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From the margins to mainstream: the political
power of hip-hop
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‘They didn’t know what they were playing with, look what they got’,
spoke Jungle Brothers rapper Mike G from the floor of a conference on the
state of hip-hop in the late 1990s. In the 20-plus years since it emerged in
inner-city New York as an alternative to violence and a way to escape
harsh urban realities, hip-hop has become a worldwide musical and cultural
force. But the widespread popularity of rap music and hip-hop culture
among youth has caught many outside the hip-hop community by surprise.
Once considered ‘black noise’, hip-hop has claimed for itself the role of
cultural and political voice of an entire generation of youth.

When hip-hop emerged in New York City in the 1970s, its primary
sphere of influence was the youth in the neighborhoods where it evolved.
In areas like the Bronx, breakdancers, graffiti artists, MCs (rappers), DJs
and fans formed the hip-hop community. Hip-hop scholar Tricia Rose
argues that ‘alternative local identities were forged in fashions and
language, street names, and most important, in establishing neighborhood
crews or posses’ (Rose, 1994: 34). Crews provided an opportunity for
youth to form family-like bonds similar to, but not based on, gang
affiliation. Instead of always fighting with fists, hip-hop gave youth the
option of fighting with words, art, dance or the ability to produce good
beats (Fernando, 1994).

Hip-hop emerged at a time of crisis for youth in urban communities. The
situation was no less than a ‘deindustrialized meltdown where social
alienation, prophetic imagination, and yearning intersect’ (Rose, 1994: 21).
Hip-hop enabled youth to create their own cultural space within the city
that countered the poverty and alienation that surrounded them on a day-to-
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day basis. As a type of genuine street culture, hip-hop evolved for several
years before being discovered by the mass media (Shomari, 1995) .

As scholars began to research hip-hop, it became clear that while it
developed as an alternative youth culture, hip-hop incorporated many
elements of the larger African-American and African cultures (DeMott,
1988; Floyd, 1995; Remes, 1991; Stephens, 1991). One such element is
‘playing the dozens’, a time-honored tradition in the African-American
community. Also known as bragging, boasting, toasting or signifying, the
process includes ‘ritual insults’ in which the speakers test their verbal
prowess by seeing who can form the best taunt. Dozens-playing was an
integral part of the early rap competitions and has remained a significant
element of rap music today.

Hip-hop’s use of the spoken or sung word to tell stories and teach ‘life-
lessons’ is also part of a tradition among African peoples that goes back to
the griots, African storytellers who played the important role of oral
historians. The griots’ role in African communities was to pass down the
stories of each generation in song, while imparting knowledge about
society. ‘Endowed with this much prized oral skill, the griot enjoyed a very
respected position within his community, just like many modern-day
microphone personalities’ (Fernando, 1994: 255). Rappers have become
urban griots, using their lyrics to disperse social commentary about what it
means to be young and black in the late 20th century (Kuwahara, 1992).

Like more traditional griots, what makes hip-hop artists such successful
purveyors of cultural and political information is that they relay messages
of importance to youth in a form that they enjoy. Rap music, currently the
most visible element of hip-hop, has proven its ability to both capture the
ear of those who listen to it for aesthetic reasons and those who look to the
genre for deeper meaning. From its rough and tumble forms to the most
commercial jams, hip-hop has been able to raise awareness among African-
Americans and the general public about the issues that face black youth on
a day-to-day basis.

