
The Sound of Blacknuss: Rapping Master! 
Counternarratives of the Hip Hop Imagi-Nation1 

JoshKun 

Now we're gathered here on the universe at this time, this particular 
time, to listen to the 36 black notes on the piano. There's 36 black notes 
and 52 white notes. We don't mean to eliminate nuthin', but we're gOnna 
just hear the black notes at this time, if you don't mind. Blacknuss. 
B-L-A-C-K-N-U-S-S. 

- Rashaan Roland Kirk, ftom his inttoduction to "Blacknuss" 

I know that rap is the music where it rhymes. 
- George Bush 

Hiphop is the world the slaveholder made, sent into niggafide future 
shock. 
Hiphop is the by-product of the American dream machine, our culture 
of consumption, commodification and subliminal seduction ... 
Hiphop is the first black musical movement in history that black people 

1. Special thanks to Norma Alarcon and David Lloyd ofU. C. Berkeley and 
Jose Munoz of New York University. 
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pimped before the white boys got to it. 
Hiphop converted raw soul into fetishized commodity ... 
Hiphop is James Brown's pelvis digitally grinded into technomorphine. 
Hiphop is DOPE-KNOW-LOGY, THE ONLY KNOWN ANTI
DOTE FOR PRIME TIME SENSORY DEPRIVATION. 

- Greg Tate 

I just hate rap. Boom boom boom. It really drives me crazy. 
-Tom Kun 

If we are to believe Jean-Paul Sartre that "every age has its own 
poetry," that "in every age the circumstances of history choose 
a nation, a race, a class to take up the torch by creating situa
tions that can be expressed or transcended only through Poet
ry,,,2 then I would argue that the words, rhymes, and beats 
expressed in the rap music of Hip Hop culture are an example 
of such a Poetry. As a committed fan of and an obsessed listener 
to rap music, I hope to use this paper to tease out the ways in 
which rap sets itself up as a dialogizing form of musical poetry 
that raps against the grain of a hegemonic national discourse, 
combining orality and literacy through the manipulation and 
mastery of postmodern technologies. Through both its lyrical 
and musical foregrounding of "blackness" and its aesthetic 
heterogeneity, rap confronts the unquestioned logic of a master 
narratlve. 

Yet what troubles me, and what motivates the inquiries of 
this paper, is that in the process of operating as a counter
narrative, rap-not unlike the contradictory aspects of other 
oppositional cultural forms such as punk and the blues
comes dangerously close to (re)inscribing the master narratives 
themselves, and thus inscribing itself as a new master narrative. 
The case of rap as a post-slavery participant in African 
diasporic cultural production reminds us just how important it 

2. Je,tn-Paul Sartre, Orphee Noir, cited by Frantz Fanon in Black Skin, White 
Masks (New York, 1967), 134. 
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is to ask Trinh T. Minh-Ha's question repeatedly: "How can 
one re-create without re-circulating domination?"3 

In exploring the relationship between rap and the mainte
nance of hegemonic U.S. nation-building, I am understanding 
U.S. master narrativity as a necessarily plural, multiple, and 
unstable set of configurations. Raymond Williams writes: 

A lived hegemony is always a process. It is not, except analytically, a sys
tem or structure. It is a realized complex of experiences, relationships, 
and activities, with specific and changing pressures and limits. In prac
tice, that is, hegemony can never be singular. ... Moreover, it does not 
just passively exist as a form of dominance-It has continually to be re
newed, recreated, defended, and modified. It is also continually resist
ed, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at all its own. 4 

This paper hopes to intervene here, in this critical space 
between the scramble to maintain domination and the multi-· 
pIe instances of resistance and challenge that run counter to 
that attempted maintenance at anyone particular historical 
moment. For "while by definition it is always dominant, [hege
mony] is never either total or exclusive," always both coexisting 
with a plurality of counter- or alternative hegemonies and, in 
the employment of the "decisive hegemonic function," at
tempting to incorporate them. 5 In this paper I envision rap as 
living here in the cultural territory between resistance and in
corporation. 

In rapping in opposition to an exclusionary and imagined 
U.S. nation, as Benedict Anderson would have it, rap too 
readily espouses its own brand of cultural nationalism based on 
an equally imagined community of authentic black subjects. 
And it is here that rap becomes most problematic. In its at
tempt to affirm the presence of blackness and of the black sub
ject, rap ultimately threatens to do exactly what Frantz Fanon 

3. Trinh T. Minh-Ha, When The Moon Waxes Red: Representation, Gender, 
and Cultural Politics (New York, I99I), I5. 
4. Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York, I977), II2. 

5. Ibid., II3. 

7 
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accused the Europeans of doing, relying on "a fixed concept of 
the Negro,"6 a self-defeating vision of authentic blackness that 
may prove to be more performed fiction than "real-life" report
mg. 

Giving the Drummer Some: ''I'm Talking 'Bout ... 
BASS"? 

In his discussion of "The Fact of Blackness," Fanon examines 
the relationship between the "poetic power" of the Negritude 
poets, their foregrounding of rhythm, and the consolidation of 
race and culture. 8 Fanon's location of the importance of 
rhythm in the work of poets or "singers" like Leopold Senghor 
and fume Cesaire is indicative of the larger historical role that 
music has played in the development of Mrican diasporic arts 
and the survival of Mrican diasporic culture. I understand the 
rap music of Hip Hop culture as a hemispheric, American mu
sic that does not represent the musical expression of a fixed 
racial, national self, but one that is born from transnational en
ergies, having just as much ro do with Kingsron, San Juan, 
Port-au-Prince, and Havana as it does with the South Bronx 
and Compton; i.e., it depends on a system of dispersaJ rather 
than a system of consolidation. It is a music born out of the 
meeting of pan-American cultures and out of the transoceanic 
immigrant movement of Caribbean sound systems into 
Mrican American and Latino New York neighborhoods in the 
mid-I970s. Rap emerged as just one facet of the larger Hip 
Hop culture, a hybridized youth culture born out of the ener-

6. Fanon, Black Skin, 35. 
7. Public Enemy, "Night of the Living Baseheads," It Takes a Nation of 
Millions to Hold Us Back (Def Jam, 1988). 
8. Fanon, Black Skin, 129. 
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gies of African American and African Caribbean populations 
(both English- and Spanish-speaking), which also included 
graffiti and breakdancing. While my intent is not to neglect 
Puerto Rican and Dominican contributions to the evolution of 
Hip Hop nor to overlook the continuing participation of 
Latino rappers in Hip Hop conversations,9 I will be examining 
rap within the more limited framework with which it is most 
frequently associated in U.S. critical and popular discourse, as 
an expression of African American cultural and political life 
that continues an African diasporic tradition of black music as 
a site of popular memory, of re-membering the broken frag
ments of a silenced history, and of "creating music from invisi-
b'l' "10 Iny. 

