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Hip-Hop, perhaps like all cultures, is defined by it’s internal contradictions. It is, arguably, these contradictions which keep a culture alive, pushing it forward in response to, and developing, the internal conversation between contending elements. And the contradictions in Hip-Hop culture are some of the big ones: the community vs. the individual; materialism vs. spirituality; life vs. death; commercial vs. critical success; critical success vs. ‘keeping it real’; revolution vs. apathy; ‘Givin’ Props’ vs. Battlin’.
 It goes on… At first glance it could appear that the contradictions characterising Hip-Hop culture are so polemic that such a culture could not possibly support itself for any length of time, and yet Hip-Hop music (predominantly, but not exclusively, Rap) -and Hip-Hop Culture to an even greater extent- is undeniably successful. 

Perhaps the most fitting way of describing the nature of Hip-Hop Culture and Music is cyclical. The focus of the culture is in a constant state of flux between alternate, contesting (not necessarily opposing) positions, and is recognisable in the four major elements of Hip-Hop culture: Djing, B-Boying, Graffiti writing and Emceeing (Rapping). This state of flux, or cyclic alternation, is represented by the repetition of the DJ’s breaks, the breaker’s spins, the ‘tagging/bombing’, ‘throw-ups’, and ‘pieces/productions’ of the graffiti (the Aeroglyphic or AeroSoul) artist, and the hook-lines of the emcee (sic: M.C. or ‘rapper’). Further, this cyclical alternation is observable across the board of Hip-Hop culture: 

· thematically, between contrasting position, some of which are listed above; 

· spiritually, between Christianity, Islam, nihilism and other value systems;

· symbolically, through incorporation of ‘brand loyalties’ and (other) significant iconography, e.g. the gun, the dollar, ‘Africa’; 

· artistically, through changes in the perceived importance of the creators of Hip-Hop music - traditionally the D.J. and the emcee but now also including the Producer; 

· and most recently, socially, between the contending influence and credibility of American and the various ‘Home Grown’ artists (see: Bennett, 1999; Hansa, 1999).

Whenever it seems that any one of these alternate interpretative positions with regard to a facet of Hip-Hop culture is gaining the upper (or even dominant) hand, an opposing position begins to develop, and be developed. In this way, the culture never stands still. It is how this occurs which is of interest here.

Of course, Hip-Hop music and Culture is not merely a product of its internal diversity and creativity, but also a direct result of Corporate involvement at most stages of production, distribution and consumption of it’s cultural products - primarily music, but also clothing, films and associated miscellany. The effects of ‘Corporate involvement’ (nicely euphemistic) cannot be overlooked, exerting a commodifying influence on both the output and outlook of the Hip-Hop nation(s), the extent of such an influence being an issue hotly debated in the pages of both mainstream and academic journals. The majority of sociological theory regarding (sub)cultural style would predict that the involvement of mainstream cultural industries in Hip-Hop would spell an end for Hip-Hop in much the same way as it did for Punk and others before it: the underground becomes mainstream; the nuanced becomes standardised; the original becomes mass-produced; the elusive becomes marketed, and the culture loses its spontaneity, its exclusivity and ultimately its identity. Yet Hip-Hop prevails, retaining its emphasis on the underground, the ‘street’, the ‘real’, and reflecting this in the continuous elevation of both new artists and old styles, from ‘unknown’ status to the forefront of the underground stage, merely on the basis of peer review and popular acclaim. Are these cycles themselves manufactured: the latest ‘model’ for a ‘fad and fashion’ conscious public? Are they the product of: altering taste; cultural shifts; societal and/or political change; technological advance; the influence of locality; other as yet unaccounted for factors; or all of the above? 