Another strong tradition in African-American music that hip-hop has
followed is the use of song to ‘tell it like it is’ and protest against social
injustice (Nelson, 1992; Remes, 1991). In the early 1900s an examination
of Negro spirituals as folksongs noted that folksongs were developed out of
experience (Krehbiel, 1914). The pathos of what it meant to be a slave was
reflected in music of the times. Krehbiel writes, ‘as a rule the finest songs
are the fruits of suffering undergone and the hope of deliverance from
bondage’ (Krehbiel, 1914: 26-7). Rochelle Larking (1972) argues that the
historic conditions of black Americans will always serve as a basis for
protest music. Her 1970s examination of soul music as a form of protest
noted that beginning with the blues, black popular music has joined church
songs as calls to freedom.
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African-Americans, according to the musicologist Jon Spencer, have
used secular music such as the blues to reflect the ‘hell on earth’ which
they have been subjected to throughout the ages. These songs, claims
Spencer, are no less profound than Old Testament psalms and lamentations.
Like these biblical tales of woe, the blues are songs ‘that reveal the nitty-
gritty details of life as it is lived at the underside of society and the
underbelly of history’ (Spencer, 1996: xiv). Black music from the blues to
funk, soul, jazz and now to hip-hop often shares the hope for deliverance
found in Negro folksongs. As noted by Henry Charles (1990), the concept
of deliverance is found in many aspects of African-American culture.

The central purpose of this article is to examine how hip-hop culture and
music are uniquely situated among youth as a means of political action.
While the most obvious means is through lyrical protest, Mark Mattern
(1997) provides a larger framework for political action that includes music
and the culture in which it develops. In his examination of Cajun music,
Mattern suggests three categories of political action that will also form the
basis of my analysis: confrontational (protest), deliberative and pragmatic.

Hidden transcripts and confrontational lyrics

Creating culture is not easy. ... There is a politically conscious, culturally
aware, liberated, Black survival kit side to rap music that is being seriously
overlooked. (Jackson, 1994)

One of the greatest contributions of hip-hop artists to the political
landscape is one of protest. Mattern (1997) argues that the use of music to
provide protest is a clear example of confrontational political action.
Protest music is characterized by objections to injustices and oppressions
inflicted on certain individuals and groups. Resistance is key and so are
clear distinctions between those being subjugated and those perpetrating
the injustice. ‘Typically, the intent of protest musicians is to oppose the
exploitation and oppression exercised by dominant elites and members of
dominant groups’ (Mattern, 1997: 2). Mattern finds similar elements of
resistance in Cajun music that had been previously found in rap music.

In her seminal study of hip-hop, Tricia Rose (1994) provides an
examination of rap music and hip-hop culture as a means to resist the
dominant social order. Drawing on the work of James Scott (1990), Rose
makes the critical distinction between the means by which those in
dominant versus marginalized groups are able to get their messages across.
Those in power are represented by dominant public transcripts, which are
‘maintained through a wide range of social practices’, such as setting the
terms of public debate (Rose, 1994: 100). Cut out of the public debate,
marginalized groups develop their own resistive or hidden transcripts.
These communications take place in disguised form and tend to include
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critiques of the predominant culture. As one of the most marginalized
groups in American history, African-Americans have long fought to be
included in public debate. Since its inception, one of the areas found to be
most problematic for the expression of African-American culture has been
television. While there has been more of an influx of television shows and
films that feature African-Americans in recent years, critics argue that
blacks are mostly portrayed as comedic objects or criminals (Dates and
Barlow, 1990; Greenberg and Brand, 1990). Black youths in particular
have looked to the media to find representations of their own lives. Rap
music and rap music videos gained in popularity among black youth as
they recognized rap as their voice. Rap veteran Chuck D of Public Enemy
has been widely quoted as calling rap music the ‘Black man’s CNN’. In
the face of under- and/or misrepresentation in traditional media, black
youths have turned to hip-hop as a means to define themselves. In terms of
resistance, hip-hop provided a forum from which black youth can portray
what it means to be young and black in America and protest against it. In
its musical form, hip-hop has been able to form what are termed ‘hidden
transcripts’. While those from dominant cultural groups have public
transcripts, those from marginalized groups often must create their own
forum from which they can communicate with each other and transmit
messages to the dominant culture. The use of resistive transcripts in rap
music serves the dual purpose of using symbolism to critique power
holders (Rose, 1994) and providing a dialogic arena in which rappers shape
the terms of entry (Skeggs, 1993).