For the Negritude poets, it was in the "beat, beat, beat of 
the tom-tom"ll where the potential for a liberating transcen
dence lay, a beat still heard loud and clear throughout rap 
music. "When the tom-tom beats," writes Jacques Roumain, 
"you sense the sweet sorcery of the past: I A river carries you far 
away from the banks, I Carries you toward the ancestral land
scape.,,12 It is through the rhythms of the tom-tom that an in
herently revolutionary blackness is partly configured and an 

9. On the impact of Puerto Rican Hip Hoppers on the development of rap 
music, see the exciting work ofJuan Flores: "Rappin', Writin' and Breakin': 
Black and Puerto Rican Street Culture in New York City," Centro 2, no. 3 
(1988); "It's a Street Thing!" Callaloo 15, no. 4 (1992); and "Puerto Rican and 
Proud, Boyee!" in Andrew Ross and Tricia Rose, eds., Microphone Fiends 
(New York, 1994). Also see, for example, the music of Lisa M, Mro-Rican, 
Cypress Hill, Mellow Man Ace, Lighter Shade of Brown, Funky Aztecs, 
Azrlan Nation, Funkdoobiest, The Beatnuts, Proper Dos, and Shooryz 
Groove. 
10. A concept that originated with Ralph Ellison but is articulated here by 
Houston Baker, Jr. in Black Studies, Rap. and the Academy (Chicago, 1993), 
35· 
11. Cole Porter, "Night and Day." 
12. Jacques Roumain, "When the Tom-Tom Beats," in Ellen Conroy 
Kennedy, The Negritude Poets: An Anthology of Translations (New York, 
1975),22. 
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imagined connection to a distant Africa of the past is con
structed. In the presence of such a rhythm, Senghor demands, 
"Let us listen to its song, listen to our dark blood beat, / Let us 
listen to it beat, the deep pulse beat of Africa in the mist oflost 
villages."13 Rappers New Kingdom similarly intone, "If you 
wanna know where I'm comin' from / Listen to my fuckin' 
drum."14 

But what are we to do with such an abstract impression of 
the incantatory power of the tom-tom, the liberating power of 
rhythm, the reduction of multiple histories of an entire culture 
to the sound of the drum? In The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon 
describes a scene in which the role of rhythm, dance, and cir
cular formation is directly linked to discussions of subverting 
colonialist and imperialist discourses: 

At certain times on certain days, men and women come together at a 
given place, and there, under the solemn eye of the tribe, fling them
selves into a seemingly unorganized pantomime, which is in reality ex
tremely systematic, in which by various means-shakes of the head, 
bending of the spinal column, throwing of the whole body back
ward-may be deciphered as in an open book the huge effort of a com
munity to exorcise itself, to liberate itself, to explain itself. There are no 
limits inside the circle. 15 

This West African tradition of the "circle dance" was eventually 
carried on, in a somewhat altered form, in the "ring-shout" of 
the deep South. 16 

The vital role of the drum and the danced circle continued 
to manifest itself in U.S. slave culture. Determined to quell an 
increasing number of slave rebellions, slave owners discovered 
that the primary means of communication from plantation to 
plantation were Sunday meetings in Congo Square where 

13. Leopold Senghor, "Night of Sine," ibid., I30. 

14. New Kingdom, "Mama and Papa," Heavy Load (Gee Street/Island, 
1993)· 
15. Frantz Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth (New York, 1963), 57. 
16. Marshall Stearns, The Story of Jazz (New York, 1958), 18. 
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slaves would gather to play drums, sing, and dance. In order to 

prevent such underground musical communication, slave own
ers outlawed the playing of drums in groups and the gathering 
of people in circles. 17 The mere presence of Mrican drums 
"suggested unspeakable alien rites, they made possible illicit 
and rancorous allegiances which smacked of future discord. 
They hinted at the darkest of rebellions: Negritude." 18 As if ad
dressing both Fanon and the events of Congo Square, the rap 
group Freestyle Fellowship incant over a booming Hip Hop 
beat, 

This is the part when you get in a circle 
Move your body 
Move your body ... 
Everything is gonna be all right. 19 

From 1960s Algeria to 1990S Los Angeles, the power of the 
drummed rhythm and beat of the circle potentially to exorcise, 
to liberate, and, most importantly, to explain a people has not 
been lost. 

Moreover, "the irrepressible rhythms of the forbidden 
drum"20 manifest themselves most specifically in the Hip Hop 
phenomenon of bass. The deep and vibrating boom of bass is 
at the core of Hip Hop's "jeep culture" and is an essential com
ponent of the Hip Hop sound, with the majority of Hip Hop 
records favoring and relying on a mix that leans toward the 
lower end of the sonic spectrum.21 Through its insistence on 
rhythms through bass, Hip Hop preserves, as one Negritude 
poet wrote, a "vibration that flows out by degrees into the mar
row."22 The drum remains a fundamental musical site of cul-

17. Modibo Keita, "Extending the Blues to Mrica," an exhibition and lec
ture with Alioune Diop presented at Duke University, 23 September I992. 
18. Dick Hebdige, Subculture: The Meaning of Style (New York, 1979), 31. 
19. Freestyle Fellowship, "Everything's Everything," Innercity Griots (4th & 
Bway/Island, I993). 
20. Paul Gilroy, The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousness 
(Cambridge, Mass., I993), 76. 
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tural expression, through which links to African tradition are 
simultaneously both imagined and confirmed. Or in the words 
of Masta Ace's "Jeep Ass Niguh": 

Black boy, black boy 
Turn that shit down 
Y'know that America· 
Don't wanna hear the sound 
Of the bass drum, jungle music 
Go back to Mrica ... 
I'm breakin' ear drums 
While I'm breakin' the law ... 
You can't stop the power of the bass in your eye.23 

Rdpping Against the Hegemonic Grain 

Rap, then, is the latest installment in this process of seeking 
exorcism, liberation, and explanation through a musical lan
guage. Rappers are part of a long and multifaceted African di-

21. "Jeep culture" refers to the culture that has developed around the culti
vation and amplification of booming bass-heavy music from car speakers, 
specifically in jeeps, in public spaces. Some Hip Hop records are mixed with 
car stereo speakers in mind, providing plenty of "jeep beats." Public Enemy 
is just one example of a group that prioritizes bass, popularizing expressions 
like "Bass in your face!" and "Bass, how low can you go?" Public Enemy DJ 
Terminator X's first solo record is entitled The Valley of the Jeep Beats and 
Da King & 1's debut is called Contemporary Jeep Music. A Tribe Called 
Quest named their second record in homage to bass, calling it The Low End 
Theory. A separate branch of Hip Hop has developed that is devoted to 
(usually underground) mixes featuring bass-heavy beats, usually called "Bass 
Trax," "Bass Wars," or "Bass Music" and most frequently associated with 
Miami. 
22. Anonymous Negritude poet cited by Jean-Paul Same in "Black 
Orpheus," "What Is Literature?" and Other Essays (Cambridge, Mass., 1988), 
32 1. 

