (July 1992: 20). 

Without further elaboration. the implication is that the 'hood is a relatively secure bounded 

home environment beyond which the combined variables of risk, threat, and danger 

i ncrease. 

Quite another sense of the 'hood emerges in the Ociober, 1992 issue on Houston's 

"Bloody Nicklc" (or Fifth Ward) in which landseap and terrain an meticuloudy 



described. The reporter establishes an image of the zone that downplays the widely 

reported dangers of the neighborhood: "the landscape - green prass and thick groves of 

trees everywhere, wide two-lane streets and an occasional creek -- made it hard to imagine 

massive drug trafficking and crime. It's there, but it's happening on quiet street corners 

under overgrown willow and oaks as much as in d e y s  or bumt-out buildings" (October, 

1992 : 19). This pastoral description is intentional since it dilutes the potency of lyricai 

descriptions of the ward in songs by The Geto Boys, Scarface, or The Fiftb Ward Boyz, 

providing an alternative set of images for readen who are familiar with the discursive 

constructions of space and place in their music. The article later reiterates a common image 

of the 'hood as a depressed and potentially dangerous social environment with the reference 

to a "descent" into the Bloody Nickle area. 

The Fifth Ward is compared along racial lines to other Houston wards at one point 

(the black wards, the Hispanic ward, etc.) although Willie D of The Geto Boys is quoted as 

stating that "we're oot really into that neighborhood stuff, we're al1 frorn Houston. We 

have it bad enough. We take pride in our individual neighborhoods. but we al1 run 

together" (ibid: 20). His optimistic sentiments reflect the fact that while Houston consisto 

of an arrangement of interlocking secton, "the 'hoodn as a social construct is only ever 

identified as a minority zone where race and class are the levelling factors that provide a 

tentative communal cohemnce in the midst of well-documented minority youth violence and 

other gang-related activities. 

Willie D's comments also reflect elements in common with the attitudes of the 

Cyress Hill crew when he suggests that while each individual daims home tenitory in his 

or her 'hood, the allegiances are relational, based on personal background and history as 

much as on urban structure and spatial cartograpby. It is oot just that the 'hood exists as a 

named or definable section on city maps or in urban designs, but that it is a known and 

lived place with affective values which its inhabitants invest in it. In the example of 

Houston and the Bloody Nickle, central markers on the landscape such as recording 



studios, nightclubs, restaurants, or public parks (such as Tuffl y Park. " where RapA-Lot 

sornetimes holds its artist meetings out on the grass") resemble community cornmous in 

which members of the local Hip Hop scene congregate. These are the sites of central 

sigoificance that individuais collectively settle on as being important to their daily reality as 

they actively make anonymouç spaces into particular places in an ongoiag process or' 

cultural production and tmosfonnation. 

Finally, in a manner unlike Cypress Hill's use of 'hood space, transportation and 

mobility among the Houston rappen also fuaction in the production of a sense of place and 

identification with local landscapes, again reinforcing the relationali ty of the dispersed 

oeiphborhood zones and temtories. This might be a result of the Rap-A-Lot crew's 

nonhornogeneous roots in  place. Whereas the Cypress Hill posse are al1 from the 

immediate neighborhood where they have grown up together and now own homes, the 

RapA-Lot crew represents several different city wards and sections and, thus, "claim" 

several different 'hoods arnong them. The wider city's highways and streets are passages 

that cross t hrough more abstract (Le., foreign or unfamiliar) transi tional spaces that 

surround the various sites of significance compnsing their various 'hoods. Consequently 

the Rap-A-Lot crew seems always to be on the move. getting in and out of vehicles, 

amving and leaving various sites, movinp in unison as a psse. Their sense of the city and 

of the 'hood is intensely informed by a motion that resists narrow spatial constraints 

without ignoring points of territorial transgression and boundary crossings. 

Despite these regular portrayals of socio-spatial sensibilities and localized patterns 

of habitation and habituation, "A Day in the Hood" displays several revealing assumptions 

about the composition of the 'hoad as a socidly constnicted place in Hip Hop culture. One 

assumption is founded in the notion that thete is a "tnith" about subjective identities that can 

be nvealed through witnessing the feanind artists in their home environments, which also 

harbor an essential "truth" quotient Artists are elevated in the magazine's pages as Rap 

cclebriiics but, upon their return to the 'hood. they are rerituatcd in ordcr to bctter connect 



with their foundational roots in a perceived pmcess of revitalization. This is, in an 

imprecise way, part of how the amsts claim to "keep it real," maintaining their legitimacy 

by not growing too distanced from the 'hood that elevated them in the fint instance and 

which in many cases continues to provide the thematic backdrop for the lyrical narratives 

they record. The 'hood may be either a zone of threat or aurture as the artists grow, 

acquire skills, and nse through the music industry, but once they have finally established 

themselves as prominent acts the 'hood is almost invariably described by most hardcore 

artists as a well for spiritual, social. and artistic replenishrnent88 Understanding the 'hood 

in such ternis is crucial to the understandiop of its spatial resonance in Rap lyncs and Hip 

Hop discourses. 

The Rari Paaes section is also implicitly structured upon the beiief that the broad 

popular profile of music celebrity produces a spatial displacement (whereby artists become 

touring and perfoming nomads whose images and ncordings a n  available to consumers 

"everywhere") that has the capacity to impact on and erode their locally constituted 

identities. This is to Say that by revisiting the 'hood, the false skin of Pop celebrity is shed 

and the given artist ncaptures the sense of self upon which his or her "tnie" identity is 

founded. The prevailing logic would have it that when artists achieve national or global 

star status they lose the sustaining bonds with place, essentially making them placeless 

subjects, but more important1 y, its nductive tendencies disempower subjects w hich are 

more likely to feel empowered in the farnilianty of the home environment. In a basic 

co~gurat ion,  this posits the local as a position of positive virtue whereas the vast and 

frequently anonymous spaces of the global communicatioas cornplex are contrastingly 

soulless and undiffereotiating in their potential for the decimation of the subjective identity. 

'The further operative assumption here is that the apparatuses of the mass culture industry 

tmnsfonn individuals in negative ways but that the authenticity of the home place, defined 

For a more dciailed examination of why anis& do or don? maintain relations with the 'hood, x e  
Charisse Jones. "Still b g i n g  in the 'Hwd. Rappers who stay say their strength is frorn the streets," in 

e New York Times., Sept 24, 1995, pp43-46. 



in Hip Hop as the 'hood, functions as a mitigating force against the displaced identity of 

mass media celebrity. Therefore, the interviews appearing under the headline "A Day in the 

Hood" are also concerned with a certain image of power that isolates adsts in places where 

their strengths are most recognhble and most easily affirmed withio the close encounten 

of neighborhood and, at slightly mon nmove, community. 

AU of these assumptions are conjoined by the overarching notion that the 'hood is a 

relatively self-evident, exposed, or transparent social space. A day in the 'hood is 

presented as being an adequate allotment of tirne to see the local landscapes, the ways in 

which the featured artists use their space, and to gleaa a basic understanding of the places 

being displayed. Clearly, however, one day is of insufficient duration to adequately assess 

much of anything substantial about the cultural noms and social patterns that may make a 

space into a place for rappers and their collective posses. Does this render the column 

irrelevant? No, or at least not entirely, for its main value is i n  the ways that it provides 

additional context for Hip Hop's ongoing interna1 processes of defining and refining the 

maay discursive pattern that involve articulations of space and place. 

Mus Media Dissemindon: Music V'deo and Television 

Whereas Rap's steady growth over the decade was achieved without substantial 

programminp at either black or Pop radio, its massive sales thnist in 1989-90 can be 

directly attributed to a new access to television, p r imdy  through cable music video 

prograrns. Beginning in late 1- television embtaced Rap to an extent that 

was finally cornmensurate with iis sales and commercial impact and its reception among 

teeo consumers. It was during this period that topselling Pop artists MC Hammer, Tone 

Loc, Vanilla Ice, and Young MC swept the Pop music industry as cable music video 

programming boosted the genre's exposure. 

MW's introduction of Yo! M7V Raps had the greatest single influence on Rap's 

enhanced exposure despite the faci that the station had consciously resisted Rapts regular 



inclusion in its video rotation since it began broadcasting. As with Funk and Soui music 

before it, M V  executives based their exclusion of Rap on the dubious clah that it did not 

confonn io the station's Rock format, with occasional video clips by Rap's leading acts 

such as Run-D.M.C., LL Cool J, Kool Moe Dee, or DJ Jazzy Jeff and the Fresh Rince 

beinp the infrequent exceptions. Foilowing its premiere in late 198& the ratings for Yo! 

MN Raps soared, making it the highest-rated program in MTV history up to that point. 

Initially hosted by Hip Hop pioneer Fab Five Freddy and later by Dr. Dre (of the group 

Original Concept) and Ed Lover, the program gained serious street credibility due to the 

hosts' well-established profiles within Hip Hop circles. Their respected status among Rap 

artists (and MTV's considerable clout) also gave them nlatively unimpeded access to the 

scene and its top talent which was crucial to the program's irnmediate success. When it  

prerniered, Yo! M7'V Raps exclusively featured Rap videos in a half hour daily block. 

Favorable viewer response amoug teen and pre-teen viewen soon led to a one hour block 

of daily Rap programmllig in the coveted midday alter-school d o t  and additional airtime at  

10:00 am. and 10:O p.m. on Saturdays. Once Rap had gained a foothold on the station, 

crossover programming iacreased and Rap videos were mon frequently added to general 

rotation, reaching a wider segment of the viewing audience. 

Television's role in hyping audience interest and motivating consumption of 

popular music is not at dl a m e n t  phenornenon: the Beatles' 1%4 appearance on the Ed 

Sullivan show helpcd to establish the p u p  in the U.S. market and opened the door for the 

"British Invasion* that followed. h4TV had itself proven incredibly effective as a catal yst in 

intmducing new acts and increasing their commercial prospects as what some critics 

dubbed "the Second British Invasion" swept the nation in the early 1980s with Culture 

Club, Duran Duran and other so-called "video bandsn emerging as top Pop stars in Amerka 

in advance of major tour expotare. MI'V had also pioven incredibly effective in raising the 

commercial profile of American "alternative" acts with distinct 1ocaUregional followings 

such as R E M .  (Athens, GA) in the early 1- or Nirvana, Soundganlen, and Pearl Jam 



(Seattle, WA) in the early 1990s. Sales of Michael Jackson's W l f e r  were also 

unquestionably aided by the sheer dynamisrn of his perfomance in the "Billy Jean" video, 

the d u l l y  cinematic style of the 'Thriller" video. or the Broadway-inspired production of 

"Beat It." Even after a quartet century of Dick Clark's Amencan Bandstand or Sou1 Train 

with Don Cornelius, it is unlikely that television has ever played such a crucial role in 

crossing black Amencan artists and recordings over to white teen audiences as it did in the 

late 1980s and early 1990s with Rap. 

Notinp MW's quesiionable record in handling black acts since its inception, 

Nelson George reported in Billboard that, after its introduction. Yu! MN Raps quickly 

becamean essential medium in breaking new acts and introducing the huge and crucial 

MTV teen audience to Hip Hop. George wntes: 

Where R&B failed, rap has made major inroads on MTV...The long-term 
impact of this on the marketing of rap (and al1 black music) is yet to be 
determined It is clear, such as in the case of Tone Loc and Living Colour, 
that MTV has been crucial to their success. Its recent involvement with 
nontraditional R&B, particularly rap, puts MTV ahead of rnosi black radio 
and the black press, which, considering MTV's beginnings, is quite ironic. 

(Apr. 8. 1989) 

The benefits of Tone Lods video exposure is a case in point since the release of his hit 

debut singles "Wild Thing" and "Funky Cold Medina" (1988, Delicious Vinyl) coincided 

with the premien of Yo! Mn Raps, acceleratinp up thc charts after substantial MTV play. 

B y April 15, 1989 his album Loc-Ed Afer Dwk reached the number one position on the 

Top Pop Albums chart. uuheard of for a first album by a Rap artist (although Vanilla Ice 

was soon to npeat this feat). Retrospectively, the unforeseen response to Loc-Ed Afer 

M was a hdinger  of things to corne and in this regard it stands as a benchmark in Rap 

that constitutes the first real example of music video's impact oa Rap sales. Other cable 

oetworks also introduced regular Rap pmgrarnrning in this period: Black Entertainment 

Television (BET) introduced its popular "Rap Cityt' program (that also currently airs in 

syndication on Canada's Much Music station); the FOX Network iotroduced "Pump I i  

Up"; The Video Music Box, a pay-per-view music network that initially reacbed 27 major 



urban markets, also featured Rap prominently. Together. these prograrns entered into the 

everyday media diets of millions of teenagers, many of whom were unfamiliar with the 

details of N p  Hop or were underexposed to it in its live form. 

Fans of the genre and the rnildly curious (as well as undisceming or "grazing" 

viewers) were introduced to the music's visual accompaniment in video form, artist 

interviews. and concert clips. Rap was now available on a widespread and daily basis in 

the homes of urban, suburban, and non-urban teenagers across America and the vast 

majonty of viewers were white youtbs. Tricia Rose observes that "Rap music videos have 

animated hip hop cultural style and aesthetics and have facilitated a cross-neighborhood, 

cross-country (transnational?) dialogue in a social environment that is highly segregated by 

class and racen (1994: 9). Although it is difficult to determine the extent of actual cultural 

dialogue that video engenders, there is no doubt that the visual irnagery comrnunicated 

within a range of diverse youth formations has been influential. 

The impact of Yo! MN Raps and other Rap video pmgrams on youth and teen 

cultu= was almost immediately visible as general youth styles began reflecting Hip Hop's 

sartorial patterns. Teenagers from coast to coast increasingly adopted the loose and 

oversized sportswear that was popularized in the videos resulting in record sales of narne 

braod sportswear and team logo attire as well as the emeqence of an entin industry of Hip 

Hop-inf'iuenced clothing by black-owned companies including Cross Colon. Karl Kani, 

rapper Ray's "IV Play" design label. and more recently, Naughty By Nature's clothing 

line, Chuck D's "Rapp Wear," and The Wu-Tang Clan's "Wu-Wear" line. In the process, 

Hip Hop style, vemacular, and attitude became part of a nationally dispersed subcultural 

phenornenon. 