The transcripts found in rap music, while often protesting the treatment
of all African-Americans, find black youth, not adults, as their primary
audience. Dates and Barlow (1990) suggest that this age division among
African-Americans over rap is based in part on perceived class conscious-
ness. They argue that this can be seen in radio programming. Many radio
formats reflect a class style, with stations wooing urban contemporary
listeners with jazz, soul and traditional R&B while other stations woo black
youth with hip-hop influenced R&B and rap music (Dates and Barlow,
1990; Jackson, 1994). In terms of political action, this means that black
youth and black adults are finding that they have differing ideas of what
protest music should sound like. While ‘Say it Loud, I'm Black and I'm
Proud’ by James Brown and ‘Respect’ by Aretha Franklin were anthems
for blacks who came of age in the 1960s, rap is providing new anthems for
black youth of the 1990s.

One of the earliest raps credited with going beyond the boast/party
elements of rap music to provide a protest anthem was simply called “The
Message’. Released by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five in the early
1980s, ‘The Message’ captured the angst of black youth growing up in the
inner city and lent its name to a type of rap music that would follow.
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Flash’s message that society shouldn’t push him because he was close to
the edge was something that anyone who had grown up in the ghetto could
understand. According to Flash, being raised in the impoverished ‘second
rate’ conditions is what often causes young blacks to harbor deep feelings
of anger towards society.

While raps like ‘The Message’ may have started with GrandMaster Flash
in 1982, over the years, the group Public Enemy has brought hard-hitting
societal critiques to the forefront of hip-hop. Public Enemy’s founder and
lead rapper Chuck D, writes how PE decided to use their music for social
purposes:

The sociopolitical meaning of Public Enemy came after we decided the group
would be called that, because the meaning and the connection of what we were
about fit right in. The Black man and woman was considered three-fifths of
human being in the Constitution of the United States. Since the government and
the general public follow the Constitution, then we must be the enemy. (Chuck
D, 1997: 86)

Public Enemy credit their strong commitment to protest to the influences of
the Black Panther Party and the Nation of Islam. The combination of PE’s
political background and their ability to create strong musical and video
images allowed them to use their songs to provide powerful statements.
Two of the most remembered rap commentaries from PE are ‘911 is a
Joke’ and ‘Fight the Power’. Even before newspaper and television
reporters started telling the general public about the problems inner-city
residents had with receiving prompt ambulance service, Public Enemy
detailed the situation in rhyme. The raps of nationalist groups such as
Public Enemy serve as direct examples of confrontational political action.
One criterion of this type of political action is the placement of the group,
which is perceived as being oppressed in direct opposition to the op-
pressors (Mattern, 1997). The resistive transcripts of Public Enemy’s song
‘Hitler Day’, locate people of color in direct opposition to white America.

‘Hitler Day’ is a critique of America’s celebration of Columbus Day.
According to the rap, a holiday which celebrates the ‘discovery’ of
America at the expense of its native inhabitants is inherently offensive to
people of color.

Chuck D explains that asking Native and African-American people to
celebrate Columbus Day is analogous to asking Jews to celebrate Adolf
Hitler Day. ‘For me, that’s what Christopher Columbus represents to
Black, Brown, and Red Nations in North America and throughout the
world because he opened the gates for five hundred years of mayhem’
(Chuck D, 1997: 198). Other more well known confrontational songs by
the group include ‘Shut ’Em Down’, which encouraged the boycotting of
businesses that take from the black community without giving back, and
the self-explanatory rap ‘Fight the Power’.
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Other nation-conscious rappers like Brand-Nubian, X-Clan, Poor Right-
eous Teachers and KRS-One have provided either direct indictments of the
dominant social structure or more hidden critiques (Decker, 1993; Eurie
and Spady, 1991; Henderson, 1996). But nation-consciousness in rap music
also includes messages of empowerment. Next to Public Enemy, Kris
Parker is one of the most well known deliverers of political and social
messages to the hip-hop community. Ironically, Kris Parker (KRS-One)
began his career as part of Boogic Down Productions (BDP) with the late
Scott LaRock. Posing on the cover of ‘Criminal Minded with Guns’, BDP
produced some of the earliest music with a gangster ethic, while at the
same time promoting messages of black nationalism, safe sex and the
rejection of the drug trade. As a solo artist, KRS-One has cemented his role
as a teacher among the hip-hop community. From his 1997 album I Got
Next KRS-One urges the hip-hop nation to shed what he calls ghetto
mentality for one of success. Both Public Enemy and KRS-One represent
nation-consciousness based in the 1960s black power movement. Jeffery
Decker contends that hip-hop nationalists:

... are most effective when they appropriate popular knowledge from within the
black community and exploit its most progressive elements in the process of
envisioning a new society. At these moments rappers function in a manner
resembling what Antonio Gramsci calls ‘organic intellectuals’. (Decker, 1993:
59)

Much of the literature on the presence of confrontational political action in
music is implicitly or explicitly indebted to Gramscian Marxism. Organic
intellectuals are individuals who hold close ties to their class of origin and
whose function is to express class identity and goals (Mattern, 1997). The
relationship of the hip-hop artist to a class identity has been clear since hip-
hop began. Early hip-hop artists came directly from specific inner-city
communities and represented a class of youth facing economic deprivation
along with social and political marginalization. Even though the hip-hop
community has expanded beyond its core to include youth of all classes,
races and cultures, hip-hop artists are expected to remain true to their
positions as the representative of black youth. ‘Hip Hop nationalists are
organic cultural intellectuals to the degree that their activities are directly
linked to the everyday struggles of black folk and that their music critically
engages the popular knowledge of which they have a part’ (Decker, 1993:
59). Henderson (1996) and Decker (1993) note that many prominent
examples of hip-hop nationalists are not explicitly linked to 1960s
nationalism. The Fugees are among rappers whose vision of nationhood is
bounded not by geography, but rather one’s link to the African or Afro-
Hispanic diaspora. Referring to black youth as black diamonds and pearls,
Fugees vocalist Lauren Hill raps, ‘If I ruled the world, I'd free all my
sons’. This type of nationalism is Afrocentric in nature. Rappers like Queen
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Latifah look to Mother Africa for inspiration in forming their hip-hop
identity.

Gangster rap is another prominent source of confrontational nationalist
rap (Decker, 1993). Known for their universal distrust of the police,
gangster rappers often use their music to provide graphic indictments of the
police and the government interspersed with tales of gangster living. Many
gangster rappers prefer to be called realists, because they feel their rap
describes what is really going on in the "hood. With black on black
violence being the leading source of death for black youth since 1969, it
doesn’t seem wrong to many rappers to reflect that in their music (Kitwana,
1994: 41). King George, a member of TRU, contends that this type of
realism is more than just talk about killing. ‘I’'m just relating to what’s
going on and keeping everybody aware at the same time’ (Davis, 1996:
63).

Gender and gangsta-rap

Claims to realism aside, however, there has been widespread debate about
whether or not songs that call black women ‘bitches’ and ‘hoes’ (whores)
as well as songs which detail sex acts, drug sales and extreme violence are
negative influences on youth. The portrayal of women and whites in hip-
hop music have been special sources of concern (Allison, 1994; Hansen,
1995; Johnson et al., 1995). It would seem obvious that no woman would
want to be called a female dog on tape, or have their boyfriends ‘Treat em
like a prostitute’. But while female rappers like M.C. Lyte, Queen Latifah,
Yo-Yo and Salt 'n’ Pepa began to challenge the conception that only males
could rap and shape perceptions of women in the urban community, some
female rappers responded by becoming hard-core rappers themselves
(Rose, 1994; Skeggs, 1993).