23. Masta Ace Incorporated, "Jeep Ass Niguh" from SlaughtaHouse 
(Delicious Vinyl, 1993). 
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asporic tradition that extends from African griots to Chicago 
blues singers, Jamaican toasters, and brassy bandleaders. In 
short, rap is one more example of what Paul Gilroy has called a 
"dissonant soundtrack of racial dissidence."24 Operating out of 
a "marginal" or "minority" space in the contemporary culture 
of the United States, rap music combines the rhyming of the 
spoken word with the "boom-bash" of the Hip Hop beat to de
liver an alternative narrative of ethnic ancestry.25 

The proliferation of rap music and its growing popularity 
as a genre has helped give birth to an entire Hip Hop language, 
a patois born from the multiracial inner city streets of New 
York and Los Angeles, a slang that delre-forms standard 
English into new and constantly changing expressions, thereby 
dialogizing the monologic idiom of national consensus. It is, as 
Ntozake Shange writes in her poem "People of Watts," an ex
ample of "rappin' a English we make up as we go along / turnin' 
nouns into verbs."26 Some have gone so far as to call Hip Hop 
"an entire subculture based on the hijacking of the English lan
guage.,,27 Whether or not this statement is deemed extreme, it 
is impossible not to recognize its validity when rappers like Da 
King & I structure an entire song around the Hip Hop notion 
of "flipping da scrip," or when Busta Rhymes of the group 
Leaders of the New School raps, in their aptly titled "Syntax 
Era": 

24. Paul Gilroy, "It's a Family Mfair," in Gina Dent, ed., Black Popular Cul
ture, Dia Center for the Arts, Discussions in Contemporary Culture No.8 
(Seattle, 1992), 312. 
25. I borrow this notion from Angie Chabram-Dernersesian and her discus
sion of the status of women in the Chicano movement, in her essay "I 
Throw Punches for My Race, but I Don't Want ro be a Man" in Lawrence 
Grossberg, Cary Nelson, and Paula A. Treichler, eds., Cultural Studies (New 
York, 1992), 87. 
26. Ntozake Shange, "People of Watts, " in Aloud' Voices from the Nuyorican 
Poets Cafi (New York, 1994), 365. 
27. James Bernard, introduction to Fab Five Freddy, Fresh Fly Flavor: Words 
6- Phrases of the Hip-Hop Generation (Stamford, 1992 ), 3. 

I3 
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Copy cat do this do that wanna do something do this 
Chicky chaka chubaka, gitty getty gotcha 

Ah man all of a sudden people say I be buggin 
Rugged culture musical hip hop I be lovin 

Gimme Gimme, Gimme somethin' Gimme somethin' for nuthin' 
Rich blood sucker of the poor I see you, hickory, dickory hey, 
watch out for the trickery 
What happened to creativity, dignity, integrity 
Hey Mr. Sneaky-one don't try to read my mind, just worry 'bout 
Gettin' yours because I'm gettin mines 

Trippin, Dippin, and Winin' 
Stop the damn cryin I don't know what you tryin' 
You better stop Iyin' 

With correct intellect, wetter bigger & better, as I come straight 
Check out my syntax 
Era28 

The "fresh fly flavor" of the Hip Hop generation follows 
the lead of the bebop era of jazz in which the pachuco-influ
enced "bop talk" or "jive scat" flourished. The widespread use 
of bebop vernacular led to bandleader Cab Calloway's publica
tion of The New Cab Calloway's Hepster Dictionary. Not only 
did bop talk hijack standard English and create words not 
found in a standard dictionary, but it created its own version of 
an official language and catalogued it in its own dictionary.29 
Similarly, the size and significance of the Hip Hop vocabulary 
has grown to such an unignorable volume that TV host/visual 
artist/video director Fab Five Freddy has recently compiled 
Fresh Fly Flavor: Words and Phrases of the Hip Hop Generation, a 
sixty-page dictionary containing over seven hundred instances 

28. Da King & I, "Flip Da Scrip," Contemporary Jeep Music (Rowdy 
Records, 1993) and Leaders of the New School, "Syntax Era," The Inner 
Mind's Eye: The Endless Dispute With Reality (Elektra, 1993). 
29. David T oop, Rap Attack 2: African Rap to Global Hip Hop (London, 
1991), 36. 
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of "divine gurgling" and "talking out the side of your neck."30 
If, as Fanon has claimed, "to speak means ... above all to assume 
a culture, to support the weight of a civilization," then the sig
nificance of the development and establishment of a Hip Hop 
language becomes clear.31 

Rap's status as an alternative ethnic narrative almost inevi
tably defines it as potentially subversive. Combining what is 
written with what is performed, rap music challenges official 
histories and aims to gather both historical and current infor
mation as part of a larger process of disseminating a new histo
ry of Mrican American peoples. It is, in the words of poet Paul 
Beatty, "a politically economically amputeed people's fist."32 In 
giving voice to those otherwise rendered silent, rap hopes to 
"fight the power"33 with words and music that voice issues, ex
periences, and views that are silenced in mainstream media of 
expression, making it a vital sonic participant in a Foucauldian 
"insurrection of subjugated knowledges."34 Rap uses its status 
as subjugated knowledge to pur itself on the front line of com
bating U.S. cultural amnesia. In doing so, rap serves as a public 
space of African American discourse, "black America's 
CNN,"35 which allows Mrican American youth to better un
derstand linkages between the past and the present, "using the 
past as a fertile source of social reflection, cultural creation, and 

30. "Divine gurgling" is a phrase from Fanon, Black Skin, 20; I use "talking 
out the side of your neck" after Ricardo Cortez Cruz, from his novel Straight 
Gutta Compton (Boulder, 1992). It was also the subject of Cameo's 1984 hit 
"Talkin' Out the Side of Your Neck" on She's Strange (Atlanta/Mercury, 
1984). 
31. Fanon, Black Skin, 17. 
32. Paul Beatty, "No Tag Backs," Joker, Joker, Deuce (New York, 1994), 33. 
33. Public Enemy, "Fight the Power" (Your Mothers Music/Def American 
Songs, 1989). 
34. Michel Foucault, cited by Jon Michael Spencer in the preface to 

Spencer, ed., The Emergency of Black and the Emergence of Rap (Durham, 
1991), 3· 
35. An oft-cited phrase attributed to Public Enemy's lead rapper Chuck D. 