Prior to 1988. there is little mention of video production in relation to artist 

promotion or image construction; at the time it was perceived as a useful but marginal 

promotional tool. Rap had no substantial television presence and as a result labels were 

often hard-pressed to develop the public images of their artists in a manner that was 



consistent with established procedures for handling Rock and Pop talent. In the aftermath 

of M W ' s  foray into Rap (and similar iaitiatives by other cable networks as well), 

independent label executives regularly voiced their desire to develop their artists visually by 

exploiting Rap's sudden television access. The reason was obvious: a popular, well- 

received video could translate into nation-wide sales of an additional 200,000-250,000 

units for a single whereas, prior to video, independent label sales of only twice that 

number might be regarded as a considerable commercial success. Still. with their larger 

coffen and a more elaborate and establisbed system for artist development, the major labels 

had a distinct advantage over independent labels. They were better able to budget for video 

production for their Rap acts, ofteo leveraging them ont0 video rotation and the charts 

simul taneousl y. 

Working in the favor of iodependents is Rap's comparatively low production costs 

that are substantially less than those of mid-range Rock acts and, thus, free up a Iarger 

perceotage of the ovetall budget for video production and other promotional endeavors. 

Tornrny Boy records Chairman Tom Silveman stressed that video was "200% more 

important to us than radio" (Nathan, Dec. 16, 19W R-13) as he reinforced the importance 

of the visual medium in positioning artists in the market. Seeing the massive impact of 

home cable music video programs Tommy Boy, Def Jarn, Warner Brothers, and Atlantic 

also attempted to capitalize on the interest in videos by introducing home video cassette 

packages to the commercial Rap market. Heavy Metal home video packages had proven 

successful and it was assumed that Rap would also fare well. Public Enemy's debut video 

package sold in excess of 25,000 units (which is certified gold for video) for Def Jam but 

in cornpanson to record and CD sales this was considered insufficient to justify the 

production expenses incumd. Tepid consumer interest in the video package configuration 

(due to regular viewer access to new videos on daily music television propams) basically 

halted the industry's attempts to develop it as a major cornmodity although video 

compilation packages are stili pmduccd. 



In 1989, MTV decreased its daily time commitment to Rap by half which, as 

Billboard reported, was "in respoose to cornplaints from record companies that rap had 

become too dominant a force on the stationn (Nathan, Dec. 16, 1989: R-13). Ironically, 

the Video Music Box (later known simply as "The Boxn) that played requests based on 

viewer cail-ins to a 1-900 number was also criticized for reportedl y programming Rap as 

almost 75% of its total output. These criticisms of The Box's playlist were often based on 

unvalidated rumon within the industry that unscnipulous promotions managers frequentiy 

hired teenagers to dia1 in requests for specific tracks by artists they represented in order to 

generate a "buzz" in the market. Due to the inordinate demand for Rap videos the alleged 

practice was perceived by some in the iadustry as being a rnotivated sirategy rather than a 

legitimate expression of viewers' musical taste preferences and eveotuall y became known 

in Hip Hop partance as "jackin' The Box." 

Rap's market expansion and increased appeal among traditional teenage Rock 

consumers, combined with a sease of encroachment among the older S 3 4  Rock audience 

was received with considerable hostility. Even though slogans such as "no Rap, no crap" 

and "no Funk, no junk" (which raise the spectre of the "Disco sucks" backlash against 

Disco and dance music in the late 1970s) had ernerged as "positioning statements" on Adult 

Top 40 and Rock radio as early as 198B, WV's actions confirmed that there was a surginp 

backlash against Rap within the industry itself. An aggressive Rock contingent once again 

voiced its insecurities with the daim that a predominantiy black-orieated music was 

displacing Rock on music video nehvorks and 

The implicitly racist rationale submerged in these promotional slogans mirrond the 

anti-disco cmsades in another way as well. As Garofalo (1997) has recounted, in 1979- 

80, the primary target of white Rockist vitriol was Disco, but residual resentrnents 

eventually spread to other forrns of black music as well, leading to the exclusion of a 

89 ClYms ihat Rock was in dceline and laring chan share ta Pop, R&B. Dance music. and Rap t h g h  
the 1- were, in fact, true. This wiu atVibuvd ta Rock's cmphasis on aibum rcleases and long-term 
mrer development as opposed to one-on succcsscs in other genres ("Rock h i n g  Grip as m e r  Genres 
Gain," Nov. 10, 1990: 1). 



sizeable portion of black artists and recordings h m  radio playlists. A decade later, some 

radio PDs revealed that many Rock audience members could not make a fundamental 

distinction between Rap and R&B, stating that "anything that's close to rap or even has 

three or four bars of rap is considereâ rap to a lot of people ... People are going to hear a 

Bobby Brown record on our station and think that's rap. They think Madoana and the 

New Kids on the Block are rap" (Ross, Oct. 13, 1990: 15). Thus, unfarniliarity with the 

genre combined with Rap's sudden pervasiveness and market domination at the time 

obviously created a chi11 within some sectoa of the music industry. Audiences, media 

programmers, and industry executives al1 displayed what Riblic Enemy described on their 

1990 Def Jam LP release as a latent "Feu of a Btack Planet." 

Aside from the resistance ta Rap from Rock programmers and audiences, the 

impact and lucrative potentials of unprecedented Rap vide0 exposure were evident to 

industry insiders within a year. Rap's expansion through cable braodcasting on MïV, 

Bm and other cable networks was actually hindered by the fact that home cable access had 

not reached total nation-wide saturation. Cable hookups were often beyond the financial 

means of many urban poor who comprised a sizeable section of the Rap audience and as a 

result the cable medium expanded more slowly in zones characterized by high density 

impoverishment. Non-cable networks had much better market penetratioa and as Rap 

,mdually became more common ( h o t  exactly a staple) on the major broadcast networks, 

i t reached an even larger audience base. In navigatinp the different television options, Rap 

label strategies involved placing videos on MTV or other cable Rap proborams since they 

had a higher rotation rate (albeit among a srnaller and generally younger audience base) 

while atternpting to book artists onto the major network talk shows. 

Remiering in early 1%9, The Arsenio Hall Show (which was pmduced for 

syndication by Paramount Television) was the most consistent vehicle through which Rap 

acts gained access to mainstream network television. As the ody black late-uight talk show 

host (cornpethg with The Tonight Show, hosted by Johnny Canon and, later, Jay Leao, 



and Lore Nighr With David Letterman in the same general time dot) Hall's pmgram claimed 

to be the link between viewers' home and the 'hood, which was a coy racial code hinting at 

the virtual "who's who" of prominent black actors and Hip Hop artists on the nightly guest 

list and the largely white viewership. In its fiat year on the ait the program featured many 

top Rap and R&B musicians, helping to break new acts and new releases while attracting 

viewers of the desirable and profitable 1825 demographic which aiso comprised Rap's 

most active consumer group. Hall's style. which was iaitially both ingratiatinp and hip, 

offered e successful blend of mainstream talk television and B-boy cool. This was best 

exernplified, for instance, in appearances by MC Hammer, who was asked about the 

central role of the church in contemporary black music, or Will Smith (The Fresh Rince), 

who exchanged "snaps" and played the dozens with Hall in a display of black verbal 

intercourse and male interaction that was virtually uaknown on television a& the time. 

Capitalizing on his sudden populanty, Arsenio also recorded the novelty Rap track 

"Owwww!" (1989, MCA) uoder the alias Chunky A, which reached the Hot Black Singles 

and Hot Rap Singles charts in December, 1989. 

Of greaier importance, Hall was in tune with developments in the Rap scene and the 

wider black community, making him an important arbiter of many culturaI issues. When a 

coalition of West coast rappers (including Digital Underground, Ice T, MC Hammer, 

N.W.A., Tone Loc, and Young MC) replicated the East coast initiative of the Stop the 

Violence Movement with the release of the album We're Ail in the Same Gang (1990, 

Grand JuryfWamer), Hall hosted the record launch on air and provided a forum for 

discussions about youih gang-nlated violence and the June 15,1990 "Peace Weekend." In 

the winter of 1991, Hall also hosted artists from the Black Womea in Rap tour (which 

included Queen Latifah, MC Trouble, MC Lyte, and Harmoay), providing advance 

promotion for the tour and exposure to underrepresented female Rap artists. Scoring a 

major coup, Hall also featured then-Residential hopeful Bill Clinton as guest saxophonist 

with the program's house band, elevating the status of both men arnong the young viewing 



audience.90 Finally, as sections of Los Angeles bumed in the aftermath of the Rodney 

King verdict in April, 1992. Hall brought civic leaders, cornmunity activists, and 

concemed actors and musicians together (L.A. Mayor Tom Bradley and actor Edward 

James Olomos among them) onto his program to address the issues and to engage in 

dialogue toward comprehension and a resolution. It was in no uncertain terms nveting 

television and the compelling social debate confirmed Hall's unique role as late-night 

television penonality and a black celebrity. 

In August, 1989. Billboard reported that The Arsenio Hall Show was having a 

noticeable impact on commercial sales and consumer recognition of black musical talent. 

While researchers acknowledged that it was difficult to determine what the cumulative 

ef'fects of cable video programming and Hall's show were. the direct clout was evident by 

exarnining urban radio in the same midnight time slot. Urban radio stations had noticed 

that their late-night nurnben dipped when Hall's show aired. leading PDs to either work 

around the program, forge tie-ins, or slot artists appearing on the show into regular playlist 

rotation (Billboard, Aug. 19, 1989: 1). In this regard, Hall was a boon to Rap and 

contemporary R&B music while he was on the air. Notwithstanding his successes. Hall 

fell victim to transitions in the late night talk show landscape and The Arsenio Hall Show 

went off the air in 1994, leaving a gaping hole in the active representation of contemporary 

black musical cultures in the mainstream media. 

In the midst of Arsenio Hall's laie-night television tenure and in the wake of 

enhanced television exposure. Rap radio suffend a major loss when the all-Rap format 

station KDAY in Los Angeles went off the air on March 28, 1991. Citing insufficient 

advertiser revenue the station owners vacated Rap entirely . ironicall y shifting to an all- 

business news format and leaving several L.A. urban-oriented stations to cover Rap as a 

part of their oveml1 programming mission. As Billboard reported (Rosen and McAdam, 

90 Bill Clincon's appcyance on M T V  had a similar ellect among young voters as he manipulated the 
gnentiond dimerences between himself and President George Bush CO his adv;uitage,altering the way 
mntcmponry campaigns are approached in the process. 



April 13, 1991 : 1). the KDAY decision was consistent with a general trend aaay from dl-  

Rap or hiph Rap rotation formats across the country. The article does not, however, 

explore the possibility that Rapts increased exposure through television and video may 

actualiy have impacted on the previous centrality of these important Rap stations that 

committed to the genre when few others would. The visual component of television added 

much to the image and sensationalism of the genre and it is entirely likely (though difficult 

to prove with any certainty) that one of the unacknowledged outconies of its nse, in tandem 

with other ecooornic factors, was the demise of stations like KDAY. 

Rap's visual exposure on television in this period more fimly aligned the genre 

with the mainstream music indusûy since television was the last media bastion inhibitinp its 

expansion. Once Rap viability was proven among television programmers and viewing 

audiences, the bais was established for the genre's top-selling artists to accelerate in the 

mainstream. Yei Rap's access to television and its full-fledged entry into the transnational 

media matrix produced a curious byproduct as street-level "Reality Rap" gained 

prominence. There was a new urgency to the expression of spatial particulariiies th'at 

emeqed as Rap was drawn more deeply into the mainstream and the correspondiag rise of 

Iocrtlized irnagery and discounes of place-based identities led some artists to adopt what 

Eazy-E, Ice T, Ice Cube and others describe as the role of "underground street reportes." 

Underlying this assertion is the basic premise of joumalistic objectivity which, in 

Ice Cube's view, is based in persona1 observation: "we just tell it how we see it, nothing 

more and nothing less" (Mills, The Source, Dec. 1990: 39). Rappers develop their 

ideological and theoretical perspectives of race and class in America "on the ground," 

drawing from earlier analytical modes (Le., the black Pantber Party or Malcolm X) and 

applying their fessons to contemporary conditions in a marner that resonates with rapper 

Rakim's important reminder that "it ain't wben you're from, it's where you're atm (*I 

Know You Got Soul." 1987, 4th & Broadway/Island). Rap "reporters" reflect the 

widesp~ad sentiment among minonty youths tbat their stories arc deemed imlevant by 



society unless there is a body count involved. In response to this, hardcore rappers 

conceive of themselves as legitimate Street reporters for disenfranchised blacks and 

Hispanics who actively sustain the community infrastructures through which they circulate 

but whose access to the public means of communication are denied. Frequently positioned 

within a conservative media frame as untrustworthy and violent ruffians or social weifare 

cases, youths stniggle to redefine themselves through language and visual portrayals. 

Asserting control over the means of representation (if not the conduits of 

dissemination). Rap artists tend to construct powerful images of the sccnanos that they 

know best and which are most familiar to thern on a daily basis. They are careful not to 

divulp where the line between fictioa and reality is drawn, however, often nfusing to state 

where their experience ends and imagery of hypothetical ghetto conditions are inserted. 

Rapidly shifting visual and lyrical metaphors are implemented as a method of illumination 

or critique, the understanding being that Hip Hop audiences are already operating within 

the same general discursive frame and are. thus, pnvvy to the multiple and complex 

meaoings at work in the texts. The ambiguity remains a central factor and. in a curioùs 

manner. makes many Rap videos more compelling since the extreme situations poitrayed 

exist in the realm of possibility which is equally chilling. 

Rap artists and young video directors afike have proven to be extrernely adept at 

communicating their sense of locale, visually representing the places of significance which 

they inhabit and delineating different social settings and different regions through Rap 

videos. The set of images that are presented portray the scene and setting in which the Rap 

narratives unfold, graphically conveying information about an d s t  or group's home front. 

Rose succinctly encompasses the breadth of the phenomenon when she wntes: 

Over most of its brief history ... rap video themes have repeatedly coaverged 
around the depiction of the local neighborhood and the local pose, crew, or 
support system. Nothing i s  more central to rapts music video narratives 
than situatins the rapper in his or her milieu and among one's crew or 
pose ... this usualiy involves shots of favorite street corners, intersections, 
piaygrounds, parGog lots, school yards, roofs, and childhood friends." 