In the late 1990s female rappers have emerged as a force equal to male
rappers. Skeggs (1993) argues that if rap in general is used to combat
racism and oppression, female artists use rap to battle sexism. While many
female hip-hop artists rap about female solidarity, others provide images of
women being in control of their sexuality. Skeggs theorizes that for black
women, ‘sexuality is one of the few cultural resources that they can use for
the construction of embodied self worth’ (Skeggs, 1993: 310). This notion
has not gone unchallenged. Female rappers like Lil’ Kim and Foxy Brown
have been both vilified and held up for praise for their hard-core attitude
and blatantly sexy style. The question ‘Harlots or heroines?’ has followed
them since they came on the scene. While supporters celebrate the two
female rappers’ ability to take charge and proclaim their sexuality, critics
challenge their claim to feminism. The Lady of Rage, like many other
female rappers, holds conflicting views of artists like Kim and Foxy. ‘I like
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Little Kim because she sounds so hard. At first I thought what she was
saying was not good because we already got problems as far as women
getting recognition and being accepted. I felt that might hinder it a little
bit.” But, as Rage notes, ‘Sex sells and she’s good’ (Williams, 1997: 63).

Many in the hip-hop community contend that while there are valid
concerns about the level of sexual and violent content in hip-hop music, the
concern from the media and politicians is not genuine. Instead, negative
sentiments towards hip-hop are considered to have racial overtones. Hip-
hop artists in attendance at the 1997 Life After Death conference contended
that the media and politicians are down on hip-hop because it is a black art
form that is being consumed by white youth. The consumption of hip-hop
by young whites allows them to become ‘ghetto chic’ without actually
having to live in ghetto conditions (Allison, 1994). Though much of the
criticism of hip-hop comes from those outside of the black community,
there is a large concern about the tone of rap music within African-
American discourse. Rose, who applauds rap for its ability to provide
resistive transcripts, lambasts rappers for their sexism. ‘I am thoroughly
frustrated but not surprised by the apparent need for some rappers to craft
elaborate and creative stories about the abuse and domination of young
black women’ (Rose, 1994: 15).

Likewise, trends toward the inclusion of sex, drugs, violence and, most
recently, materialism in rap music have not gone unnoticed or unchallenged
by members of the hip-hop community itself (Life After Death, 1997). Hip-
hop conferences held in the aftermath of the violent deaths of favorite sons,
Tupac Shakur and the Notorious B.I.G. have looked at whether hip-hop has
a social responsibility to the youth that listen to the music. Participants at
Life After Death (1997) asked serious questions about the role of violence
in the genre. The consensus among panel and audience members seemed to
be that in many ways hip-hop is out of control. However, they note — and
I agree — that rappers who talk about sex and violence should not be
expected to take all the blame. Equal shares of blame should lie with
record companies and managers who promote violent/sexual rappers, with
the youth who buy these records, and with parents who do not take the
time to listen to what their children are listening to. Blame also lies with
American society itself, which criticizes rappers for talking about ideals
that are in fact embedded in the American way of life, as well as the media
who often blow up the violence in hip-hop out of context. A sampling of
newspaper articles following the shooting death of Biggie Smalls seems to
support claims that in a society where black men are killed in record
numbers the media still insist on implying that the rap industry, not guns,
kills people (Patillo, 1997).

The fact that rappers reflect aspects of American society and the pursuit
of the American dream is important in a political context. Rap has many
elements in common with country and hard rock music, but receives more

Downloaded from mcs.sagepub.com at Purdue University on June 11, 2015


http://mcs.sagepub.com/

Stapleton, The political power of hip-hop 227

critical attention. ‘Rap and country lyrics implicate underclass reality, that
the alternative symbol systems have a parallel socio-economic provenience’
(Armstrong, 1993: 69). Though both genres are based on somewhat
different social realities, they both share a rhetoric of violence. Analyses of
press coverage of country and rap have found that while the genres share a
tendency towards machismo, they are not treated the same way by the
press. The difference, as found by Noe, lies not in the song lyrics, but in
the racial lenses through which the songs are interpreted.

When Ice Cube says, ‘Let the suburbs see a nigga invasion’, many whites
interpret that as an incitement to violence. But when Johnny Cash sings, ‘Shot a
man in Reno/just to watch him die’, the public taps its feet and hums. (Noe,
1995: 20)

The irony, says Noe, is that rap is no more amoral than other musical
genres, but rappers are being punished for catering to prevalent American
themes: sex, violence and materialism.