15 
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political resistance"36 to create a sound that, through its em
brace and mastery of sonic technologies, moves swiftly and 
loudly into the future. 

These Are the Breaks 

Rap's role as unofficial history, educational system, and com
munications network is born out of a concept mentioned 
earlier, Ralph Ellison's notion of "creating music out of invisi
bility." In a striking and illuminating passage from Ellison's In
visible Man, the protagonist discusses his relationship to music 
and invisibility: 

There is a certain acoustical deadness in my hole, and when I have 
music I want to feel its vibration, not only with my ear but with my 
whole body. I'd like to hear five recordings of Louis Armstrong playing 
and singing "What Did I Do to Be so Black and Blue"-all at the same 
time ... , Perhaps I like Louis Armstrong because he's made poetry out 
of being invisible .... Invisibility, let me explain, gives one a slightly dif
ferent sense of time, you're never quite on the beat. Sometimes you're 
ahead and sometimes behind. Instead of the swift and imperceptible 
flowing of time, you are aware of its nodes, those points where time 
stands still or from which it leaps ahead. And you slip into the breaks 
and look around. 37 

It is within these "breaks" that Hip Hop was born. "Breaks" 
are passages played by percussion instruments, through which 
the forward movement of musical time is halted-"critical mo-

36. Michael Eric Dyson, "Performance, Protest, and Prophecy in the Cul
ture of Hip Hop" in Spencer, ed., The Emergency of Black, 23. 
37. Ralph Ellison, The Invisible Man (New York, 1990),8. I was made aware 
of this passage by Evan Eisenberg in The RecordingAngel (New York, 1990). 
The protagonist's reHections on Louis Armstrong are further echoed in Paul 
Niger's statement that "on the judgement day, Armstrong's trumpet will be 
the interpreter of man's sufferings." See Sartre, "Black Orpheus," 320. 



repercussions Fall I994 

ments" of sonic rupture in which "bass lines are isolated and 
suspended" and where established rhythmic patterns are mo
mentarily interrupted.38 It was these percussion breaks that pi
oneering deejays like Kool DJ Herc seized upon to invent and 
shape what has become known as "break-beat music," the mu
sical backbone of rap. Herc would take two copies of the same 
record, place one on each of two turntables, isolate the percus
sion breaks (for example, conga or bongo solos or a timbales 
solo), and then play them over and over by dropping the record 
needle back to the start of the break on one record while the 
other was allowed to play through.39 

Breaks, then, occupy interstitial musical loci in a composi
tion; percussive spaces found between melodies, choruses, 
and/or bridges, they explode in the cracks between distinct and 
marked musical units. Deejays would isolate breaks in records 
and, through the process of "cutting and mixing" outlined 
above, remove them from their original compositions and res
ituate them in a new "freestyle" composition that was being as
sembled live in front of dancing crowds. Deejays would break 
down musical binaries by locating a "third," in-between space, 
in which a new musical and cultural consciousness was born. 
From this initial practice that mixed hands-on assemblage with 
sound technology was born an entire (sub)culture centered 
around the concept of the break. "Breakdancing," for example, 
referred to the rhythmic, gymnastic body movements that ac
companied entire songs consisting only of percussion breaks. 
In a popular early rap song, Kurtis Blow sang both the praises 
and pitfalls of "The Breaks": 

Clap your hands, everybody 
If you got what it takes 
'Cause I'm Kurtis Blow and I want you to know 
That these are the breaks! 

38. Tricia Rose, Black Noise (Hanover, N.H., 1994), 67. 
39. A more detailed description of this process can be found in Toop, Rap 
Attack,60. 
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Breakson a plane, brakes on a train 
Breaks to make you go insane 
Breaks in love, breaks in war 
But we got breaks to let you on the floor 
And these are the breaks 
Break it up, break it up, break it up! 
Break down! Yo!40 

Cutting and mixing isolated percussion breaks was just a 
hint of what was to come with "sampling," a practice that has 
become one of the principal components of the contemporary 
rap song. "Sampling" refers to the process of taking fragments 
of songs, speeches, sounds, advertisements, conversations, and 
television and film dialogue, removing them from their origi
nal contexts, and splicing or looping them together into a sonic 
collage over which rhymed verses are rapped. This is done with 
a sampler, a computer capable of digital duplication, playback, 
and looping of preexisting sounds.41 Take, for example, Darius 
James's treatment of the Hip Hop sample in his recent novel, 
Negrophobia: 

Music. Radio white noise. Reptile Skin. A bird's head. A cat with a coat 
of flames. TV commercials. Radio white noise. The Bernard Goetz 
confession mixed to hip-hop rap rhythms. Pentecostal tent-house 
shouts. Police sirens. Malcolm X speeches. Harlem bar talk. The bark 
of heroin pitchmen. The assassination ofJohn F. Kennedy cross-edited 
with the Amos and Andy radio show. And the recurrent image of the 
young black boy, repeating the phrase, "Yo man! You got five dollars? 
Yo man! You got five dollars?" answered with gunfire.42 

Deejays approach pieces of sound as open texts that can be 
splintered, dismantled, and shuffled from context to context. 
Deejays are sound technicians, or, as many are known, the "cut 

40. Kurtis Blow, "The Breaks" (Polygram, 1980), available on Street Jams: 
Hip-Hop ftom the Top, Part 1 (Rhino/Skanless, 1992). 
41. For a wonderfully in-depth and lucid discussion of rap technologies, see 
Rose, Black Noise, 62-99. 
42. Darius James, Negrophobia (New York, 1992), 52. 
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creators" who "wage an assault on the privileges of recorded 
music.,,43 Rap music is built on this aesthetic practice of splic
ing shards of sound into a quilt of musical fragmentation. 

Rap samples operate somewhat like Michel de Certeau's 
"smudge." Whereas in his discussion of citation in the novel, 
smudges come in the form of a "disturbing sound from adif
ferent tradition,,,44 in rap the sonic smudges tend to be sounds 
from both the same and different traditions. Though most rap 
samples are taken from within the African American "tradi
tion," many rap artists have begun to draw upon an array of 
samples that are bound by no one particular tradition. Rap 
group De La Soul's groundbreaking 3 Feet High and Rising, for 
example, exploded sampling possibilities by mixing together 
French-language instructional records, a monologue spoken by 
Johnny Cash, and a chorus from white pop group Hall and 
Oates, among many others. It is in this sense that rap music 
contributes to what de Certeau calls "making a coup: ... a de-:
tour by way of a past or by way of a quotation made in order to 
take advantage of an occasion and to modify an equilibrium by 
taking it by surprise.,,45 Rap's fragmentary composition is in
deed a musical coup, using samples from the distant and im
mediate past as sonic detours in and around the voicing of a 
contemporary musical language. 