(1994: 10) 



Local sites are oot arnbiguously referenced in either videos or Rap lyrics; the whole 

purpose of representinp the local is to be explicit. The emphasis on detail and geo-social 

sites of significance is particularly pronounced among West coast rappers whose daily Iives 

are more strict& y organired amund turf and territory than are thei r East coast counterparts. 

The notion of "street reporting" and a national black news voice consequently relies 

on a conceptual constnict linking local experience to a fom of more widely networked 

media rcpresentation. Chuck D employs a similar, but more expansive analogy with his 

widely adopted (but under-analysed) statement that Rap i s  "the black CNN that we aever 

had" (Eure & Spady, 1991: 336). On the track "She Watch Channel Zero ?! " ( 1988, Def 

Jam). Public Enemy cnticize TV viewing habits that privilege idealistic fantasy scenarios 

and what is perceived as a darnagng unreality ihat supplants the potential for radical use of 

the medium: 

Trouble vision for a sister 
Because 1 know she don't know, 1 quote 
Her brain's retrai ned 
By a24inch remote 
Revolution a solution 
For al1 our cbildren 
But al1 ber children 
Don't mean as much as the show, 1 mean 
Watch her worship the screnn and fiend 
For a TV ad 
And it jus< makes me mad 
1 doa't think 1 can handie 
She goes channel to chaanel 
Cold lookin' fot that hem 
She watcb channel zero 

Despite its repssively stereotypical representation of female viewing habits, the Song 

tcflects Chuck D's attitude toward mainsüeam television content. In fact, references to the 

media and their systematic opposition to representations of black culture and Wp Hop 

(including black radio) are rife throughout h Takes o Nation of Millions to HoId Us Bock 

( 1988. Def Jam) as Public Enemy aîtempted to challenge dominant media practices and to 

infuse radical black nationalist ideologies into their recordiugs and videos. 



After 1989 when Rap video was becoming established fare on television and Rap's 

strength was evident on the Pop charts, the RapCNN analogy seemed reasonable if 

imprecise. Rap is not "likem CNN in any direct way; it is not really the same in its 

structures, purpose, or global mach and influence. Still, the analogy offers an interesting 

perspective on Rap's social relevance in relation to issues of locality since CNN is a 

medium that reconstructs the local in a global context, raising the particuldy of events and 

ocunences to national and international scales. The basis of the analogy lies within the 

dynamic conjunction of local and global sensibilities and practices. Rap, however, is a 

medium that is widely attended by urban minority youth and, as such, it provides a 

connective tissue spanning a broad cross-section of the African-American socio-cultural 

body. 

Public Enemy's political and cultural agenda, for exarnple, requires a major media 

base to distribute the images of black resistance to U.S. racism and messages of expansive 

ideals of cultural nationalism. In other examples of hardcon Rap, rnost aotably the 

Gangsta Rap subgenre, access to the mass-media provides a means of "representinp" thé 

local posse or crew and their home environment, depicting their methods of survival "in the 

'hood." Rap's descriptions of social spaces and the articulation of cultural identities forged 

within lived envirouments across the nation do, in effect, function as a series of local 

reports providing regular updates on the smiggles and victories of black America that are 

rarely featured in unexpurgated form in the rnainstream media. Viewed in this light, the 

RapCNN analogy holds up under scrutiny. 



Chapter 9 

"The Hood Took Me Under": 
Urban Geogra~hies of Danger in New Black Cinema 

Now i'm of age and iiving in the projects 
gening paid of the clucks a d  the county cheques 

I 'm telling ya, fresh out of high SL-hool, never did 1 wonder 
thnt the motherfvcking 'hood would rak me undrr 

(MC Eiht. "Streiht Up Menace" 1993. Sony Music) 

Teen Violence: Wild in the Streets. Murder and mayhem. gum and gangs: a teenuge 
generatian grows up iiungerous -- and scared. Newsweek, Augurt 2,  1993 

Relatively e d y  in Hip Hop's development. its strong visual appeal made it a 

suitable subject for cinematic representations. Although novel ty films such as Breakin ', 

Rappin ', BreakDance. and Beat Street fared relatively well with teen audiences, they did 

not capture the full experience of Hip Hop. These were minor films and, after a quick 

flurry of fomulaic releases. the early eighties style of Hip Hop films faded away. The 

1988 release of the neo-blaxploitation film Tougher T h  Lectther (Rick Rubin. dir.), 

produced by Def Jam's CE0 Russell Simmons and starring Ruo-D.M.C. as young urban 

avengen, was not aesthetically or thernatically consistent with the earlier Hip Hop films, 

shifting toward an emerpnt. harder-edged image. When it was released, the film was 

regarded by many (including Nelson George and Spike Lee. who both publicly dismissed 

it) as final proof that Run-D.M.C. were no longer part of Rap's avant garde and it was a 

critical and commercial failure (as was the group's concumntly nleased LP of the same 

name). The major site of innovation in Hip Hop's visual representation was proving to be 

the Rap video sector as budding youog directors, among them Spike Lee, Albert and Allen 

Hughes. and F. Gary Gray, honed their skills on smali budget projects of three or four 

minutes duration. 

Also released in 1988, the Dennis Hopper film Colors pmved to be a much m o n  

influentid vehicle for the Hip Hop culture in commercial t e m .  cxposing young audiences 



across the nation to a selective and sensational cinematic representation of L.A.'s gang 

culture. Whereas Tougher than kather looked like a B-movie update of the black gangster 

film genre of the csrly 19'70s. Colm was touted as an ostensibly realistic portrayal of the 

deadly conditions that pitted black and Latino youth gangs against police and agaiost each 

other in South Central L.A. The implicitly racist and paternalistic assumptions that 

informed the script were not easy to ignore yet, for al1 of iis shortcomings, the film seemed 

to offer insights on the Souihem California gang problem and the deadly consequences of 

turf warfare. The images amazingly rnanaged to both revile and glorify California teen 

gang life, leading rapper DJ Quik to later criticize the film's role in popularizing and 

facilitating the spnad of Crip and Blood organizations throughout the midwestem U.S. on 

the track "Jus Lyke Compton." Outbreaks of violence -- not al1 of it gang-related -- seemed 

to validate the film's message that the police were fighting a losing battle against young 

black and Latino outlaws who outnumbcr and out pun them. 

Ultirnately, it was the Colors soundtrack on the Wamer Brothers label that brought 

the film its most pronounced connection to Hip Hop. Featurinp tracks by Eric B and 

Rakim, Big Daddy Kane, Salt'n'Pepa, MC Shan, and especially Ice T, the soundtrack 

album became an instant classic in the genre. [ce T's title track was the vehicle that 

catapulted him into Rap's front lines and helped to forge his identity as the consummate 

L.A. Rapper whose Street credeatials included stints as a hustler, thief and pimp and, later, 

as an accomplished actor.91 Colors was perhaps rnost important for its duai role in 

exposing a Gangsta Rap aesthetic within an accompanying representational array of West 

Coast gangsta images, even though Ice T's contribution to the album was the only track 

that coafonned to the emergent Gangsta Rap style. Colors emerged j ust as Rap was itself 

undergoing substantial thematic and aesthetic transitions and it can be argued that the film 

was a catalytic force in the film industry, paving the way for a deluge of gangsta-oriented 

films that were set in the 'hood and which were characterized by their Rap and Hip Hop 
-- - 

91 Alhough I n  T's fint major cinematic mie was in the 1991 Mario van Peebles film New Jack Ciry, he 
had made a cuneo appearance - as a n p p r  -- in the 1984 film Bnakin'. 



soundtracks. New Jork City (1991, Mario van Peebles, dir.) capitalized on the success of 

Colors by casting Ice-T in a major role (as a street-srnart cop with revenge on his rnind), 

coasequently reinforcing the strong links between Hip Hop and new black cinema. 1 t is 

appropriate that the son of Melvin van Peebles, whose Sweet Sweetback f Badc~sssss Song 

instigated the initial blaxploitation trend of the early 19709, should be an influential catalyst 

for the ensuing 'Hood film genre that the industry touted in the early 1990s. 

lnterviewed in the mid-nineties, Richard Rice, author of the novel "Clockers" and, 

with Spike Lee, CO-writer of the scnenplay for its cinematic adaptation, addresses the 

social basis upon which black youths are represented in the film: 

The reality is that these kids don't give a fuck about stuff like preying on 
your own people. They don't think of themselves as political or 
sociological ... They are thioking about how to get visible. Plus they are 
teenagers. and teenagers think of nothing but themselves, not whether they 
are black or white or rich or poor. (Quart & Auster, 19%: 16) 

Despi te his observation, there rernains substantid evidence to contradict his notion of black 

youth, identity, and collective cultural awareness. In practice, pnvailing institutional 

forces make it difficult for many black and Latino teenagers to ignore either their racial or 

their class-based status. This is made clear in Mike Davis's detailed description of the 

racist practices of the Los Angeles Police Department's enforcement of curfew laws and the 

spatial policinp of "sumptuous playgrounds, beaches and entertainment csnten" which 

have as a result "become virtual no-go areas for young Blacks or Chicanos" (1992: 284). 

In contrast to Price's thinking, these teen groups are continually isolated as visible 

rninorities and are subsequently demonized as a mobile threat, leading Henry Giroux to 

note that "the racial code of violence is especially powerful and pervasive in its association 

of crime with black youth" (19%: 67). 

In the 1990s economy of danger black kens are inordinately wealthy and they have 

a deathly concise comprehension of how they are perceived by the parent culture in their 

daily circulation through the urban landscape. Take, for example, a conversation I 

overbeard while lcaviog a subuibancincplex after a rcreeaing of the film Fri&y (1995, F. 



Gary Gray, dir.), starring the popular Rap star Ice Cube. The film was not a blockbuster 

advertised with the accompanying slogan "on screens everywhere." It's appeal lies with 

the youog Hip Hop crowd and it was marketed accordingly, shown in select locations in 

and around the city but mainly in neighborhoods with high density working-class miaority 

populations. As the crowd of mostly black and Latino teenagers shuffied out of the 

cineplex one young brother mentioned that "the 'hood films" are always screened in the 

same theater, closest to the entraocelexit. His understanding of this was based on the belief 

that the management was uncomfortablc with the idea of a crowd of minority youth 

travening the full length of the lobby and potentially intimidating other paying customen. 

On several subsequent occasions ihis was corrobomted as the films whicb tended to 

draw a predorninantly black teen audience from the sunoundhg neighborhoods wen,  in 

fact, consistently situated close to the doors. The additionai preseace of a rent-a-cop in the 

cineplex lobby when such films such as New Jersey Drive (1995, Nick Gornez. dir.) were 

shown further codirmed his observation. Giroux (19%) points to the existence of a 

generational divide that is especially evident where black youths and white adults are 

involved, suggesting that the perception of teenagers as being "indetenninant, alien, and 

sometimes hazardous" leads to pnictices of social regulation that are often exercised in 

precisely the ways that the young theater-goen had expcrienced thern. The practice of 

selective exhibition and segregation in theater spaces is nothinp particularly new. having a 

tradition that includes either the exclusion of blacks or their banishment to the "nigger 

heaven" of the upper balconies in the 1920s and 30s or the bookinp and screeniog of 

"blaxploitation" films at inner-city theaters that by the early 1970s had been al1 but 

abandoned by white patrons who had fled to the suburbs. Today it is common practice to 

single out and isolate those films (and their audiences) that are thematically focused on the 

lives and experiences of contemporary black youth from the 'hod. 

And what, or more precisely. where is the 'hood in cioema? Differentiated from the 

displaced construct of the ghetto which fomed the dominant spatial configuration of such 



early 1970s blaxploitation Films as Shafi (1971. Gordon Parks, dir.), SuperJZy ( 1972. 

Gordon Parks, Jr., dir.), CleoputraJones (1973, Jack Starrett, dir.) or The Mack (1973, 

Michael Campus, dir.), the 'hwd offers a generational variant on inner-city regions and the 

prevailing landscapes of urban oppression. In the blaxploitation film, ghetto space is often 

rendered as a vast, abstract expanse of urban dilapidation. I i s  topopphy functions rnainly 

-- thou* not entirely -- as background, providing a setting of urban decay in which action 

unfolds. Reportiag in a Newsweek cover story on black movies which was published as 

they approached the height of their popularity in 1972. Charles Michner suggests that the 

depictioa of ghetto spaces did communicate a spatial specificity in certain contexts that 

helped to extend their reco~gitioo factor among localized audiences: 

Unlike most white escapist fare with its never-never landscapes of purple 
sage and alpine luxury, the strongest of the new black films are firmly 
moted in the audience's own backyards -- "Super Fly," "Charleston Bluet' 
and "ShaftVn the squalid, decayed slums of Hadem, "Melindan in barren, 
bleached-out Watts. The spectacular Eldorado Cadillac driven by Priest in 
"Super Fly" gets quick recognition from some of the audience because it 
actually belongs to "K.C.", a well-known Harlem pimp who plays himself 
in the film. (Micher, 1972: 78). 

In companson to the dominant images of black cultural expenence and everyday life 

portrayed prior to the 1970s, blaxploitatioo films presented images that resonated with a 

recognizable or familiar sease of ghetto authenticity among its black audience rnemben. 

Despite divergent opinions on the social value of the blaxploitation action films within black 

communities (ibid.), many black urban audiences responded favorably to the enhanced 

profile of black writers, directors and acton who were deemed to be more adept at 

cinematically representing the ghetto than were their white couaterparts. The sense of 

space in blaxploitation cinema, however, is based on the portrayal of a broad expanse of 

the ghetto constituted as an urban region rather than as a aarrow locality. The ghetto is 

visually and narratively coastructed as a swath of human and architectural devastation; it  is 

a rusty container to be filled by the cinematic exploits of John Shaft, Riest, Goldy, Foxy 

Brown or Cleopatra Jones. 