Setting the boundaries of hip-hop

Hip-hop is bigger than any one person’s opinion of what it should be, said
Chuck D of Public Enemy, now a reporter for the Fox News Channel
(Chuck D, 1997: 152). The process of establishing where the boundaries of
hip-hop should stand is one of deliberation. Mattern (1997) elaborates on
this type of political action. He writes, ‘Deliberation is a political process
and a form of political action in its own right, as well as a necessary
preliminary step in forging agreement on common interests and goals for
action in other political arenas to address them’ (Mattern, 1997: 7). Mattern
uses rap and Cajun music as examples of how differing visions of what a
genre should stand for are deliberated within a community. The main point
of deliberation within the hip-hop community revolves around the question:
‘Has hip-hop gone too far?’ Related questions include, but are not limited
to: ‘Has rap music become too sexual, too violent, and too materialistic?’
‘Has hip-hop sold its soul for commercial success?’ ‘Has hip-hop crossed
too far into the territory of other music forms?’ ‘As a community, has hip-
hop become more suburban and white than black and urban?’

The answers to all these questions are not clear-cut. The very nature of
hip-hop culture has been one that accommodated many types of people,
many types of subject matter, and many types of music. The underlying
question, then, is whether or not hip-hop can accommodate varying
interests, while still retaining its distinctive urban identity. The presence of
intra-group differences and disagreements, and of border zones between
different groups, suggests that we consider, at least in some instances, a
framework for understanding and action of negotiation, rather than an
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either—or struggle between opposing forces. Popular music would be
viewed in these cases as a site and a medium for disagreement and debate
over both intra- and inter-group identity and commitments. This takes
shape in a deliberative form of political action (Mattern, 1997: 6).

Hip-hop’s identity as form of resistance among black youth lies at the
heart of deliberation in the hip-hop community. Part of hip-hop’s credib-
ility among young blacks lies in its ability to claim that it is an authentic
street culture (Powell, 1991). But if hip-hop is ‘by the ghetto, for the
ghetto’, how is the community changed by the fact that it is being played
on college campuses across the nation and in the homes of suburban
whites? When hip-hop style is being used to sell movies, breath mints,
sodas, make-up, fast food, alcohol, clothing, shoes and various other
products, one knows that this is a valid concern (Blair, 1993). Similar
feelings have been reported from England’s hip-hop community. ‘Hip-
hop’s integrity has been prostituted in the pursuit of financial gain’, writes
a columnist in Hip-Hop Connection, one of Britain’s hip-hop magazines
(Salsa, 1997: 5). Though the author was from England, she accurately
summed up concerns that are held across the hip-hop community. Salsa
charges that hip-hop is at its best in its resistive mode, but that it has lost
its subversiveness due to mainstreaming and commercialization. Bernard-
Donais (1994: 133) shares this opinion. ‘The very fact that it is covered by
an institution like the [New York] Times suggests that rap has found its way
into the canon, and that it has ceased to be the subversive (or in other
terms, marginal) form that it had been at one time.’

In the case of hip-hop, the transference from subculture to mainstream
has been driven by technological advances. As long as artists performed
rap in venues limited to neighborhoods, its marginal status was assured.
But as rap music expanded to being mass produced hip-hop spread across
the nation (Blair, 1993; Kuwahara, 1992). Hip-hop’s influence has not been
limited to America. Fans from across the world are able to buy rap music
both from traditional record stores and from mail order distribution. The
worldwide audience for hip-hop should not be underestimated (Toop,
1991). Hip-hop artists regularly perform to international audiences. Wu
Tang Clan and the Fugees are just two examples of what is called global
hip-hop. The appeal of hip-hop around the world is based in part on the
fact that marginalization, oppression and struggle can be understood by
many youth. The love of hip-hop has a universal appeal, agrees Chuck D
(1997). He believes that one of the reasons that rap crosses over
successfully into mainstream culture is that young whites are able to gain
an African-American perspective through the music.