This short article is essentially exploratory. I will be discussing, and necessarily skating over, the contributions of the sometimes contending theories of Hip-Hop music and culture and alluding to a paradigm away from the usual focus on (undoubtedly centrally important) issues of class and ‘race’ - specifically the constructed racialised cultural heritage of Hip-Hop. The model I suggest, hopefully developed over successive essays, is one based on a discursive model of language; a model of text/talk which squarely places human communication in the social, political and cultural realm which it rises from and therefore (back) in the realm which it needs to be placed in order to fully understand what people are doing when they communicate. In contrast with most hedz, I don’t think hiphop is ‘a culture’; I think that the term obfuscates rather than clarifies ‘what hiphop is’ and has slight classist/elitist overtones (‘hey, we’re cultured!’). Rather I think hiphop is a discourse; and as a discourse it is the sum of three constituent parts: social practices (power, inequality, social stratification based on class, gender, race, etc.) , discursive practices (production & consumption) and the text itself. It is a discourse which changes according to time and place, yet one which still retains certain features, discursive resources and consistencies. Adopting such a model of discourse, I feel we can account for the numerous (seeming) contradictions in Hip-Hop. 

The references above to ‘human communication’ and ‘language’ may appear to suggest that I will be concentrating solely on emceeing to the detriment of the three (or is that four?) other elements within Hip-Hop culture - the usual failing of work of this sort. In fact, I assume a wide, and not entirely unproblematic, definition of the meaning of ‘a text’: a DJ routine is a text, as are ‘crabs’, ‘flares’ and any other skratch; similarly ‘tags’, ‘throw-ups’ and ‘productions’ are the textual produce of the AeroSoul graffiti artist; and the same goes for the performances B-Boys, B-Girls and BeatBoxes. Discourse analysis can accommodate such an approach to Hip-Hop and is therefore (perhaps…) the only approach which can fully appreciate the diversity of practice and performance in Hip-Hop.

In order that Hip-Hop culture be properly understood, we (the hedz) need to widen the scope of our analysis: We are Hip-Hop. All of us. Does a pan-African cultural heritage drawing on griots explain Your word play? Well how about the imagery, iconography and references in your Graffiti writing? Are your productions part of an African heritage drawing on Egyptian hieroglyphics (as some Cats have tried to argue)? Unless you hadn’t guessed, I find such mono-cultural explanations of the diversity of Hip-Hop at best myopic and at worst woefully inadequate. While we must neither ignore not forget that Hip-Hop is (was?) a definitively (African?) American art, born of racialised poverty and exclusion (financially, culturally, geographically, etc.) characteristic of so much of America’s inner-city life, it is now larger than New York, larger than the US, larger than ‘the West’. It is truly global and in order to properly understand, account for and explain its global appeal, the study of Hip-Hop simultaneously needs to be global in scope and localised in focus. Work needs to be directed at explaining the relevance of Hip-Hop to hedz relative to where they are in the world and what they do, but also (and crucially) directed at looking at how Hip-Hop is expressed and used locally. Discourse analysis adopts such a position, locating text/talk in the contexts of its production and consumption. 

In line with this perspective, I broadly disagree with the models of Hip-Hop culture which are currently relied upon, often in presumptive in simplistic ways - “Hip-Hop represents social/ political action” and “Hip-Hop is crass materialism/ consumerism/ misogyny” are the most prominent examples of such simplistic generalisations. When the protagonists of such arguments are presented with exceptions which contradict such unidirectional accounts of Hip-Hop, their common recourse is to an ‘ideal type’. Thus, the work of theorists such as Stapleton (1998), Kelly (1998) and others, operate on the assumption that the mainstreaming and commercialisation of an ideal political-resistive Hip-Hop through the injection of materialism, sexism and violence is a relatively new phenomenon: that Hip-Hop has, in effect, been subverted, or ‘pimped’, by corporate involvement. Thus Stapleton writes that the most politically important issue regarding the future of Hip-Hop is the “dilution of Hip-Hop as a distinct, protest-based culture” (1998: 230). 