Furthemiore, in the 1970s blaxploitation films, there is a prevalent tension between 

ghettdwelling blacks and urban whites (who are also frequently Italian and invariably 

associated with organized crime syndicates of one f o m  or another). Whites are cast as the 

inferior Other in the majority of' black action films of the period and are frequently 

represented as sexual fodder for the hyper-sexualized appetites of the black male 

"Superspades," inept buffoons or icons of evil, each of which makes them suitable targets 

for the justifiable violence and brutality of the black protagonists. 

Despite their popularity and profitable retums. blaxploitation films and the 

proliferation of black filmmaking were relatively short-lived. As Ed Guerrero (1993) has 

indicated, the blaxploitation era was in decline by 1974 and Holiywood studios, ~alizing 

ihat black audiences constituted a sizeable market. attempted to reach white and black 

audiences together through films with greater crossover appeal. Guemro explains that the 

strategy was largely successful due to the emphasis in the mid-1970s on whitehlack buddy 

filrns and on "one black comic 'superstar,' Richard Pryor, as even the featured black actors 

of the boom years found themselves in bit parts and increasingly shuttled into oblivion by 

the film industry" (1993: 110). Ryor's rise was also crucial in establishing a Hollywood 

pncedence chat allowed his successor, Eddie Murphy, as well as female comedian Whoopi 

Goldberg to nse through the ranks in the 1-0s as the next generation's black film 

superstars. 

As I have explained, with the rise of Hip Hop culture the discursive dominance of 

"the ghetto" has been challenged from below. The range of spatial images and tenns 

through which it has traditiooally been defined has been superceded by the alternate youih 

discourse of the 'hood. Similar to the spatial shifts that wen discursively organized around 

the ghetto and the 'hood in Rap, the spatial locus of action shifted in ciaematic 

representations as well. In black cinema, as in Rap, the visual construct of the 'hood 

emerges in the late 1980s as a spatial effect of the increasingly common social pattern of 

localization and particularity which are in contrast with concurrent trends toward 



globalization and traosnationalism (Robins, 199 1 ; Gupta and Ferguson, 19%). From this 

perspective, the visual constructions of the 'hood can be seen as an expression of social 

scale that is situated dong a spectrurn of relations spanning the local. regional, and global. 

Scale is thus a representatiooal determinant in the visual and narrative portrayal of the 'hood 

in film (although it is important to stress that it is a scale which is inscribed by the 

interrelations of interna1 and extemal social dynamics, the dynamics of "hem" and "there," 

that can lead to hierarchies of difference through representational practices of spatial 

othering). 

As a discursive construct, the 'hood is everywhere, taking shape in and through the 

artistic work of the young memben of the Hip Hop culture wbo "express themselves" (as 

N.W.A. suggest in one song) through the popular recording. film. and video media. 

Refemng to the confluence of representational images that cohere in "black male ghetto 

films" and Rap videos, Tncia Rose (1994) points to the pronounced presence of the 

contemporary urban terrain. She explains that in Rap and much of the Hip Hop culture. 

place-based identity and location comprise important core themes. Crucially, the 'hood is 

visuaily coded and communicated in Rap and contemporary black cinema as a zone of 

chronic danger and risk which delineates the practices that occur within its representational 

landscapes. It is the primacy of this spatial logk locating black urban youth experience 

within an environment of continual proximate dangr that largely defines "the 'hood film." 

While not ostensibly a 'hood film (ihat is, a film that is primarily structured upon a 

visual and narrative spatial discoune of "the 'hood"). Spike Lee's Do the Righr Thing 

(19û9) establisbes a number of standards that contribute to its statu as a precursor to the 

'hood genre that was to follow its release. Lee has emerged as a skilled cinematic meur 

who, as a central figure in the recent resurgence of black filmmaking, has Ied the way for 

numemus black directon such a3 Julie Dash, Reginald Hudlin, Matty Rich, and John 

Singleton. Although he had moderate success with his eadier films She's Gotta Have It 

(1986) and SchooL Dace (1988) and had directed music videos for artists including 



Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, Miles Davis, Anita Baker, and Branford 

Marsalis, it was Do The Right Thing that confirmed his reptation among critics and 

audiences. Lee's age and his thematic concems also situate him in an important position as 

a link between young mernbers of the Hip Hop culture and an elder generation of cultural 

worken and artists wbich preceded him. each of wbich inflect and influence his work in 

noticeable ways. The repetition of Public Enemy's "Fight the Power" (1989 Def .Jan) 

throughout Do The Right Thing. for example. was an important directorial decision that 

acknowledged and appcaled to the young Hip Hop crowd and the Song ultirnately went on 

to have considerable success and influence as a benchmark in Rap music as well being the 

mort widely recognized release by Public Enerny. 

Set in one city block of New York's Bedford-Stuyvesant district, Do The Righr 

Thing (DTRT) portrays the interactions of the local community on the hottest day of the 

year. The heat is clearly a factor in tenns of the violence that ensues in the script, yet the 

site of a community locked in place also sugpests a cauldion that continually threatens to 

boil over in the midst of heated social conflicts. As such, the space of the neighborhood 

becomes much more prominent in tenns of the storyline itself. Underlining this, Lee's 

production journal (which was published following the film's release) opens with an 

arcbitect's rendition of the neighborhood's Street plan encornpassing the block of 

Stuyvesant Avenue between Lexington and Quincy avenues. According to Line Roducer 

John Kilik, the financing studio Universal Pictures had sugpsted that the film be shot in 

California at its studio facility, an idea that Lee adamently rejected. Lee notes that as he 

prepared the script and considered the location he simply rode his bicycle throughout 

Brooklyn and Bed-Stuy scouting possible shooting sites. This informa1 approach adds a 

sense of familiarity and personal investment in Brooklyn on Lee's part while nmaining 

consistent with his well-documented cornmitment to the city borough he calls home. 

As the production journal reveals, Lee's emphasis on location also takes into 

account interborovgh differenccs tbat basicaily scgregatc various ertioic and racial gmups 



into separate ngions of the city. The neighborhood pomyed in DTRT is not one of easy 

harmony; rather, it is a commuuity in tension. infonned not by a gentle tolerance but by a 

simrnenng racism that produces dislike and mistrust among its various inhabitants. His 

production notes convey the complexities of representing racial identification with localized 

places (such as Bed-Stuy or Bensonhurst) as he develops the central theme of displacement 

and conjunction among numerous gmups within one block. 

Lee's Bed-Stuy is in many ways representative of most major American cities 

populated by a diversity of cultures and be remakes this block into a community through 

the spatial organizatiun of individuah within the geography of the neighborhood. On one 

corner is the Italian-owned pizzeria and facing it is the Korean-owned market. Roughly 

next to the pizzeria is the local low-watt community radio station WE LOVE and the block 

is anchored at the far end by the central character, Mookie's (Spike Lee) apartment. In 

between these poles are the homes and front stoops where the other characters, young and 

old, live and congregate. In his sole as a pizza delivery man. Mookie comprises the 

meandering thread connecting the characten and their domeciles, meeting the neighbors on 

the block as he makes his rounds. 

The element of community is also constnicted from within a real, existiag 

community that lives on this block of Stuyvesant Avenue and which gives a sense of 

vitality to the space that precedes the film's production. Referring to the intrusive presence 

of the film production crew and acton. Location Manager Brent Owens describes the 

preproduction meetings with the local homeownen, noting that the closing of a 

neighborhood crack house was a galvanizing moment for the crew and the community: 

One crack house, which was on Lexington Street. was notonous. The 
place was foul: crack vials, dead animals, used condoms. and feces 
everywhere. The straw that broke the camel's back was seeing a woman 
with two children no older than thne, and an infant in a camage, go into the 
crack bouse and stay for twenty minutes or so. We sealed the place up the 
next &y. (Lee and Jones, 1989) 

Despite this parcicular episode. however, dmgs and issues of ghetto poverty on a major 

@ scaic are absent fmm the script of DI'RT, fdlinq outside the terrain of raciai tension and 



violence that Lee is more namwly focused on. Although the block is not what might be 

described as "deep ghetto," where the damage of economic decay is often visible in the 

building structures themselves, neither is it a neighborhood of evident prosperity. It is a 

depressed neighborhood whem the community members stnve to maintain their dwellings 

which, in the process, illustrates a sense of humble dignity. The reai danger of the 

neighborhood - economic oppression and reseotments of entrepreneurid intruders of other 

ethnicities -- is complex and difficult to convey cinematically. Yet Lee's script and Emest 

Dickenon's careful cioematography construct the film's tensions that are narratively 

informed by spatial relations. Danger is introduced as a manifest element in the images of 

plain, unadorneci brownstone row houses and through the portraya1 of listless and mainiy 

idle youths; tension and the potential for danger might consequently be inferred by 

audiences withotit being explicitly defined. 

Remarking on another aspect of the crew's involvement with the existing 

community, Giancarlo Esposito (who plays the role of Buggin' Out) States: 

Most Hollywood films, even in independent films, don't give a goddamn 
about the neighborhoods they film in...I know for sure that the crew and 
cast of Do The Right Thing, from the craft service people on up, cared 
about the people on Stuyvesant street. We organized a clothing drive. we 
gave away food, we hired people from the neighborhood. In a very 
concrete way, we did what we could. (i bid.) 

In Esposito and Owens's nmarks. the combined and overlapping redities of need, want, 

and danger are articulated in a manner suggesting a community in distress. According to 

John Adams, "a setting becomes a symbol of its function -- an index of the kinds of 

narrative event which habitually (and iiterally) 'taLe place' there" (1994: 183). Adams goes 

on to describe the ways that "territorial oppositions are established through the mise en 

scene, where the deployment of acton within the space mate  specific spatial metaphon for 

attitudes and relationshipsm (ibid.). Lee's direction carefully aumires the portrayai of a 

placed or sited community. establishing characters such as Da Mayor (Ossie Davis) and 

Sister Mother (Ruby Dee) who portray the patriarchal and matriarcha1 cornerstones of the 

neighbohmd and wha. aith other cornmon 'types," peIfarrn the daily task of plscc- 



making within the community. By slowly constructing the image of community as a 

situated social achievement with an evolved local history, Lee illustrates the problematic 

issues that can ensue when individuals with neither awareness, interest or concern for those 

histories buy their way into them. 

Sal's pizzeria is ponrayed as an anomolous fortress in the middle of hostile temtory 

and this juxtaposition which locates Italian entrepreneurs in a predorninantly black 

neighborhood also places the characten Sa1 (Danny Aiello) and his sons Vito (Richard 

Edson) and Pino (John Turturro) in the path of a quickiy swelling danger. They are not 

just outsiders or aliens in the strictly spatial sense but they are also outside of the 

established rhythrns and flows of the community itself, unfamiliar with the codes and 

rankings of status and identity that are so important to the locals with whom they interact 

through their business. The innedouter spatial dynamic of threat and danger is extended by 

the roarning presence of the white police officen who throughout the film are shown with 

uncontained grimaces of dislike for the black youths who live on the block. When tensions 

break the surface and Sa1 erupts by smashing Radio Raheem's (Bill NUM) powerful 

portable stereo (aptly playing "Fight the Power"), the police amve like a latter-day cavalry 

troop. As they attempt to neutralize the situation, they inadvertently kill Radio Raheem, 

setting off much p t e r  violence in the fom of a riot that destroys the pizzeria and shatters 

the comrnunity relations among the different ethnic groups. 

Lee's script notes stress h i s  desire to capture ihis fluctuating element of risk, threat, 

and danger and his attempt to cinematically render an image of the blumd boundanes 

between victim and aggnssor or subordinate and dominating social forces. Describing 

these relations in ternis of hegemoaic autho~ty, Stephen Haymes writes: 

The social geograpby of urban space is chaiacterized by pubiic spaces in the 
city that are positioned unequally in relation to one another with respect to 
power. The concept of power is key to interpreting this positionality, to 
understanding how public spaces relate to one another in the context of the 
urban. (Haymes, 1995: 1 13). 



Resentments among the black characters of the film are directed toward the apparent 

prosperity of racial Others who also, centrally, corne from other places whether they be 

bomughs or neighborhoods in the city or other cultural locales: the Italian pizzeria ownen, 

the Korean market owners, and a Waspish yuppie homeowner whose cultural allegimces 

are sigmfied by a Boston Ceitics basketball jersey prominently bearing white basketball star 

Lamy Bird's number. Yet the very prosperity and success of these Otherloutsiders places 

them in the path of potential danger as neighborhood resentments rise, especially among the 

disenhnchised black youth whose own social prosperity is mtncted, aachoring them on 

the block with few options for advancement or mobility. 

When the prevailing community agreement collapses and the tenuous balance 

among the diverse groups is transgressed, the police respoad. The danger threatening Sa1 

and his sons is suddenly reversed, tumed toward the neighborhood's black youths who are 

muscled to the pround by the burly officers as they reassert authority and effectively return 

the power to the hands of outsiders. This set of images that includes the amval of a small 

army of not police corresponds with Michael Keith and Steve Piles's comment that "for 

those who have no place that can be safely called home, there must be a struggle for a place 

to be (1994: 5). Do The Right Thing reinforces the notion that, community histones 

notwithstanding, many urban blacks [ive in bounded neighborhoods that are spatially 

maintained through policinp and the frequently coercive expression of law and order. Race 

is consequently a primary site of süuggle. 

The 'Hood as a Cinematic Space 

Paula Massood asserts that it was director John Singleton who, with Boyz N the 

Hood in 1991, "first mapped the 'hood onto the terrain and into the vocabulary of the 

popular imagination" (1996: 90). In fact, it was the release of the Song "Boyz N the Hood" 

in 19% (RuthlesslMacola Records) by Eazy E and the core members of what eventually 

kcame the Rap group N.W.A. which established "the 'hood" as an emergent terni in the 



spatial discourse of young urban blacks and Latinos (and eventually other youths as well) 

across North Arnerica. The song vividly portrays the 'hood as a space of violence and 

confrontation, as a zone of indiscriminate aggression where threat and danger are 

cornmonplace, even banal. With the subsequeot release of the album Struighf Outta 

Compron ( 1988, Ruthless/Riority), N. W.A. consolidated the stereotypical association of 

black male youth, the drus trade, gang-banging. gun violence, and routine police 

hamassrnent with the place names Compton and South Central L.A. Their pioneering 

album, as well as eariy recordings by Ice-T. introduced a situated "place-image" (Shields, 

1991) of dangerthat characterizes the subgenre of West Coast Gangsta Rap and which is a 

Iiteral presence in Menuce II Sucies, (lm, Allen and Albert Hughes, dir.) and Boy: N the 

Hood. 