The character of deliberation within the hip-hop community is neces-
sarily shaped by its widespread audience. Stephens (1991) contends that
rap provides a ‘double-voiced discourse’ in which rap crosses racial and
geographic boundaries. Hip-hop, writes Stephens, provides a point of
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intersection where blacks and whites can have a dialogue. Though not
always acknowledged in the media, the members of the Hispanic commun-
ity have also been involved in hip-hop since its inception. In this case, it is
urbanity and similar social situations that guide Hispanic contributions to
hip-hop (Fernando, 1994; Stephens, 1991). As Rose notes, ‘Rap’s black
cultural address and its focus on marginal identities may appear to be in
opposition to its crossover appeal for people from different racial or ethnic
groups and social positions’, but in reality it suggests ‘that rap is a black
idiom that prioritizes black culture and that articulates the problems of
black urban life in the face of such diverse constituencies’ (Rose, 1994: 4).

Discussions of hip-hop as a street culture sometimes overlook contribu-
tions of college students who have since become hip-hop artists and the
strong identification of many black college students with hip-hop culture.
Music, if not social class, draws young African-Americans of differing
socioeconomic status to hip-hop.

Zillman et al. have looked at the effects of popular rock, non-political
rap and radical political rap on African-American and white high-school
students. They found that while radical political rap seemed to motivate
white students to be more supportive of racial harmony, there was no
positive link between political rap and ethnic consciousness or ethnic
solidarity among the black students (Zillman et al., 1995). The authors note
that this does not imply that message rap does not have an effect on black
students. In fact the opposite could be true.

It can be argued that African-American students, in contrast to white students,
are massively exposed to rap and that any effect of rap may have manifested
itself already prior to exposure. Several additional exposures thus could have
influenced white students, especially those who are relatively unfamiliar with
radical rap, but not African-American students — because of the informational
saturation and its perceptual and evaluative consequences. (Zillman et al.,
1995: 21)

Debate about the relative effects of hip-hop on youth is a major area of
discussion within the academic community. Instead of concentrating on
consciousness, researchers Johnson et al. looked at the effects of violent
rap on youth. They found that there was greater acceptance of dating
violence among youth exposed to violent rap videos than those exposed to
non-violent rap videos or no video at all. In a slightly different experiment
they also found that youth exposed to either type of rap video expressed
greater desire to be like the materialistic youth portrayed in a scenario than
his college-bound friend (Johnson et al., 1995).

Materialism, sexism and violence are points of deliberation among hip-
hop artists and fans. Chuck D (1997) recounts the extremely negative
reactions he got from African hip-hop fans to the newest incarnations of
hip-hop. But as he also notes, the more negative aspects of rap are the
easiest to market. ‘If you give a fourteen-year-old a choice between a
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positive video, and a video with tits and ass, or guns and violence, he’s
going to choose the tits and ass, guns and violence almost every time’
(Chuck D, 1997: 33). Researchers have shown that white youth who listen
to rap are particularly attracted to its most violent elements. ‘The more
rappers are packaged as violent black criminals, the bigger their audiences
become’, writes Ewan Allison (1994: 449).

Is this preoccupation with ghetto culture detrimental to youth, black or
white? In some ways it is positive, according to Rose, because the ghetto
provides a source of social identity for .the millions of youth who call it
home. Other positive interpretations include the fact that rap has value both
because of its brutal honesty and as a point of deliberation. Freestyle rapper
Supernatural feels that gangster rap gives other types of rappers more
incentive to present the hip-hop experience from all points of view.
Looking at the situation from a slightly different perspective, KRS-One
notes that the existence of more than one type of rap exposes the tendency
for the public to choose negative over positive. Among participants at Life
After Death (1997), the origins of hip-hop were seen as being positive in
contrast to more recent developments. Old-school hip-hop artists stressed
that hip-hop has strayed too far from its original intentions of combating
gang activity to promoting gangster ethics; from promoting black unity to
encouraging east coast-west coast feuds; from MC’ing, DJ’ing, breaking,
and painting graffiti to simply rapping; from performing for the love of it
to performing for money; and from simple boasting to gross exaggerations
of one’s sexual prowess (Life After Death, 1997; Nia, 1997). Though each
of these issues is important to the future of hip-hop, the charge that there
has been a dilution of hip-hop as a distinct, protest-based culture and music
form is the most political.