In fact, elements such as materialism, sexism and violence have existed in Hip-Hop music and culture (as elsewhere in American, ‘western’ or any other ‘culture’ you care to mention) from the outset - albeit in a comparatively backgrounded role. Such themes have surfaced periodically throughout the twenty-odd years in which Hip-Hop has produced ‘marketable’ cultural products (in other words, excluding the birth of Hip-Hop culture during the 1970s), gaining prominence only to be overshadowed by contesting political-resistive elements. It is the rise and present dominance of such a materialistic outlook within Hip-Hop, especially in the more mainstream elements, which requires explanation through the development of a more accommodating theoretical model. 

Hip-Hop can, of course, act as political action, but this is by no means the only or even the dominant function which Hip-Hop music has and does perform. Artists and genres promoting political and social resistance have been vastly outnumbered by conformists for all but a relatively short period of time around the mid to late 1980s (the ‘Golden Age’ for most theorists, possibly when they were first introduced to Hip-Hop, from which their ‘Hip-Hop ideal type’ is drawn). This is not to suggest, of course, that artists can be unproblematically classified as ‘critical’, ‘political’ or ‘conformist’, as these ‘contesting positions’ are more than ever embraced by individual artists in their attempts to appeal to wider markets. However, this switching styles more often than not manifests itself in other artists ‘guesting’ on tracks and across albums. This practice, far from illustrating breadth in style, represents a form of crude inter-textuality in which the guesting artist is taken to be the text, they are the style (be they Ja Rule importing a sense of ‘the dangerous street’ into a track by J-Lo; or  Ashanti importing a sense of ‘feminised romance’ into a track by Ja Rule) and they are placed on an album or on a track to dissemble the ‘style homology’ which they are coded to be.  And despite possessing skills - for the most part superior to that of their more ‘mainstream’ contemporaries - the intricate, dissenting, confrontational and sophisticated musical artists have never (aside from the Native Tongues ‘Golden Age’) attained the levels of recognition and kudos of more influential ‘popular’ artistes. At least some of this (lack of) success is attributable to the fan-base and the simple fact that not all fans - independent of class, ‘racial’ background, gender, geographical area, etc. - want to listen to complex, unsettling, and potentially subversive music. They prefer to be entertained with something ‘edgy’, which usually involves a bit of profanity, a bit of ‘booty’ and a bit of a voyeuristic misanthropy, preferably directed at women, homosexuals or a different ‘racial’/ethnic minority. The influence of the apolitical, the apathetic and the socially conservative cannot be overlooked in Hip-Hop. 

Second, and related to the above point, it can be argued that never before has a Black culture been so profitable for White Corporations. Hip-Hop is one of the few growth musical genres.
 Hip-Hop references and iconography are present in contemporary advertising, Television programme credits and other sites, and, in addition, “hip-hop style is being used to sell movies, breath mints, sodas, make-up, fast food, alcohol, clothing shoes and various other products” (Stapleton, 1998: 228). Hip-Hop culture has grown to the extent that most contemporary ‘youth’ culture has been, and is, affected by Hip-Hop. If the pervasiveness of Hip-Hop is acknowledged, coupled with the lack of power which the Black communities have in controlling the direction and development of the(ir) culture(s), I feel that this must inevitably problematise most contemporary cultural forms, exposing the racialised structure of the entertainment/culture industries. In addition, and in contrast to the conventional account of Hip-Hop as being ‘Black’ and as such a resistive culture, Hip-Hop is as much a site of racial contestation, compliance and domination as the rest of the culture/entertainment industries, especially regarding Rap music. Any claims regarding a “compulsory black condition [or] …solid state known as ‘blackness’” (Eshun, 1999: 3) which the ‘resistive culture’ accounts imply, are always found to be lacking, as is any ‘evidence’ of a purported consensus in Hip-Hop, a consensus which the term ‘Black music’ suggests. The example of Hip-Hop highlights an(other) example of the inequities of power experienced along racialised and class boundaries, and should be studied as such. But these relations of inequality are not fixed, but rather are both resisted and maintained through talk/text from elements both inside and outside of the culture.