With the CO-emergence of Gangsta Rap and 'hood films, previously marginal urban 

geographies were repositioned at the center of civic attention and public debaie. N.W.A.'s 

Straight Outra Compton and the scenanos describing ostensibly natural and everyday 

occumnces of violence and mayhem were, for many listeners across the country. the first 

na1 exposure to the city of Compton. In Singleton'sBoyz N the Hood, the danprous 

reputation of Compton is extended when Furious Styles (Lawrence Fishburne) takes his 

teenage son 'Tre (Cuba Gooding. Jr.) and his friend Ricky (Mohs Chestnut) into the 

depths of the 'hood in Compton. The boys' discomfiture is evident as they look over their 

shoulden at the intimidating teens standing on the corner drinking beer fmrn 40 ounce 

bottles. Their nervousness reflects the notion that they are in foreign territory. out of their 

element and off their own turf: they are in Compton. Later, when Tre and Ricky encounter 

Ricky's brother Doughboy (Ice Cube), he says to them "Y'all corne from Compton? 1 

thought you was scared of Compton" to which Ricky responds in the affirmative. As a 

process of "spatial labelling " w hereby "sites and zones associated wi th particular activities 

become characterized as king appropriate for exact1 y those ki nds of activi tiesn (Shields, 

1991: 60). Gangsta Rap's narrative diffusion of highly particular, spatially detennined 



styles, argot. and practices elevated the national profile of these urban regions and 

introduced many of the iuitial concepts of space, place. and danger that have emerged in 

'hood films. 

The general conjunction between Rap and new black cinema can be seen in Memce 

II Society in which Rap artist MC Eiht is cast as A-Wax. a street hustler and O.G. (original 

gangsta) in his early twenties who is descnkd as king dightly older and more battle-wom 

than the teenaged memben of his crew. The character is "dom for the 'hood," a tested 

street soldier who scrapes by with his wits and a gun. seilhg crack to hapless "cluckheads" 

and doling out retribution to adversaries who cross him and his posse - a role not at al1 

unlike that adopted by MC Eiht himself since the age of thirteen (The S o u r c ~  June, 1994: 

67). Adding his rapping skills to the soundtrack with the Song "Streiht Up Menace." Eiht 

recounts and elaborates on scenes from the film, emphasizinp the progression of threat, 

violence, and danger that forms the basis of wâat many rappea refer to unproblematically 

as the "reality" of "Growing Up in the 'Hood" - which is also the title of the contribution 

to the BoyI N the Hood souodtrack by Compton's Most Wanted. featuring MC Eiht ( 199 1. 

Sony Music). It is pertinent to maintain a sense of this crossover influence between Rap 

and the 'hood fiim as the two media maintain a nlationship of cross-pollinatioo and mutual 

invigoration that extends beyond the r anp  of narrative and visual imagery to include the 

enhanced public exposure of Rap artists on the movie screen (most notably [ce T, Ice 

Cube, and Tupac Shakur) and the importance of comrnercially succesdu1 soundtrack 

recordings as a factor in the careers of Rap artists as well as in the overall earning power of 

these T I ~ S . ~  

92 As an example of the intcmlations betwen Ganpta Rap and h d  films, DJ Quik's 'Jw L y k  
Compton" (19922 Profile Records) rcfers ta the nation-wide proliferation of Southern California gang 
structures and the enrnity between Cripa and Bloods as king pa;rtiaiiy i d d  by the films Cobrs (Lm, 
Demis Hoppcr, dir.) and Boyz U fhe H d .  Furthermorc, rcgular camto appcamccs by Rap artists such as 
EPMD (who appear briefly in Erncst Dickcrson's J&e), Too Short (Meme II Society), Onyx's Neva and 
Sticky Fingaz (Clor:kers)), and Yo Yo (Boyz N the Hood and Menacc II Society) strcngthen the bonds 
betwcen Hip Hop music and film. 



Gangsta Rap's graphic description of space, place, and danger has iis correlative in 

contemporary 'hood films as is evident in Menace Il Society's opening narration by the 

central protagonist, Caine (Tyrin Turner): 

Went into the store just to get a beer. Came out an accessory to muder and 
armed robbery. It was funny like that in the 'hood sometimes. You never 
knew what was gonna happen or when. M e r  that, 1 knew it was gonna be 
a long sumrner. 

The 'hood is the infonning space in which the narrative action is frarned; the film's timeline 

follows the evolution of that "long summer," beginning with Caine's high school 

graduation and ending with his violent death in a driveby shooting as he. his girlfriend and 

her younp son prepare their depariure from South Central L.A.'s mean streets. His 

trajectory throughout the film is not linear, however, as he swerves between the roles of 

victim and victimizer, in one instance getting car-jacked and shot in the shoulder. in amther 

pointing a gun at the head of an unfortunate teenager whose gold wheel nms he covets. In 

the end, his summer sun is blotted out in a final act of payback and one-uprnanship when 

he is shot dead in response to his vicious beating of a teen from another 'hood who has 

encroached on his home environment. The element of risk and surprise a n  fused in his 

statement "you never knew what was gonna happen or when" and the narrative reinforces a 

sense of the 'hood's capacity for imminent danger through a gradua1 escalation of random 

incidents of violence that a h  emphasize the centrality of turf and bordered enclaves within 

the social systems of the 'hood in urban Southem California. 

As a core element of both Rap Iyrics and contemporary black cinematic narratives, 

youth and danger are conflated with life in the 'hood. Manthia Diawara explains that this 

often follows a geo-socially specific coming-of-age theme: 

Just as in real life the youth are pulled between hip hop life style, gang life, 
and education, we see in the films neighborhoods that are pulled between 
gang memben. rappen, and education-prone kids. For the biack youth, the 
passage into manhood is also a dangerous enterprise wbich leads to death 
both in reality and in film. (1993: 25) 

Youth is rcpresented as a heterogeneous formation and its highiy stratified composition is 

emphasized with the distinctions between juvenile and twenty-something status playing a 



decisive role in character construction and plot. More recent films such as Menace II 

Society , Boy: N the Hood, and, more recently, Fresh (1995. Boaz Yakin, dir.) and 

Cfockers (1995, Spike Lee, dir.) successfully portray the often subtle differences that 

separate and complicate the lives of youths in the 13-24 year old dernographic at the same 

time as they pcrtray a range of reactions and responses to the dangers that young black men 

(and to a lesser degree, wornen) routinely confront. This contrasts sharply with the age 

coordinates of the male and female heroes of the earlier ghetto-centnc blaxploitation films 

who were generally much older and were accordingly more ernpowend in their d e s  as 

urban action figures. 

In Boyz N the Hood, when the pre-adolescent Tre, Doughboy, and Ricky wander 

the periphery of their liood and encounter a gang of older teenage thugs, they cross the 

railroad tracks into a literal danger zone. There. they dispassionately stare at a 

decomposing human corpse; then moments later when the teenagers steal their football, 

Doughboy is beaten for trying to retrieve it. The spatial construction of danger in the scene 

is consequently organized within accornpanying boundanes of age that indicaie a pattern of 

interlocking constraints which define the 'hood for childrea. Taking Diawara's 

observations regarding the spatial domensions of the 'hood a step further. it is 

coasequently the pmcesses through which localized neighborhood space and its associated 

dangers are aegotiated by youth at different stages of their development and growth that 

infonn the narrative core of the ' h d  film. 

The spatial logic informing representations of the 'hood also intervenes as a factor 

in the process of identity formation that is inhennt in the cornplex nexus of youth and race 

and which is present as an underlying current in Ciockers. Within a systern of place-based 

values. the 'hood is fctishized as the unqualified site of "nigga authenticity" which, as 

R.A .T. Judy ( 1994) explains. is an existentid and ontological conundrum confronting 

black youth today. The "na1 nigga" of the 1990s is, in the perception of many black teens 

as well as mainstream Americans (i.e.. older, middle and upper class). young and "deadly 



dangerous."93 This can be seen, for example, in the opening sequence where Strike and 

his drug-slinging cohorts debate the relative danger quotient of vanous Rap artists, 

discussing their "hardness" in terms of whether or not they have ever killed anyone. But 

the rise of a discourse locating the danger-ridden 'hood as a realm of authentic black 

identity and experience remains a factor in the rnitigation of black culture and black 

expenence that exists in other locales and cultural milieux, includinp rural and suburban 

environments. Suburban and middletlass black constituencies are frequenily reviled or 

dismissed within a discourse of the 'hood on the basis of their fundamental 

disconnectedness from the 'hood itself which has been remade into the privileged space of 

authentic blackness. Remaining rnindful of John Jeffries's (1992: 159) assertions 

pertaining to black popular culture and images of urban "cool," it  is more precisely the 

extreme inner-city, or the 'hood, that is the primary locale of cool for contemporary 

teenagers. 

This can also be seen in the television program The Fresh Prince of Bel Air, 

starring nipper turned actor Will Smith (aka The Fresh Rince) and produced under the 

corporate sign of Quincy Jones. The sitcom's Rap theme Song establishes the scenario: As 

a basketbail playing teen in a West Philadelphia 'hood, Smith's homeboy character " Will" 

is bullied by a gang of local thugs. His mother. sensing the danger to her son. sends him 

to live with wealthy relatives in the posh town of Bel Air, California. Danger is thus the 

underlying motivation upon which the program's entire context is predicated, a factor that 

is rarely raised once the final strains of the theme song have ended but which cannot be 

ignored. Uprooted frorn his place of ongin, Will remains an icon (albeit somewhat 

spongy) of authentic ghetto cool, a fly brother for whom the 'hood will alway s be "home." 

As an exiunple of the conflation of youth. race, and danger. see the cover of the Candian news 
magazine (May 18. 1992) which, in the aftennath of urban riots rcIating to the ricquitial of 
California poliœ officers in the beating or Rodmy King, pictuml a bladc male teenager wearing a hooded 
swcacer under the headlim "Young, Black and Angry." 



The proeam's humor lies largely in the conflict of youth. race. and ctass portrayed 

as a series of disjunctures, with Carlton (Alfonso Ribeiro), Will'~ ultra-preppy cousin, 

constituting the imnic foi1 to Smith's character. Carlton is the image in negative relief of 

what black youth is supposed to be: He has no street srnam. no sense of street style, and 

importantly, despite k i n g  articulate he demonstrates no verbal dexterity: Carlton is the 

stereotypical "oreo" -- black on the outside but white at the center. The scenano 

comsponds with Gilroy's earlier noted observation that "today we are told that the boys, 

and the gids, are from the 'hood - not from the race, and certainiy not from the nation" 

(1992: 308). for if the 'hood with its accompanying dangers inscnbes the contemporq 

black male as "realn then Carlton has no hope of ever being real, let alone black. Carlton's 

evolving "buppie" character, like Will's homeboy, is a relatively unambiguous identity 

statement rooted in social space and place-based logics. Where Will's character speaks the 

inner-city and ostensibly the 'hood, Carlton speaks some problematic nether-land that is 

spatially set between cultures and poles of identification. producing a character that is 

hybrid in its construction and reflects a complex identity composite that is forged in wbat 

Homi Bhabha (1990) calls "the third space." 

In The Fresh Prince of Bel Air, the 'hood exists as a structured absence, its effect 

and infiuence exerting themselves from the edges of the scripted narratives as an implicit 

danger lying in some distant beyond, outside the secunty that wedth can buy. In the the 

rare instances where the 'hood explicitly resurfaces, it tends to be coded as rupture or as 

points within the script where danger from the outside breaks through the veneer of 

gentility that pervades the Bel Air rnansion where most of the action is set  In ways that 

reproduce social stereotypes and sustain the alienating images of black youth, danger is 

c d e d  on the backs of teenagers portraying the uncouth and undisciplined mamerisms of 

the 'hood which, in the context of the sitcom, is intcnded to heighten the socio-spatial 

distinctions between Cariton, Will, and the 'hood. 



Just as the demographic subset "youth" and the cultural designation "black" should 

not be conceived in singular ternis, neither should the 'hood be approached as a 

homogeneous space or unified geo-cultural terrain. Paul Gilroy's critical interrogation 

supgests that, while the discourse of the 'hood has ernerged as the socio-spatial dominant 

for black teens, in its impüed localism it problematizes the potential for expansive diasporic 

identification and collective political movement among black youth. I retum here to his 

leading query cited earlier: 

It's important that the 'hood stands in opposition to foreign things ... if the 
'hood is the essence of where blackness cm now be found, which 'hood 
are we talking about? How do we weigh the achievements of one 'hood 
against the achievements of another? How is black life in one 'hood 
co~ec t ed  to life in others? (Gilroy, 1992: 308) 

The distinctions between this 'hood and that 'hood have crucial, often life-threatening 

implications for those who inhabit them and live in and by their temtorial codes. By 

extension, however, the cinematic npresentation of different 'hoods and of differeot modes 

of habitation also allows for an elaborated understanding of what the 'hood is in Amencan 

society and how i ts social dimensions are constructed. According to Milbrey McLaughlin; 

The expenences of youth growing up in one urban ana c m  and do differ in 
many important ways from those youngsters growiog up in another urban 
environment that may be only two blocks away. Most important in these 
differences are not the status and character of individual institutions but the 
collective determination of the environment in which local youth develop 
and mold a sense of identity. ( 1993: 37) 

The diversity of localized cultures. oei ghborhwd patterns, and modes of existence does not 

necessarily negate the capacity for teenagers living within these distinct zones to 

communicate in meaningful and co~ec t ive  ways across their vanous differences. There 

exists a strong tendency toward cultural dialogicism that, despite local or ngional 

diffennces, maintains a seose of cultural comrnonality as well that is fomed within the 

nexus of race. class, and urbanicity. 