Actions speak louder than words

Though the previous discussion in this article has concentrated on both the
resistive and deliberative aspects of hip-hop, Mattern suggests music and
its related culture also can be used as a basis for pragmatic political action.
This type of action, says Mattern, ‘begins from the premise of shared
political interests. Pragmatic political action occurs when individuals and
groups use music to promote awareness of shared interests and to organize
collaborative action to address them’ (Mattern, 1997: 7). In the past, hip-
hop artists have come together for many causes. One prominent example,
though considered ill-fated, was the Stop the Violence movement (STV),
an attempt to discourage black-on-black crime. Other movements include
HEAL (Human Education Against Lies) and the current Rap the Vote
project.
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Currently there seems to be a resurgence of hip-hop artists attempting to
form groups to further the common interests of African-diasporic peoples
and/or members of the hip-hop nation. KRS-One, whose song ‘Stop the
Violence’ typified the spirit of the STV movement, has recently started the
Temple of Hip-Hop, a non-profit cultural center with the purpose of
preserving hip-hop culture. The Zulu Nation remains a long-standing
conduit of nationalism within the hip-hop community. Many other rap
groups and individual artists have taken on specific service projects in
order to give back to the community. Perhaps some of the most interesting
projects are coming from the ground up. One such project is the Wiseguys,
led by Raymond ‘Ray Benzino’ Scott, president of Boston-based Surrender
Records. Using a similar concept to the one of trading a gang for a team,
Scott and three friends encouraged former gang rivals to ‘trade their
hardware for mics’. The project, called Wiseguys, resulted in former gang
members coming together to record an album now distributed nationally.
Says Scott, ‘It becomes a political platform of hypocrisy when you’re
scared to actually go in and touch the people who are going through the
problems’ (Walker, 1997: 30-1).

Whether initiated by artists, producers or fans, it is clear that hip-hop has
great potential for becoming a major agent of change. All hip-hop needs,
according to Chuck D and others, is organization. ‘We have to really tie up
some areas in the hip-hop Nation: the Zulu Nation, the Rhyme Syndicate,
any organization is good. It’s just that we have to drop these badges when
we come down to dialogue and figure out how to help our people ...
(Chuck D, 1997: 181). Robert Jackson, author of the The Last Black
Mecca, believes that an organized hip-hop nation has the potential to be a
powerful social and political base within the African-American community:
‘The next revolution should be more than televised — it should be
political’ (Jackson, 1994: 99). The next level for hip-hop, says Jackson, is
to organize around a progressive political agenda which would include
housing, education and health reform as well as affirmative action and
employment.

Music has always been a major source of cultural identity within the
African-American community. Rap music is no exception. As part of
the larger hip-hop culture, rap music has served to form a cohesive bond
among urban youth. Through the mass distribution of hip-hop records and
videos, hip-hop has also been able to at least partially erase lines between
young people of different socioeconomic backgrounds and vastly different
geographic locations. Equally important, hip-hop culture has established
itself as a powerful informational tool and means of resistance. It is not an
overstatement to say that despite its faults, hip-hop has provided America
with one of its only hard-hitting indictments of the social conditions that
continue to be a harsh reality for African-American young people.
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Hip-hop has shown itself to be both the site of political controversy and
a means of more than one type of political action. As Mattern notes,
confrontational, deliberative and pragmatic political action can occur
‘whenever music is produced and consumed’, and thus, ‘[they] should not
be viewed as mutually exclusive of each other’ (Mattern, 1997: 8). In the
case of hip-hop, this is especially true. Rap music, while a significant
source of political action within hip-hop, should not be considered its only
source. It is its presence within the hip-hop community that lends it the
context in which resistance emerges. As the hip-hop community looks
towards the 21st century, it will be the challenge of hip-hop to define how
hip-hop will continue to evolve as a culture and as genuine political force.
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