Within the space of one rap song, a Malcolm X speech, a 
Bootsy Collins bassline, a Prince scream, a John Coltrane sax 
solo, a Richard Pryor joke, news coverage of the Los Angeles 
uprising, and a Max Roach drum solo are all spliced together 
into a heterogeneous unity over which are rapped stories that 

43. Paul Gilroy, There Ain't No Black in the UnionJack': The Cultural Pol
itics of Race and Nation (Chicago, 1991), 212. See also Elizabeth Wheeler's 
discussion of rap and the "well-wrought urn" in "Most of My Heroes Don't 
Appear on No Stamps," Black Music Research Journal II, no. 2 (1991): 199. 
44. Michel De Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, 1984), 154-5. 
He compares the smudge to "the scribbling of a child on the book which is 
the local authority." 
45. Ibid., 79. 
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range from the most personal to the most public. No topic ap
pears taboo to the rap artist, who feels free to choose from li
braries of past sound, organize them as he sees fit, and 
recontextualize them by delivering his/her own rapped narra
tive. Afrika Bambaataa, a pioneering deejay and one of Hip 
Hop's founding fathers, describes a typical show: 

When everybody was going crazy I would throw on a commercial to 
cool them out-I'd throw on The Pink Panther theme for everybody 
who thought they was cool like the Pink Panther, and then I would 
play 'Honky Tonk Woman' by the Rolling Stones and just keep that 
beat going. I'd play something from metal rock records like Grand 
Funk Railroad .... I'd throw on 'Sergeant Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club 
Band' .... I'd throw on the Monkees, 'Mary Mary'-just the beat part 
where they'd go 'Mary Mary, where are you going?'46 

Bambaataa's appropriation of music outside of African 
American tradition, music played in the living rooms of "the 
master's house," and recoding and resituating it in the African 
American present is exemplary of a "mimicry',47 in which the 
language of the master narrative is recoded by the language of 
the counternarrative, producing a copy that is unfaithful to the 
original.48 Once Bambaataa's through with them, the Monkees 
will never be the same. The positions of colonialism are invert
ed, with Hip Hop deejays using turntables and a mixer to "col
onize" ill usical traditions that have restricted their 
participation.49 

46. Afrika Bambaataa, quoted in Toop, Rap Attack, 65-66. 
47. I am alluding here to Homi K. Bhaba's illuminating discussion of post
colonial mimicry in "Of Mimicry and Man: The Ambivalence of Colonial 
Discourse," The Location of Culture (New York, 1994). 
48. I borrow this phrase from Lisa Lowe, "Unfaithful To The Original: The 
Subject of Dictee," in Norma Alarcon and Elaine H. Kim, eds., Writing 
SelflWriting Nation (Berkeley, 1994). 
49. This inverted musical colonialism is explored in more detail by George 
Lipsitz, Time Passages: Collective Memory and American Popular Culture 
(Minneapolis, 1990), 265. 
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It is important to note here that while the sampling of mu
sic from outside of the Mrican American tradition does take 
place, and while mimicry of the original does occur, the bulk of 
rap samples tend to come from within the tradition of Mrican 
American culture. This tendency has led Tricia Rose to read 
sampling as "archiving."So Through the use of a particular sam
ple, deejays have the power to revive, re-create, and relive par
ticular historical moments. While in other musical arenas the 
use of old songs or ideas is looked down upon as unoriginal, 
rap subverts this notion of originality: the deejays' claim to 
fame is based on who best uses and chooses samples. "Music 
belongs to the people," writes Greg Tate, "and sampling isn't a 
copycat act but a form of reanimation. Sampling in hiphop is 
the digitized version of hiphop deejaying, an archival project 
and an art form unto itself. Hiphop is ancestor worship."Sl 
Through samples, the listener is brought back to times and 
places in the recent or distant past. In short, the history is in 
the music. Rappers put it best themselves: 

The DJ plays your favorite blasts 
Takes you back to the past. 

A rhyme sings and a DJ samples. 
Because we don't have a band, it's just my voice and his hands. 
That's what Hip Hop was and still stands. 
The records we use from mom and pop's collection, 
find a break from a dope selection. 52 

It is in this context of sampling as historiographic praxis 
that rap music most clearly participates in Bakhtin's "dialogic 

50. From comments made in her talk as part of the "Too Legit To Quit" 
conference held at Duke University in Spring 1992. 
51. Greg Tate, Flyboy in the Buttennilk: Essays On Contemporary America 
(New York, 1992), 130. 
52. Mrika Bambaataa and the Soul Sonic Force, "Planet Rock" (Tommy 
Boy) and Eric B. and Rakim, "Put Your Hands Together," Follow The 
Leader (Uni Records, 1988). 
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imagination." Tricia Rose and George Lipsitz have both em
phasized the importance of Bakhtin to musical analysis, with 
Rose specifically calling attention to the dialogism inherent in 
the structure and practice of rap. Rap music, like the novels 
Bakhtin analyzes in his discussion of dialogism in "Forms of 
Time and Chronotope in the Novel," participates in 

the weaving of historical and socio-public events together with the per
sonal and even deeply private side of life, with the secrets of the bou
doir; the interweaving of petty, private intrigues with political and 
financial intrigues, the interpretation of state with boudoir secrets, of 
historical sequences with the everyday and biographical sequences.53 

As Rose has pointed out, rap's interweaving of the public 
with the private, the historical with the condition of the 
present, speaks directly to Lipsitz's own reading of Bakhtinian 
dialogism: 

Popular music is nothing if not dialogic, the product of an ongoing his
torical conversation in which no one has the first or last word. The 
traces of the past that pervade the popular music of the present amount 
to more than mere chance: they are not simply juxtapositions of in
compatible realities. They reflect a dialogic process, one embedded in 
collective history and nurtured by the ingenuity of artists in fashioning 
icons of opposition.54 

Lipsitz's notion of music as conversation between past and 
present is perhaps most fully realized in rap, where voices are 
literally allowed to speak to one another. Malcolm X speaks to 
Rodney King. Martin Luther King, Jr. speaks to Ice Cube. 
And, as the insistent topicality of rap has proven, this conversa
tion is necessarily an open one, a dialogue that can and must be 
joined by new voices in order for the musical and historical 

53. Mikhail M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, ed. Michael Holquist, 
trans. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin, 1981), 247. 
54. Rose cites and discusses Lipsitz in "Never Trust a Big Butt and a Smile," 
Camera Obscura 23 (1990): 109-31. Lipsitz's reading ofBakhtin appears in 
Time Passages, 99-100. 
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conversations to stay alive and function effectively as "icons of 
opposition." 