In Paula Massood's compelling essay, she examines the means through which 

contemporary black filmmaicers "map the %dm as a pnviously concealed space on the 

Amencan cityscape. Her focus on films set in South Central Los Angeles, however, does 



little to illuminate the ways that the 'hood is represented in films set elsewhere. As a 

reminder of the implications involved in such cinematic rnyopia, John Ieffnes has noted: 

In thinking about what the urban is, we have some preconceptions ... For 
those of us living on the East Coast, especially cousidering the way L.A., 
with its urban conflict and gangs, has been described to us in the 
newspapers, =me of the images that were most shockinp in Boy: N the 
Hood were the shots of low-density housing. Many of us in East Coast 
audiences either subconsciously or unconsciously asked, "Where's the 
city?" (1992: 213) 

Set in New York's hi&-rise housing projects and their adjoining neighborhoods,94 Matty 

Rich's Shaight Outof Brooklyn (1991), with its title harking back to N.W.A.'s "Straight 

Outta Compton." Emest Dickerson's Juice (1992). and Spike Lee's Clockers pomay a 

diffennt kind of 'hood that is constmcted much more vertical1 y than California's horizon ta1 

'hood with its wide boulevards, neat single-famify homes. and low-rise public housing 

units. In these films. the sense of danger is intensified by a pervasive spatial compression 

that fuels the stress and tension of the various characters. The twin elements of constraint 

and restricted mobility (to aame two points that Massood foregrounds) are signified 

through a visual tightness that is only rarely alleviated. as in the scenes where geographic 

distance and cultural difference are communicated in Smight Our of Brookbn through 

Dennis's (Lawrence Gilliard, Jr.) wistful gaze across the river toward the towen of lower 

Manhattan. 

In Juice, the four protagonists led by the Iate Tupac Shakur as the rapidly 

unravelliag Bishop (whose name suggests a nod towards Ron O'Neal's character 

Youngblood Riest in Super-y) and Omar Epps as the optimistic Hip Hop DJ Quincy (or 

"Q") are continually framed against buildings and brick extenors. Theirs is a world of 

architectural height and institutional might that coatrastingîy diminishes their own stature as 

black teenagers in the city . Throughout the film they are defensively p s i  tioned against the 

rnultifaceted dangers of the city; a rival gang. the school truancy cop, the police, and in the 

In the case of Siraiglu 01  of Brooklyn. this is the specific locale of the Red Hmk housing projects. 
home to director Maity Rich. The pmjectr depicteci in Juice m a i n  anonymous although the city is clearly 
New York and the locale is representative of Hatiem or the Bronx, 



end. one another as Bishop's fear and paranoia tum to desperatioa and he hunts his fnends 

down. Both before and after committing their murderous crime in wbat is supposed to be a 

straightforward robbery of the local Asian-owned corner store, they are shown scuqinp  

throug h derelict buildings. al le ys and back-streets. Here, the closel y demarcated 

architectural contours of the city evoke a danger that lurks around the corners as Juice 

confronts the navigational dilemmas of avoiding danger, violence and death in the 'hood. 

Unlike the 'hood films set in South Central L.A.. there are no bmad spatial expanses 

depicted here but, rather. a maze of connective pathways through the 'hood. In the film's 

portrayal of urban deosity, knowledge and cartographie familianty of the 'hood are 

conveyed as k ing  informing facets of urban youth survival strategies. 

Despite Spike Lee's denial that Clockers is a 'hood film, it fails to fully escape its 

allegiances to the genre, maintainiag a tightiy bounded spatial perimeter within which the 

central protagonist Strike (Mekhi Phifer) operates as a street-level dmp dealer in the 

projects. According to Lee: 

Hood films are kind of over. This was one of the reasons 1 was hesitant 
about doing it. Audiences, black and white, are getting pretty fatigued of 
that genre. Rightly so. they want to see some different stories coming out 
of black culture besides a shoot-em-up hip-hop film ... I thought we could 
transcend the hooâ genre and make something pater .  (Wallace, 1996: 12) 

In Clockers. the 'hood is portrayed as a space of extreme limitations, constmcted as a 

profile of density which is nonetheless replete with human intercourse that thrives and 

falters in an intense proximity. Lee's constmction of the 'hood fully acknowledges the 

rnagnification of danger under such tight conditions and the inherent threat engendered in 

the stratified arrangement of power. authority, and temtorial contestation. Udike most 

films in the 'hood genre. however, he leavens his assessrnent of the 'hood by 

eocompassing positive, even liberating images of hop that aiso inflect the experience of 

uhan existence.95 

95 For example, Strike is not portrayeci as a menacing gangster figure but as a teenager who. by virtue of 
his social positioning. is subjected to the magnetic pdl of "the street." His hustier image is diluted by a 
ctoseted fascination with trains which, as Richard Pria observes, is 'a symbol of mobility and the desire CO 

break out" (Quart & A uster, 1996: 17). 



Lee's New York setting constmcts Strike's zone of operation meiotically: his 

landscape i s cramped and circumscribed in w ays that correspondingly ampiify the dangers 

that infonn his actions and options. Strike is constantly under surveillance, watched by 

competing forces (the police and his criminal mentor), effectively frozen in place on the 

bench at the center of the low-rent housing cornplex where he lives with his mother. Yet 

spatial compression increases the intensity of relations among the primary characters. 

particularly Stnke and the various males (a local dmg entrepreneur. a police detective. a 

k a t  cop, and an elder brother) who mold his sense of self and ideatity: whose push and 

pull combine to produce a hybrid composite replacing an absent father figure. The 

transcendent element Lee refers to may cohere in the unique means thmugh which danger is 

narratively structured, for it is not solely the danger of inner-city violence that Strike must 

negotiate but also the danger of failure in the eyes of those whose respect he rnost desires. 

In this context. danger is related to the complexi ties of identi ty and respect that function as 

crucial codes of the Street and which, in thoir continually contingent nature. mus& be 

renegotiated through ceaseless attention to profile, status and reptation. 

With Dead hesidents (1995). Albert and Allen Hughes more succesfuliy 

circumvent many of the common traits (and cliches) of 'hood cinema ailuded to by Lee 

while maintaining a fundamentai spatial sensibility that is characteristic of the genre. Set in 

the late l%Os and e d y  1970s. DeadPresiderus returns to the Vietnam e n  and the general 

peciod h m  which blaxploitation films emerged. Its themes are suggestive of a retro-war 

film crossed with a conventional heist film yet its narrative and visual construction resonate 

with conternporary 'bood films in a manner that indicates an attempt to reach across the 

intervening yean and to establish a dialogue with earlier black cultural cinematic forms. 

The locality within which the central figure Anthony (Larenz Tate) and his two 

homeboys, Skippy (Chris Tucker) and Jose (Freddy Rodriguez). circulate is establisbed 

with subtitles identifying the area as the "North East Bronx," an urban locale coasisting of 

tightly packcd single-farnily domeciles that challenges the dominant conternporary place- 



images of the South Bronx with its high-rise city housing. The trio is introduced working 

as milk delivery boys who, on the cusp of their high school graduation, envision their 

options as being twofold: stay in the neighborhood and hustle for a living (Skippy is 

adamant in his desire to fil1 the role of neighborhood pimp) or go to Vietnam. Upon 

graduation. Anthony shows his ghetto survival skills as a low-stakes pool shark and 

numbers runner in a small-scale racket operated out of the back of the neighborhood pool 

hall. The sense of the liood is conveyed most forcefully in this segment as Anthony 

scrapes a living out of the local area. greeting men and women casually as he strolls 

t h u g h  his home environment. He is initially portrayed as being marginally connected to 

criminal activity and the dangers he confronts are comspondingly minimal. The escalaiion 

of his criminal involvement is depicted in his ascension to the mnk of getaway driver for 

his loan shark boss, reflecting the 'hooâ's negative authonty over many young black men. 

Skippy and Jose are drafted into the military soon after their graduation. an indication o f  the 

relative powedessnea of many young black and iatino men to chart their own destinies or 

to map their own geographies. Anthony is cootrastingly portrayed as being more focused 

and self-guidecl; he enlists in the military as a means of escaping the 'hood, of expanding 

his range and perspectives by following in his father's footsteps and capitalizing on the 

enhanced oppominities that mili tary training and experience might offer. 

In a clever and visually exciting segue, the Hughes brothers invoke the jungle 

andogy by conjoining the tough Bronx landscape and the Vietnam battle field with 

Anthony as the running continuity. He is depicted leaping fences and sprinting through 

aileys as he escapes the wrath of his girlfriend's mother. shouting neighbors. and vicious 

attack dogs; then, through a seamless edit, he is mnning for cover in the rniddle of a tense. 

fast-paced fue-fight in Vietnam. While Anthony is the connective figure forging the links 

betwecn the spatial locations of his 'hood and the southeast Asian war zone, the narrative 

element of danger is sirnultaneously extended. He i s  positioned between two landscapes 

and two conespnding images of danger that demand similar survival strategies. Escaping 



these twinned threats, Anthony has little choice but to keep mnning for both symbolically 

and physically. his stasis wili have grave and possibly deadly consequences 

As Anthooy and Skippy relax in the American Mlitary compound in the aftermath 

of one battle sequence, Skippy says "this ain't our war, man. Shit, our black asses should 

be back in the Bronx where we belong." The statement reveals the limits of his geo- 

cultural cartography as he maps himself permanenily into the neighborhood he knows bcst, 

that k ing  a neighborhood of predorninantly black urban infrastructures. McLaughlin 

writes that "the city sets the broad context for youth. But within urban communities, 

neighborhoodç are 'home' and are the most immediate and salient environmeats for young 

peoplen (1993: 44). From Vietnam. Skippy and Anthony refer to their corner of Amecica 

as being "back in the world" which is intended as a comparative distinction khveeo home 

and the hellish war zone but the expression also attnbutes an edarged or glonfied sense of 

spatial importance to the constricted urban terrains of their neighborhood in the North East 

Bronx. 

Skippy's statement also reveals limitations in his capacity to process the 

complexities of an emergent black nationalisrn that is hinted at in his reference to racial 

difference and the war effort. He has little rxperience of "the worldn beyond the 

boundaries of his home environment and so his sense of black culture and a black cultural 

politics is f r a w d  exclusively withh the images of home that he is most familiar with, 

affirming McLaughlin's observation that "for inoer-city youth, their neighborhood and the 

context it provides are al1 they h o w "  (1993: 54). In fact, the black power movement of 

the penod was in some ways mobilized through the meeting and interaction of young black 

soldiers who npresented diverse ngions and urban locales from across America but who, 

like Skippy, had only ever had lirnited exposure to other "worlds' of black (or white) 

experience. There i~ no narrative attempt to hamess the pditical activism that defined a 

crucial facet of black life in the era; the dincton do not expand on this aspect of the black 

G.I. experience encept in an oblique reference to Viet Cong propaganda campaips that 



attempted to appeal to black soldiers' own sense of cultural and political stmggle with 

Arnerica and to cleave a division behueen white and black tmops. 

Nor do the Hughes brothen capitalize on the narrative potentials of the black power 

movement as it coostituted a comective force on the homefront. Although historically the 

expansion of the Black Panther Party across the U.S. as well as that of other black social 

and political groups provided a national network that linked communities and urban settings 

from coast to coast, in Dead fiesidents this factor i s  neutmlized, reduced to l i  ttle more than 

a slim facet of the plot. Delilah (N'Bushe Wright) is the nvolutionary sou1 sister who 

articulates the movement's political discoune but who, in the end, is represented alternately 

as a sexy radical or as a female avenger stoked in black rage. She is ultimately killed in the 

midst of the poorly executed heist and the notion of expansive American black power 

politics or the national uprising of ghetto blacks in the nanative dies with her. This is not 

suggest a severe shortcoming of the film. Rather, the directon' avoidance of these issues 

serves to deepen the localism and constraining limitations of a neighborhood perspective 

that in the context of the narrative blinds inhabitants of the 'hood to other, wider potentials 

that might aïign distinct urban geognphies in a collective seme. 

Compression and constraint finally undo the hopes and dreams of Anthony, 

Skippy, and Jose who, upon returning to "the world" from Vietnam find that little has 

changed for them. Anthony is the figure of the ernasculated male, unable to adequately 

support his gidfnend and their srnaIl child. They end up living in a smali apartment in a 

rundown housing tenement as he works at a menial job as a butcher. When he eventually 

loses this meagre source of income, he is driven to design a plan for an anned truck 

robbery with his friends from the neighborhood. Danger and desperation are mingled here 

as it becornes clear that escape from the constraints and dangers of the neighborhood 

require aggressive measures. Despite meticulous planning, however, the heist goes awry 

and the deaths of xveral armed puards and a police officer Iead to an intense searcb for 

Anthony and hir crew thrnughout the neighborhoad. 



In the end, Jose. Skippy. and Anthony each fa11 victim to the effects of spatial 

compression. Jose's grisly demise is a clear metaphor for a loser's dead-end when he is 

pulvenzed against a brick wall by a speeding police car in a chase down a closed alley. 

Skippy is discovered by police alone in his tiny, disheveled apartment, bis dead eyes glazed 

into the cataracts of a heroin overdose, the needle still protruding from his a m .  The 

profoundly melancholic moment is accentuated by his earlier optimistic referpnces to home 

as "the world:" the police find hirn posi tioned in front of a flickering television screen that 

features the bitter-sweet strains of sou1 man Al Green performing "I'm So Tired of Being 

Alone" on the Soul Train proagam. Anthony's capture is filrned with a cnne shot that 

foregrounds the sense of containment and enclosure; his arrest takes place in the narrow 

hallway of the pool roorn where he is literally squeezed between two police phalanxes. The 

film ends with Anthony's courtroom appearance before a judge who sentences him to life 

in prison. finalizing the constriction and the danger that has framed Anthony's life 

throughout the film. 

In Deod Presidents the pographic and architectural constraints are ultimately 

confirmed by the inability of the characters to think expansively and to pmject self-images 

that transcend the bounâaries of their immediate social contexts within their 'hood. Their 

restricted imagination (that, for al1 of its limitations, still displays a thin sheen of hope and 

optimism that something better exists just beyond their reach) further reduces the capacity 

to "get over" by lifting tbemselves up and out of of the localized geographies of danger that 

inscribe their daily existence. 