Lastly for this brief manifesto, Hip-Hop has been described as a ‘closed culture’ -Tom Wolfe going as far as to say that “hip-hop music quite intentionally excludes people who are not in that world” (cited in Farley, 1999). Related to this, is the common criticism that Hip-Hop is best described as a “moronic inferno”, whose artists “are, virtually to the man, bullies and braggards whose targets are inevitably those weaker than themselves like women” (Burchill, 1998 - in HHC March 1999). I differ from most hedz I know, in as much as I believe that these claims, and others like them, should be taken seriously - debated with rather than rejected out of hand. I say this because, like all stereotypical arguments, they are an intricate combination of prejudice, generalisation and a kernel of truth. This is the power of stereotypes: they resonate with what we (and others) think to be true. If their falsity were self-evident, then they would be rejected out of hand; it is their correspondence with certain individuals, certain examples, certain perceptions, certain truths which leads to their acceptance. Such a realisation presents a challenge to Hip-Hop: We must criticise the misanthropic ideas and individuals in Hip-Hop, showing them to be not only dishonourable and degrading but also counterproductive; and We must simultaneously elevate the many inclusive and philanthropic ideas and individuals in Hip-Hop - and We must do so both within and using Hip-Hop as a discursive resource. 

As the claims of the likes of Julie Burchill perhaps illustrate, and contrary to the claims of cultural theorists like Kodwo Eshun (1999), Hip-Hop has not been accepted as a valid cultural form: as an Art form. Small (1988) would perhaps not regard this as being that surprising, suggesting, as he has, that “[t]he social status enjoyed by a musical culture is inseparably linked to the status of the social group whose world view it incarnates and whose values it celebrates” (p.163). Thus, elements regarded as ‘uncondonable’ in Rap music - such as undeniable and unpardonable examples of misogyny, violence and xenophobia - are either almost completely ignored or else celebrated in other musical genres. This hypocrisy has not gone unnoticed by both Hip-Hop artists and theorists: Stapleton, for example, writes that “Rap has many elements in common with country and hard rock music, but receives more critical attention” (1998: 226-7).
 An example which immediately springs to mind was the critical feeding frenzy of the music press which surrounded the Fun Lovin’ Criminals following the release of their first album. This is a group which, whilst aping Hip-Hop styling and sensibilities, positively glamorised violence criminal behaviour. Was is because they held guitars (‘so it was kind of like Rock ‘n’ Roll, and we like that…’), because they were (lower) middle class, because they were white, or some other reason that their output was decided to be a ‘musical ironic wink’, a playful pastiche of comic book style violence?

I am aware that this short essay has raised more questions than it has answered. This reflects the current state of work on and about Hip-Hop; the little work that has been done has barely scratched the surface. I contend that Hip-Hop is defined by cyclical shifts between appositions, some of which I mentioned earlier. If this is accepted (and I acknowledge that it is a somewhat contentious position) then the next phase is to account for this pattern, locating agency or responsibility for how the dominant output and outlook of Hip-Hop changes over time. This is a task which I will be attempting in successive articles. I welcome your opinions on this, as well as the content of the above essay.
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Thanks to Paul & C.D. for comments on earlier drafts.

� ‘Givin’ Props’ vs. Battlin’: this is a particularly interesting apposition, based on the conflict inherent in the concurrent demands in Hip-Hop for demonstrations of skill -and as such competition, or battlin’- whilst still giving support (‘props’) to other members of the Hip-Hop nation. Such a feature does not remain an exclusively musical manifestation, but has echoes throughout the culture: in breaking; aeroglyphic/aerosoul art; and, perhaps as importantly, has ramifications regarding ‘higher order’ alignments such as community vs. the individual, materialism vs. spirituality, greed vs. altruism, amongst others.


2 See Christopher John Farley, Guardian, Friday 19th March


3 The (white) Beastie Boys drew a quite nice inter-textual comparison between the glamorisation of violence in Country and Hip-Hop through their sampling of ‘that Johnny Cash song lyric’, recontextualising it to Hip-Hop: “I shot a man in Brooklyn // [Johnny Cash’s voice…] just to watch him die”.