Sampling fragments and mixing them together into an on
going sonic conversation speaks to the general characteristic of 
rap music as defiantly heterogeneous and nonlinear. It is here 
that we see how rap's aesthetic is inherently disruptive to hege
monic narratives of nation. If, as Benedict Anderson has ar
gued, the maintenance of the "imagined community" of the 
nation relies on the unified and coherent fresence of "simulta
neity in 'homogeneous, empty rime,"'5 then rap takes this 
empty time and fills it. It fragments, splits, and shatters bodies 
of temporal linearity, rendering obsolete any conception of 
time as homogenous and simultaneous. As George Clinton 
tells us, "Dis beat disrupts / Dis beat obstruct the Justice of the 
peace and quiet in your neighborhood tonight."5 The disrup
tive beat of Hip Hop threatens the empty space of homo
geneity on which the construction and maintenance of the 
nation claim to depend. 

Performing Authentic Black Subjectivity 

As much as Hip Hop effectively operates as a counternarrative, 
it has threatened to defeat itself in two critical ways, both of 
which operate through its highly problematic construction and 
performance of "realness." Throughout the various strains of 
Hip Hop, there is a repeated concern for authenticity; for "be
ing down" with an absolutist program of ghetto blackness that 
manifests itself in the imagined figures ofthe "real nigga," the 
"true nigga," and the "0. G." (original gangsta), and the re
spected stances of being hard, rough, rugged, and raw. Hip 

55. Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London, I99I), 25. 
56. George Clinton, "Dis Beat Disrupts," Hey Man ... Smell M.y Finger 
(Paisley Park/Warner Bros., I993). 

23 



24 Kun The Sound ofBlacknuss 

Hop's prioritizing of an authenticated and essentialized black
ness has expressed itself through two crucial channels. First, in 
its challenging and disruption of the totalizing master narrative 
of "the nation," rap participates in its own process of totaliza
tion, attempting to forge a counternarrative of musical and cul
tural resistance that relies and depends on the construction of 
an imagined nation of its own, the "Hip Hop Nation," upheld 
by an exclusive constituency of what Valerie Smith and Paul 
Gilroy have referred to as "authentic black subjects."57 Second, 
due to the nature of the capitalist market economy in which 
rap music participates and the everyday realities of urban U.S. 
life out of which rap continues to grow, images, expressions, 
and performances of a fixed "reality" of black life have become 
profitable commodity objects, with the "real nigga" left as the 
only nigga that sells. 

Rap is the voice of the black nation crying out at its highest. 
- Poor Righteous Teachers 

Brothers Gonna Work It Out. 
- Public Enemy 

By positioning themselves in opposition to the discursive 
hegemony of the U.S. grand narrative of "nation," I would ar
gue that rappers have espoused some brand of what can loosely 
be referred to as "nationalism" or, more specifically, "Black na
tionalism." The Black nationalism that is invoked in Hip Hop 
is one that remains vaguely defined. I follow the lead of Angela 
Y. Davis, who in an important recent essay, "Black National
ism: The Sixties and the Nineties," argues that "there is no sim-

57. Smith used the term in her lecture "Authenticiry in Narratives of the 
Black Middle Class" 9 November 1993 at U. C. Berkeley; Gilroy discusses 
it in both There Ain't No Black In The Union Jack' and "Sounds Authentic: 
Black Music, Ethnicity, and the Challenge of a Changing Same," Black 
Music Research Joumaln, no. 2 (1991): IlI-36. 
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pIe or unitary way to look at expressions of Black nationalism 
or essentialism in contemporary cultural forms."58 Phillip 
Brian Harper has similarly noted that "a generalized cultural 
nationalism, more than any other form, has been a pervasive 
influence in Mro-American life since the 1960s."59 The com
munity that forms and informs the Hip Hop Nation is truly 
imagined in that it "is based less on its realization through state 
formation than on a collective challenge to the consensus logic 
of U.S. nationalism. The language of the nation is appropri
ated by the Hip Hop community as a vehicle for contesting the 
changing discursive and institutional structures of racism in 
America."60 The nation envisioned in rap music never makes 
the more typical nationalist claim for statehood. It is an effort 
by communities of black youth to establish political, philo
sophical, and racial identity through an accessible framework 
of recognizable linguistic, historical, and cultural markers. Hip 
Hop nationalism speaks only to the imagining of a collective 
consciousness, "a consciousness of where we need to be, how 
we need to look at other people, how we need to look at our
selves and re-evaluate ourselves," says Ice Cube,61 not to the 
realization of a political institution. It is important to remem
ber that even though no state aPtEaratus is conceived of fic
tively, the "nation-consciousness" 2 of rap is both "imagined" 
and "invented," both intangibly dreamt up and tangibly 
shaped, produced, and constructed. 

58. Angela Y. Davis, "Black Nationalism: The Sixties and the Nineties," in 
Black Popular Culture, 320. 

59. Phillip Brian Harper, "Eloquence and Epitaph: Black Nationalism and 
the Homophobic Impulse in Responses to the Death of Max Robinson," 
Henry Abelove, Michele Aina Barale, David M. Halperin, eds., The Lesbian 
and Gay Studies Reader (New York, 1993). See also Gilroy's discussion of 
Ellison's "identity of passions" in There Ain't No Black in the Union Jack,' 
159· 
60. Jeffrey Louis Decker, "The State of Rap: Time and Place in Hip Hop 
Nationalism," Social Text 34 (1993): 54· 
61. Ice Cube, in "Nappy Happy: A Conversation With Ice Cube and 
Angela Y. Davis," Transition 58 (1993): 180. 
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It is this type of nationalism that I see being expressed in 
rap music, an umbrella nationalism that melds the cultural, the 
political, the economic, and the revolutionary into one gener
alized stateless whole. Indeed, expressions of nationalist senti
ments in Hip Hop cultur~ run the gamut from Black Panther 
Party politics (Paris) to the Nation of Islam (Ice Cube, MC 
Ren, A Tribe Called Quest) and the Five Percent Nation (Poor 
Righteous Teachers, Brand Nubian) to "Afro-" or "Egypto-" 
centrism (X Clan) and the more common mixture of all three 
(Public Enemy and the many groups belonging to Afrika 
Bambaataa's enormous Hip Hop collective, the Zulu 
Nation)63. In Hip Hop, though, the above divisions remain 
virtually invisible. It is not uncommon, for example, for rap
pers to be both Black Panthers and supporters of Louis Farra
khan. Identification with only one particular nationalist 
movement is rare in rap music (though slowly gaining ground), 
with most rappers identifying with the vague notion of "nation 
consciousness." The nationalism of the Hip Hop Nation picks 
and chooses from the various Black nationalist movements of 
the sixties, combining ideologies that were once held separate 
from each other, and shaping them together into a brand of 
what is perhaps best described as a "cultural nationalism" that 
remains fluid, changing, and unfixed. 