Fn&y offers a tnbute to the hood genre by presenting an example of how the 

dangers of the 'hood are portrayed in a humorous vein. Co-wrinen by Ice Cube and DJ 

Pooh, Fnday affinns the bonds between 'hood and home environment in a display of 

exagperation and camp excess. The spatial construct of the 'hood constitutes the film's 

core but the screenplay simultaneously sustains conventions of the 'hood film while 

exposing them to irrevereat cri tique. Ice Cube plays Craig, a teenager facing a personal 



employment deficit, who with his blunted neighbor Smokey (Chris Tucker), spends the 

day sitting on the front porch of his farnily home. The compression and confitraint that is 

comrnon to the 'hood film is reduced to an absurd scale of minimal mobility with Craig and 

Smokey never wandering more than one or two houses away from their roost. Yet, their 

stasis resonates with elements of non-comedy films such as Do The Righr Thing (1989, 

Spike Lee, dir.). Menuce IISociefy. and especially Boy: N the Hood with its porch posse 

scenes (also CO-stamag Ice Cube), al\ of which feature images o f  men of various ages 

sitting idly and bantering as they survey the 'hood around them. 

The unmovinp, localized site of action provides an amusing motivation for the 

film's narrative fiow as various characters circulate through the 'hood. coming and going 

h m  the front porch w here the boys sit. Their vantage offers them a window on their 

small wortd, yet for al1 its limitations, it is a rich and full world of drama and suspense. 

Danger is encountered in the menacing character of Deebo (Tiny "Zeus" Lister, Jr.), a 

slightly cross-eyed and slow-witted bully. Dee bous approacb is announced in an 

intertextual refennce to Jaws (1975, Steven Spielberg, dir.) by music similar to that which 

heralded the shark attacks. Uodercutting this, however, is the accompanying sound of his 

squeaking bicycle which neutralizes the threat he presents by infantilizing him. Where 

other 'hood films portray vicious car-jackings, Frirkiy ponmys the neighborhood thug 

stealing a bike. In another scene depicting a drive-by shooting, the bravado and machisrno 

that imbues the male charactea in most 'hood films is parodied as Smokey quivers and 

cries in total fear. Fnday consequently nmains true to the conventions of the 'hood film by 

foregrouoding the ever-present risk and dangers that arise for young biacks, but by 

inverting and exposing them to exaggeration and humorous critique it is uaiquely situated 

in relation to other 'hood films.% 

% The conventions of the haxi film have also bem swthindy prodied in Don't Be a Menace fo Soith 
Central While Drinking Your Juice in the Hood (lm, Shawn and Marloa Wayans, dir.) which failed to 
fully capitaliu on the 'hood film market but still managed to post an impressive mngs-tc+budget ratio, 
making it one of the top ten most proritable films of 1996. 



This chapter began with a description of spatial segregation and the exhibition of 

'hood films that discriminates against young minority audiences. The incidents of r d  

violence that have, in the past, erupted at movie theaters screening black films 

includingNew Jack City (1991, Mano van Peebles, dir.) or Boyz N the Hood, however, 

make it dificult to ignore or dismiss the concems of theater managers or the police. As a 

senes of precedent-setting occurrences, this violence seems to vaiidate the association of 

danger with 'hood films. In its multivanegated character as a discursive construct, a 

npnsentationallcinematic space, and as an array of actually existing places, the 'hod  is 

conrtihcrive of a powerful image-idea of young urban black experience. At the same time, 

it is coristincted by the multiple ways that these images and experiences are merged and 

rearticulated daily within North America's urban geographies. Understood from this 

perspective, the portrayal of ubiquitous danger in the 'hood film also forces society to 

reconsider the means through which representatioo and reality often b led  together. 



T h u g h o u t  this study. issues of race, space, and place have been examined within 

the historically specific contexts of Hip Hop's cultural evolution. Within Hip Hop, Rap 

has emerged as one of the primary vehicles for the expression of spatial sensibilities from a 

youth perspective and it has, in its many subpneric forms, become one of the more distinct 

sites for social debate on the contempotary convergences of youth; race, space, and place. 

While writing the dissertatioo, I returned to many earfier ncorded examples while 

rnaintainingmy status as an active consumer of new material. It quickly became obvious 

that these teadencies have always been generaîly prevalent in Rap and Hip Hop practices. 

Guided by the theoretical inquiries of Paul Gilroy and the histoncal research of 

David Toop and Tricia Rose in particular, my intensts w e n  in the ways in w hich spatial 

issues have been framed and articulated since Rap began and the ways in which they have 

changed at various temporal junctures. As the pnliminary research unfolded 1 realized that 

the focus should encompass the myriad forces (cultural, political, economic, corporate) 

affecting these spatial sensiblities. 1 should state that at no point have I attempted to be 

comprehensive or definitive in my findings. There are so many examples in Rap and Hip 

Hop reinforcing the general arguments of the project that any attempt to include them al1 

would be impossible. Paul Gilroy accurately assesses the research dilemma: 

One of the things 1 find troubling in debates about rap is that 1 don't think 
anyoae knows what the totality of its hypercreativity looks like ... 1 can't 
keep up with the volume of hip-hop product anymore. 1 don't know if' 
anyone can. There is simply too much of it to be assirnilated, and the kinds 
of judgements we make have to take that volume into account. It's a flood 
-- it's not a flow, it's a flood actually - and bobbing up and down in the 
water is not enough. (1!%2: 309) 

1 believe this dissertation demonstrates the meam ihrough which young artists have 

employed Rap in the re-mapping of the utban terrain. The terni "mapping," for dl of its 

academic cunency, i s  appropnate here siace it captures the sense of active process 

involved. Hip Hop's processes of cultural mapping have produced a valuable body of 



work that defines the spatial relations between the 'hood, the region, the nation, and more 

broadly, describes minority teen existence within the "globalllocal nexus." This is 

cartography on the move and over the past 20 years rappers have. like "super rapper" 

Muhammad Ali, feinted, jabbed, and rapped against the system, chailenging and opposing 

the dominant socio-spatial configurations. In so doing. they have inimduced a senes of 

alternatives that express the needs, concems, and desires of urban minority youth at the end 

of the twentieth century . 

As 1 have argued, the material conditions and social dynamics connecting these 

variables have not remained constant since Rap first emeqed as a facet of the Hip Hop 

culture. Rather, they have been in continual flux, uodergoing tranfomaiions that have a 

profound influence on the lives of young black and Latino teens for whom Rap is a central 

cultural practice and comrnodity . As we near the end of the century, the color-line that Du 

Bois long ago identified as America's primary constraint continues to divide the races in 

Arnerica. Small cbildren and teenagers are growing up in a society where de facto 

segngation of neighborhoods and schools is cornmon. At the dawn of Rapts third decade, 

minority teens and a sizeable segment of white teens as well have given voice to a range of 

socio-spatial concems that are asserted with increasing intensity. 

Like most subcultural groups, those who ascribe to the Hip Hop lifestyle and live 

within its range of attitudes and practices have developed their own internally coherent 

styles, codes, and elaborate systems of meaning. Over the years teenagers have 

implemented these codes and signs to communicate the importance of spatiality and, in the 

past ten years, thcre has been a strong turn toward place-based value statements that inform 

individual and collective identity affiliations. Rap has become an essential element in the 

formation of spatial politics and the politics of place upon which different "playen" and 

posses base their identities in an arena that is characteristicalIy obsessed with identity and 

public profile. To express the emergent spatial practices upon which these identity 

affiliations are founded youths have devised an entirely new lexicon and medium through 



which to describe the spaces and places of the contemporary urban landscape. This is one 

of Rap's rnost important social functions and it is absolutely essential that this k 

ackuowledged if there is to be an understanding of the music's role in the lives of its young 

fans and consumers. 

One needn't look far to see that "stakes is hi@" for many minority youths in 

Amenca; black and Latino teenagers are at risk as never before, confrontinp the fears of 

neighborhood violence and the desperation of econornic pressure and limited employment 

options that often fuel it. Despite occasional exceptions, relations between the sexes are 

also geuerally conllicted and the unequai distribution of spatial power between young men 

and women remains a serious problem within Hip Hop circles. Still. there is much 

optimism as well and Rap provides a communicative medium through which the joys and 

fean of youth are expressed and the contexts of existence. both positive and negative, are 

defined. It provides the cultural means through which identities, often forged under 

duress, are written onto the social map. The diverse range of narratives and discourses, 

along with a variety of mgiooally dispersed rhythm and flows, actually produces the 

tenitories and loosely circumscribed boundaries of the Hip Hop nation. 

In this dissertation I have also attempted, with my analyses of Billboard's Rap 

coverage and the nse of ancillary Hip Hop media, to fil1 an absence by exploring what I 

regard as an insufficiently accessed area of Hip Hop scholarship. Each of these has 

provided inertia to Rap's stnictured expansions in a cultural commodity systern while also 

comrnunicating many spatial issues that anse within Rap texts and discourses. Despi te 

maintaining an evolving histoxical approach, however, the phenornena isolated here are not 

solely of the past. Rap's impact and influence have endured far kyond the tentative hopes 

of its early pioneers and supporters and outlasted the negative cnticism of its detractors. 

As I write this, Wu-Tang Clan's double CD Wu-Tong Forever (1997, LoudRCA) 

occupies the number one spot on the Billôoard 2 0  album chart and the Notorious B.1.G.k 

double CD Lfe Afier De& ( 1997, Bad Boy) has slipped fmm the top position but remaios 



on the chart at number seven. Each of these albums is laced with references to the East 

Coast region, with Wu-Tang describing their allegiance to "Shaolin Island" (Staten Island) 

and metropditan New York while Biggie Smalls "represents" Brooklyn to the fullest. Rap 

also tops the Hot 100 Singles and Hot R&B Singles charts with "1'11 Be Missin' You" 

(1997, Bad BoyJArista), a tribute to the late Notorious B.I.G. by Bad Boy pose memben 

Puff Daddy, Faith Evans, and 112. At this wnting, one f~th of the hacks on the Hot 100 

singles chart are in the Rap genre with the figure increasing when R&B songs featuring 

Raporiented breaks or Hip Hop beats are coosidered (Billboard, June 21, 1997). 

Hip Hop's ubiquity and commercial success have resulted in subile indicators of its 

wider social impact. For example, as the tenn "the 'hood" has seeped up from the 

"underground," having been popularized through Rap and the Hip Hop media. it has 

entered into a standard vocabulary within the social m a i n s t m .  Today it is not uncommoa 

to hear individuals who are quite distanced from Hip Hop as either fans or consuming 

audience members erroneously refemng to their upscde or gentrificd enclaves as "the 

'hood." As this project has illustrated, the 'hood is not just myplace; the term cannot 

simply be used to defme any neighborhood. As 1 have endeavored to explain, the 'hood is 

the product of a unique spatial sensibility that penneates the Hip Hop culture. It is a spatial 

constnict which can be traced through a series of transfomative moments, having usurped 

other eulier spatial constructs that have been historicall y defined w ithin black cultural 

practices including music, literature, and cinema. 

As it is constxucted h u g h  Hip Hop's cultural discounes and within the narrative 

spaces of Rap, the 'hood is poctrayed as a proximate space that is subject to particular 

influences, practices, and social tensions predominantly emphasizi ng the presence and 

expenences of black and Latino teenagers. In its usage it geoerally foregrounds 

contextually located cultural dynamics of place, encompassing race, class, and age. It's 

primacy is also generally measured in relation to other, larger spatial scales, leading 

Naughty By Nature to claim that "The 'Hood Cornes Firstn (1993, IsbdTommy Boy) 



which as a relational value statement subsumes and reduces the value of other spaces and 

places. 

While the 'hood and the coqorate boarâroom represent N o  distinct and distanced 

arenas that are infonned by vastly differinp spatial practices and spatial discourses, 

histoncai research reveals that the two have consistently k e n  aiticulated toward each other. 

That is to Say, Rap's spatial expansions and its thematic, narrative, and discursive content 

are inextricably bound to the corporate exigency of global commerce. Tremon in one 

realm can have massive repercussions in the other. 

As this project unfolded, hvo incidents occumd that tragically reflect this last point 

while resonating with the spatial foci of the preceeding pages. On September 13, 1996, 

Oakland rapper Tupac Shakut (2Pac) died in Las Vegas from gunshot wounds sustained in 

an unsolved driveby shooting. For several years pnor to his murder Shakur had been a 

lightning rod of celebri ty contmversy living the "thug life" and adopting the postures of a 

self-professed "outlaw immortal."97 Becoming the newest and most vocal "soldier" in the 

Death Row Records posse in 1996. he maintained an ongoing bi-coastal "beef" with New 

York-based Bad Boy Records, its C.E.O. Sean "Puffy" Combs. and the label's most 

bankable Rap arrist, the Notorious B.I.G. (Biggie Smalls). His hit single "California 

Love" (19%, Death Row), recorded with Dr. Dre, clearly stated his regional allegiances 

but with the release of "Hit 'Em Up" (19%, Death Row), Shakur abandoned the concept of 

love, explicidy citing East Coast artists Mobb Deep, Biggie Smalls, and Bad Boy Records 

as the targets of bis wrath. 

At the tirne of his death, rumors of a festering antagonisrn between the Bad Boy and 

Death Row posses circulated widely, eventually extending to a wider expression of conflict 

between acts npresenting both coasts (even though ongoing police investigations in Las 

QI Ammg Tu@s vansgressions were the shooting of two off duty police officers in Atlanta in 1993. a 
scxuai assault in 1993 that led to his conviction and imprisonment the foilowing year, and an assaul t on 
film director Allen Hughcs in 1944. Whilc on trial rot sesual assault, Shakur was also robbed at gunpoint 
and shot five times in New York, sctting in motion a senes of accusations implicating Puffy Combs and 
the Notorious 0.i.G. of Bad Boy Records in the arnbush. 



Vegas and Los Angeles indicated that the shooting was almost certainly related to a settling 

of accounts among LA. Crip and Blood gang sets). In the afiennath of his death, the sales 

of A11 Eyez On Me (replete with a cover image of 2Pac flashing the West Coast "W" hand 

sign) accelerated, as did the catalog sales of his earlier releases. Death Row further 

capitalized on 2Pac's passing with the rushed distribution of the video single "Life Goes 

On" (19%. Death Row). Completed before his death, the video continued the artist's 

introspective fascination with his own dernise, poriraying an angelic 2Pac surrounded by 

deceased musical luminaries such as Marvin Gaye a d  Miles Davis in heaven. 