It is perhaps no surprise that a male-dominated genre such 
as rap music would choose to espouse not only the valuable, 
effective, and groundbreaking tactics of many of the sixties' 
Black nationalist movements but also much of its limiting mas
culinist rhetoric. In his study of the relationship between oral
ity, nationalism, and homophobia in African American culture, 
Phillip Brian Harper situates rap music along an African Amer-

62. For examples of how this term is used, see Nation Conscious Rap: The 
Hip Hop Vision (New York, 1991), a lengthy collection of essays and inter
views with Hip Hop artists. 
63. For more on the Zulu Nation and how it grew out of a street gang to 

create a Hip Hop family, see Steven Hager, Hip Hop: The Illustrated History 
of Break Dancing, Rap Music, and Graffiti (New York, 1984), ro. 
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ican continuum of maculinist orality that manifests itself in 
early-sixties folk poems like "Stagger Lee" (who is "Stag" and 
not a "fag") and the revolutionary poetics of the Black Arts 
movement, in which a black nationalism is held up as a model 
"to which all sufficiently proud Mrican-Americans must sub
scribe."64 Yet who is this black subject? Who meets the qualifi
cations for membership in this new oppositional nation? 

Exactly who is invited to be a member of the Hip Hop 
Nation becomes clear rather quickly when one considers a few 
examples: rap group Cypress Hill announces to a San Francisco 
audience, "all homos and fags in San Francisco, fuck you!"; Ice 
Cube's deadly promise to "kick the bitch in the tummy" in ref
erence to a woman who claims to be pregnant with his baby;65 
Public Enemy's Chuck D's statement, "Love between men 
shouldn't involve sex";66 and the much debated employment of 
the bitch/ho vocabulary. 

While they are clearly audible components of much of rap's 
counternarrativity, misogyny and homophobia are by no 
means to be understood as specific to rap music and Hip Hop 
culture, but rather as characteristic of the larger U.S. cross
cultural formations within which rap and Hip Hop find them
selves situated. A recent essay by bell hooks, in which she 
examines the sexism and misogyny in rap (specifically gangsta 
rap) next to Jane Campion's film The Piano, makes this point 
clear. She posits gangsta rap as part of a "sexist continuum nec
essary for the maintenance of patriarchal social order," a reflec
tion of dominant cultural values rather than an aberrant 
pathology. 67 

64. Harper, "Eloquence and Epitaph," 166-7. 
65. Ice Cube, "You Can't Fade Me," Amerikkka's Most Wanted (Priority, 
1990 ). 

66. Chuck D, cited by Havelock Nelson and Michael A. Gonzales in Bring 
The Noise: A Guide To Rap Music and Hip-Hop Culture (New York, 1991), 
184. 
67. bell hooks, "Sexism and Misogyny: Who Takes the Rap?" Z Magazine 
(Februaty 1994). 
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What we are left with is rap's foregrounding of the essential 
black subject, a black subject that is, essentially, a male hetero
sexual one, leading Isaac Julien to write of the "rise of rap as sig
nifier ofhetero black masculinity." 68 Rap appears to be deftly 
following in the footsteps of the Black Power Movement of the 
sixties, a movement which blazed important trails in the cre
ation of a revolutionary black consciousness, but did so at the 
expense of black women, gays, and lesbians. Or as Kristal Brent 
Zook has eloquently put it, "these male-centered myth-makers 
have often employed nationalist tenets to construct narcissistic 
images of the dominant patriarchal and heterosexist culture
the only difference between theirs and the original illusion be:.. 
ing its colored tint."69 Indeed, rap music has not hesitated to 

take up the sexism and homophobia that have proven to be 
contained within the aims and agendas of revolutionary 
nationalism.70 

Bitches ain't nuthin' but ho's and tricks. 
- Snoop Doggy Dogg 

Who you callin' a bitch? 
- Queen Latifah 

In the liner notes to his landmark 1992 release, The Preda
tor, Ice Cube, as a member of the Nation of Islam, exemplifies 
the umbrella collectivity of Hip Hop nationalism as well as the 

68. Isaac Julien, "Black Is, Black Ain't: Notes On De-Essentializing Black 
Identities," Black Popular Culture, 257. 
69. Kristal Brent Zook, "Reconstructions of Nationalist Thought in Black 
Music and Culture," in Reebee Garofalo, ed., Rockin' the Boat: Mass Music 
& Mass Movements (Boston, 1992), 259. 
70. Though my focus is on the critique of certain aspects of Black N ation
alism, I am in no way proposing to write it off as a political movement. My 
position has been influenced by Tate, Flyboy, 198-210. 
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limits of imagining such an exclusive consciousness. He writes, 
"Ice Cube wishes to acknowledge white America's continued 
commitment to the silence and oppression of black men," and 
then delivers a laundry list of "brothers that were labeled ene
mies of the state," from W E. B. DuBois and Marcus Garvey 
to Stokely Carmichael and Elijah Muhammad.71 In Cube's 
nation-conscious imagination, only "brothers" have been 
silenced and oppressed. In the imagining of oppositional Hip 
Hop nationhood, "sisters" are left little place. In an engaging 
interview with Angela Y Davis (one sister who has been labeled 
an enemy of the state), Cube makes no excuses for his phallo
centric ideology: 

A. Y D.: What about the women? You keep talking about black men. 
I'd like to hear you say: black men and black women. 

1. c.: Black people. 
A. Y D.: I think you often exclude your sisters from your thought pro-

cess. We're never going to get anywhere if we're not together. 
I. c.: Of course. But the black man is down. 
A. Y D.: The black woman's down too. 
I. c.: But the black woman can't look up to the black man until we get 

up.72 

Cube's comments shed immediate light on the relationship be
tween rap music, nationalism, and masculine privilege. They 
point directly to what Davis herself sees as "the kindred charac
ter of Black nationalism(s) and ideologies of male domi
nance."73 Cube can hardly utter the words "black woman" 
without "black men" or "black people" attached to it. 