The full scope of the spatial and territorial conflict was defined explicitly on 

recordings by acts including Mobb Deep, The Notonous B.I.G.. Dr. Dre, 2Pac. Westside 

Comection and many othen. The Hip Hop press also helped to frame the rising tensions 

in spatial and temtonal ternis, fueiiing the confiict with speculations about a brewing "civil 

war." For instance. the May 1996 issue of The Source features L.A. artist Ice Cube on its 

cover flashing the West Coast hand sign and sporting a diamond studded pendant in the 

shape of the same sipn. The accompanying headline reads "East vs. West: [aside Hip 

Hop's Civil War." Ice Cube is an apprnpnz!~ rpokesman since his group Westside 

Comection (consisting of Ice Cube. Mack-10, and W.C.) had recorded the hit single "Bow 

Downn ( 1996. Priority). an aggressive declaration of West Coast supremacy. The 

following September. Suge Knight was featured on the cover of the magazine with the 

headline "It Ain't No East CoasWest Coast Thang." The Septem ber, 19% issue of Vibe 

pictured Biggie Smalls and h f f y  Comb on its cover with the headline "East vs. West: 

Biggie and F'uffy Break Their Silence." It seemed that the gangster ethic and street 

postunng that had permeated the Rap genre for the past ten yean had blown up and out of 

the aarrow enclaves where it began. first capturing the attention of the Hip Hop media and, 

pdually,  encroaching on the corporate and institutional fibre of the Rap scene in ways that 

samed much more attuned to the "street' than to "the executive suite" (tu bomw Negus's 

dichotomous distinction). 



Six months after 2Pac's death, the Notorious B.I.G. was killed in a similar 

fashion, gunned down in a "surgical" driveby shootiag in Los Angeles. Once agaio 

speculations of EastlWest "beef" circulated within the mainstream and alternative media 

(and among fans on the intemet) and, once again, the incident was blamed on gang related 

conflict. The media lamented the loss of another Rap artist who was in his prime and made 

the obvious ties between this incident and the ZPac shooting. Two weeks after Biggie 

Srnalls died, his sophomore album was released, immediately chaiting ai the oumber one 

top-sellinp album position. The fint single. "Hypnotizen (1997, Bad Boy), dorninated the 

singles charts, becoming an instant favorite with nightclub DJs while the accompanying 

video weat into heavy rotation on U.S. and Canadian music video stations. Controveay 

and death, it seems, are good for business. 

The album track "Going Back to Cali" (1997, Bad Boy) stands out for the marner 

in which it  operates within the tensions of the EastIWest conflict, adapting and 

appropriating severai basic sonic characteristics associated with the West Coast sound 

(most cleariy reminiscent of ZPac and Dre's "California Love"). It  is doubdul that this is 

an homage to the production styles from LA. but, rather, it suggests a clever pmvocation 

of West Coast artists, especially those on the Death Row label. Yet even as Biggie Smalls 

"represeatsw the East Coast and asserts his status as the New York Rap "don," he still 

"gives props" to LA. and the whole West side: 

If I've got to choose a coast, I've got to choose the East 
1 live out there so don't go there 
But that dont mean that a nigga cadi nst in the West 
See some nice h a s t  in the West 
Smoke some nice ses in the West 
Y'all aiggaz is the mess 
Pickin' up oa stock 
Givin' LA. props 
Al1 1 got is beef with those that violate me 
1 shall annihilate thee, case closed.,.. 
Cali. great place to visit.. 

The roots of this regional battle for national supremacy are rooted in the history of Rap 

iiself. The contestatory traditions that once characterized the local MC and DJ battles in the 



boroughs of New York have, like Rap, grown and expanded. That it has taken such a 

vicious and violent tum is less easily accounted for, yet this also unfortunately remains 

consistent with patterns of youth crime and "black-on-black" gun violence that daily affect 

the lives of urban teens. 

In reporting the deaths of 25 year old 2Pac and 24 year old Notorious B.I.G., the 

Hip Hop media reminded readen that while the incidents produce an immeasureable loss to 

the Rap world. the crisis of gun violence is an Amencan problem that is inordinately 

impacting on young black men. By contrast, the mainsfream media often seemed unable to 

focus beyond the celebrity angle, framing the incidents in common sense t e m s  as a logical 

outcorne of the gangsta-km that is thematically endemic to Rap. Slowly, artists from the 

two coasts are attempting to seitle differences through carefully scnpted public statements, 

hi$-profile joint public appearances, and guest spots on each other's recordings. The 

spatial dimensions of authority, power, and pride may not fully disappear, but, for the time 

being, players in the Rap game seem willing to accept that regional and local differences 

aren't enough to go to war over. Already, as young Rap artists mature and have children 

of their own  the^ is evidence of a new conciliatory attitude that rnay, in fact. be a healthy 

result of Rap's longevity. 

The emphases and invesiments in space and place within Rap music and Hip Hop 

will undoubtedly continue. They will also continue to undergo transformations that 

address sirnultaneously shifting phenomena in the wider cultural milieux. It is my hope 

that the theoretical approaches and research documentation in these pages may provide a 

basic record of some of the evolutionary factors involved and that others may find the 

results of my efforts useful in charthg future transitional phenomena in Rap and Hip Hop. 



Appendix 

The Message (1 982. Sugarhill RecordF) 
Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five 

It's like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder 
How 1 keep from goine under 
It's like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder 
How 1 keep from going under 

Broken g l a s  everywhere 
People pissing on the staim, you know they just don't care 
1 can't take the smelf, can't take the noise 
Got no money to move out, guess I got no choice 
Rats in the frontroom, roaches in the back 
Junkies in the d e y  wirh a baseball bat 
I tried to geet away but I couldn't get far 
'Cause the man with the tow truck npossessed my car 

(chorus) Don't push me 'cause I'm close to the edge 
I'rn trying aot to lose my head 
It's like a jungle sometimes, it makes me wonder 
How I keep from going under 

Standing on the front stoop, haneng out the window 
Watching al1 the can go by. roanng as the breezes blow 
Crazy lady, living in a bag 
Eating outta garbage pails, used to be a fag hag 
Says she danced the tango. skip the light fandango 
Was Wcon princess seemed to lost her senses 
Down at the peep show, watching al1 the creeps so 
She could tell the story to the girls back home 
She went to the city and got social secutity 
She had to get a pension, she couldn't make it on her own 

(chorus) 

My brother's doing bad, stole my motheis TV 
Says she watches too much, its just not healthy 
"Al1 M y  Childrea" in the daytime, "Dalias" at night 
Can't even see the game or the Sugar Ray fight 
The bill collectors, they ring my phone 
And scan my wife when I'm not at home 
Got a bum education. doubledigit inflation 
Can't train to the job. there's a strike at the station 
Neon King Kong. standing on my back 
Can't stop to turn around, broke my sacroiliac 
A mid-range migraine, cancered membrane 
Sometimes 1 tbink I'm going insane 
I swear, I might hijack a plane 

(chorus) 



My son said, "Daddy, 1 don't want to go to school 
'Cause the teacher's a jerk, he m u t  thinlc I'm a fool 
And al1 the kids smoke reefer, 1 think it'd be cheaper 
If 1 just got a job, leamed to be a street sweeper 
Dance to the bat ,  shuffle my feet 
Wear a shirt and tie and run with the creeps 
'Cause it's dl about money, ain't a damn thing funny 
You got to have a con in the land of milk and honey 

(chorus) 

They pushed that girl in front of the train 
Took her to the doctor, sewed her a m  on again 
Stabbed the man nght in the hem 
Gave him a transplant for a brand new start 
I can't walk through the park 'cause it's crazy after dark 
Keep my hand on my gun 'cause they got me on the run 
1 feel like an outlaw, broke my last glass jaw 
Hear them say, "you want some more?" 
Livin' on a seesaw 

A child is bom with no state of mind 
Blind to the ways of mankind 
God is smiling on you but he's frowning too 
Because ody God knows what you go through 
You grow in the ghetto, living secoad rate 
And your eyes will sing a song of deep hate 
The place that you play and where you stay 
Looks like one great big alleyway 
You'll admire al1 the number book-takers 
Thugs, pimps, and pushea and the big money makea 
Dnving big cars. spending twenties and tens 
And you wanna grow up to be just like them 
Smugglen, scramblen, burgiars, gamblea 
Pickpockets, peddlers, even panhandlea 
You say "I'm cool, huh, I'rn no fool" 
But then you wind up dropping out of high school 
Now you're unemployed, ail nonvoid 
Walkinp around Like Pretty Boy Hoyd 
Tumed stick-up kid but look what you doue did 
Got sent up for a eight-year bid 
Now your manhood is took and you're a Maytag 
Spend the next two years as a undercover fag 
Being used and abused to serve like hell 
Ti1 one &y you was found hung dead in the ceIl 
It was plain to sec that your life was lost 
You was cold and your body swung back and forth 
But now your eyes sing the sad sad soap 
Of how ya lived so fast and died so young 



"Sneer Jusrice" (1983, Profile) 
The Ruke 

You can see it any night on the nightly news 
Some punks thiak they're big bad dudes 
Commit some crimes and power dues 
Those punks that think they're big bad dudes 
Don't serve a day , don't do no time 
They get away and that's a crime 
You call that justice, you cal1 that fair? 
Now dig me brother. listen here 
The only way the workingman will ever get his justice 
1s on the street 

(Chorus) Gotta meet the punk on the battlefront 
Gotta beat the punk 
Streetjustice 
Gotta meet the punk on the battlefront 
Gotta beat the punk 
Streetjustice 

When I left for work I thought things were cool 
With the wife at home and the kids at school 
1 walked down the street, go< on the bus 
Put the coin in the box, in God we trust 
I'm a working man and I do my job 
1 pull rny weight and I work real hard 
For the things i have I have paid the price 
In sweat, in blood, in sacrifice 
1 c d  that justice, 1 cd1 that fair 
Now dig me bmther, listen hem 

I got to work about ten to eight 
Worked 'til twelve then 1 took a break 
Worked straight through 'til the boss came by 
Rit bis band on my shoulder and he looked me in the eye 
Said, "Listen man, you got a call, take it in rny office just down the hall' 
1 lwked at the clock, it was ten past four 
And ihat was al1 he said he didn't say any more 

It was my brother in law on the line 
He said "hey man you better make some tirne 
Corne on home as fast as you can" and 1 dropped the phone and 1 ran 
I ran as fast as my legs could carry me 
I ran through the streets of no man's land 
Bumed out places where teaements stand 

1 was not pnpared for the things 1 saw 
When 1 opeaed up the apartment door 
The TV was in piecu, the fumiture was scatied 
Mirron were al1 busted up and window panes were shattered 
M y  kids were in the bedroom, they were beat up bad 



With tears in his eyes my little boy said 
"We did al1 we could, we put up a fightn 
And I took him in my arms and 1 told him he did right 
Then I picked up my daughter and she started to cry 
She said "Daddy, oh Daddy, oh Daddy, why?" 

But the worst that &y was about to corne 
When 1 saw my wife there and what they had done 
She was bruised ail ovet, cuts on her hand 
1 gotta tell you brother, it waa more than I could stand 
She was talren by the medics out of the kitchen 
Taken by a stretcher in tem ble condition 
She looked like the books as they moved down the the hall 
And whea 1 saw ber face I saw the writing on the w d l  
1 saw it on her l ips I nad it in her eyes 
Said "Oh my God, I've ken comprornised" 
A cut will heal, a graze will heal. 
A bruise will heal, and a scrape will heal 
But a woman's virtue is her pnde 
Oh my God. sbe's been cornprornised 

Well the next thing that happened was the cops arrived 
This brother cop cornes and pulls me aside 
And says "brother, I'm sorry" and he looked real sincere 
"Now dig what I'rn saying, make sure you read me clear 
For you this hem is something that is temble and cruel 
But it ain't no exception, it's more like the rule 
Go to the precinct and you kaow what theyll Say 
This happens here twenty-four hours a day 
No one was Wled, ain't no big deal 
Some lady was raped but her scars will heal 
Let's say, brother, that we catch the punk 
And you take him to court and al1 that junk 
Thidc about it brother, and think about it good 
This here ain't like Hollywood 
We're living in the U.S. of hypocrisy 
where the innocent pay and the crirninals go freen 

(chorus) 

Well I h e d  his words and 1 thought it out 
Believe me when I tell you that 1 had my doubts 
But in the end 1 did what I was brought up to do 
1 took it through the system of the red. white and blue 
They caught the punks. put 'em up on trial 
And the law yers taiked in their double-taik style 
They cded them misdirecteci youth 
And made all kinds of lies from truths 
It was a p a t  big game that was going on 
And tmth and justice wen the pwns 
Lost in the shuffle, left behind 
And man what really b l m  my mind 



Was the final day of the courtroorn show 
The final play was the final blow 
When the judge came in and did his talk 
And them three punks were free to walk 

Justice hadn't served me (oh no) 
Justice let me down (yeah) 
Was just a three ring circus that had played me for a clown 

Had my back to the courtroom nady to Ieave 
When those three punks came up to me 
"Hey man, we got your wife 
But next time, sucker, we're coming for your life" 
And 1 took a vow and 1 took it then 
That the nent tirne that we met again 
1 would give them punks what they deserve 
And finally justice would be served 

(chorus) 

I sent my family to my mother in LA 
And I got ready for the dudes to corne my way 
The night was cold but 1 felt the warm 
It was hke a calm before the storrn 
And when those three punks came 
A bomb went off inside my brain 
[t was like a man who had gone insane 
1 feit no hurt, 1 felt no pain 
I felt some things that I can't explain 
I came down so heavy. ! came down so hard 
I felt like a one-man dernolition squad 
1 tookall the knives, 1 tookall the puns 
And then when 1 had them punks on thz run 
1 turned them over one by one 
And finally I saw justice doue 

There down on the corner the sirens sound 
There are police ail around 
Running up the fire escapes. flashinp their lights 
Calling out my name trying to sec if I'm alright 
But chat's o.k., ain't no need for alam 
Ain't wbody hen to do them any h m  
For tonigbt I've had my victory 
And I wait for them pcefully 

(chorus) 



So now brothers, as I wait to leave 
And give this wcary sou1 some rest 
Go my brothers, go in peace 
And to your loved oaes al1 the best 

(chorus) 
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