Within rap's system of signification, woman is again left as 
a sign. 74 Take Cube's own lyrical treatment of the Statue of Lib
erty: "Statue of Liberty ain't nothin' but a lazy bitch I You'll call 

71. Ice Cube, The Predator (Priority, 1992). 
72. Cube and Davis, "Nappy Happy," 181-2. 
73. Davis, "Black Nationalism," 317. 
74. See Elizabeth Cowie's "Woman as Sign" in Parveen Adams and 
Elizabeth Cowie, eds., The Woman in Question (Cambridge, Mass., 1990). 
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it racial if we go and rape the ho."75 Cube's statement is helpful 
on a number of levels. First, woman is posited as a sign for na
tion. Second, this same woman is also a sign for male domi
nance through verbal and physical violence (raping a woman 
while calling her "bitch" and "ho"). Third, it is through the 
sign of woman as both "ho" and nation that liberation and rev
olution are played out. Revolution becomes rape. Rape be
comes revolution. Woman becomes a sign of nation, and the 
rape of the woman becomes the takeover of a nation. Unfortu
nately, Ice Cube is not alone. Paris, "the Black panther of Rap," 
raps "Rape your women up, then I'll rape your mind," while 
Fanon echoes, "When my restless hands caress those white 
breasts they grasp white civilization and dignity and make 
them mine."76 Woman is left as the battlefield on which race 
wars are waged. It is through the body of the woman that a 
people is uplifted, that a consciousness is regained, and that a 
nation can be both dismantled and constructed. 

The simultaneous positioning of woman as both "bitch" 
and revered national emblem is by no means uncommon in 
Hip Hop and other nationalist strategies. Whereas the above 
examples referred to woman serving as representative of the 
master narrative, the white woman of the white nation (the 
"cave bitch" of Cube's "Amerikkka"), the woman of the 
counternarrative, the black woman, receives similar treatment. 
The black woman is both a sign for the motherland, "Mother 
Africa," and a sign for the expression of male dominance. It is 
just as common to hear "treat her like a prostitute" as it is to 
hear "Black woman, mother of my earth / Black woman, you 
gave me birth,"77 loudly echoing and replicating the mammy/ 
whore dichotomy that has long plagued Black female represen-

75. Ice Cube, "The Predator," The Predator (Priority, 1992). 
76. Paris, "Guerillas in the Mist," Sleeping With the Enemy (Scarface, 1992) 
and Fanon, Black Skin, 63. 
77. Slick Rick, "Treat Her Like a Prostitute," The Adventures o/Slick Rick 
(Def Jam, 1988) and The Jungle Brothers, "Black Woman," Done By The 
Forces a/Nature (Warner Bros., 1989), respectively. 
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tation. k "mother of civilization" and "bitch" who can't be 
trusted, woman is both rhetorically venerated and verbally and 
physically denigrated, yet, in both cases, always maternal and 
sexually available. 

Rap rarely figures women as active participants in Black 
liberation. Even when female rapper Sister Souljah joins with 
Public Enemy, she asks, "Black man where is your army?"78 
Rap music thus supports and fosters what Jeffrey Decker sees as 
the primary focus of Black nationalism: "the actualization of 
black men's political agency in the struggle for liberation." 
Whether it is as a disposable object of sexual pleasure, a symbol 
of the motherland, or a reproductive source, the category of 
"woman as sign" is exploited and manipulated to fit and further 
the masculinist discourse of rap music's cultural nationalisms. 

A rapidly growing number of female rappers does point, 
however, to a move to challenge rap's masculinist discourses. 
The work of Queen Latifah, Me Kofy Brown, MC Lyte, 
Salt N Pepa, Ms. Melodie, Nikki D, Yo-Yo, and Nefertiti, as 
well as the "gangsta bitch" ideologies of Rage, Boss, and Da 
Brat have unquestionably forged an audible and potent pres
ence in Hip Hop. "Coed" groups like Digable Planets, Fugees, 
Spearhead, and Arrested Development are also a breath of fresh 
air when it comes to gender issues. And even Public Enemy's 
Chuck D recently teamed up with Janet Jackson to record 
"New Agenda," a call for black liberation that pictures brothers 
and sisters together ("it ain't nothin' but an us thing") who are 
"gonna work it out."79 

Man to man 
I don't know if they can 
From what I know the parts don't fit. 

- Public Enemy 

78. Sister Souljah, from the opening of "Buck Whylin' ," on Terminator X's 
The Valley o/the Jeep Beats (Columbia, 1991); emphasis mine. See Decker, 
"The State of Rap" for a more detailed discussion of Souljah and the role of 
women in Hip Hop nationalist discourses. 

3I 



32 Kun The Sound ofBlacknuss 

Read in the context of Hip Hop, I would revise Anne 
McClintock's statement that "all nationalisms are gendered, all 
are invented, and all are dangerous"so to include, in this case, 
"and all are sexually oriented." I would also add to Davis's ques
tion to Ice Cube, "what about the women?" the question "what 
about the gays and lesbians? What about the queers?" Rap's 
treatment of women in its counternarrativity has been criti
cized and discussed at length by music critics, feminists, and 
rappers alike. And whereas articles on rap and women continue 
to grow in number, the discussion of rap and constructions of 
sexuality, specifically black male sexuality, has been a quiet one. 
Only queer-identified publications like Vibe, queer organiza
tions like GLAAD, and, most recently, queer filmmakers like 
Isaac Julien, whose recently-released Darker Side of Black bril
liantly explores the histories and roots of homosexual panic in 
both Hip Hop and Jamaican dancehall culture, have openly 
and consistently examined rap as a male-dominated musical 
genre that has proven itself to be as consistently homophobic as 
it is sexist. Rap's homosexual panic becomes curiously ironic 
when read next to the queer stylizations of much of "old 
school" rap, a particularly enjoyable example of which is the 
World Class Wreckin Cru, which featured gangsta rap architect 

79. Janet Jackson with Chuck D, "New Agenda," Janet (Virgin, 1993). 
While the importance of this call for a "new agenda" should not be over
looked, Chuck D's rap still falls short of any radical political gestures. In it, 
he demands respect for "that level of sisterhood" only because "if it wasn't 
for our mothers there would be no brothers / and if it wasn't for our sisters 
there would be no misters." The importance of women is still based on the 
importance of men. His take on gender equality remains locked into hier
archical assumptions constructed through masculine lenses. See Tricia 
Rose's "Never Trust a Big Butt," in Camera Obscura and "Bad Sistas: Black 
Women Rappers and Sexual Politics in Rap Music," in Black Noise for an 
in-depth discussion of gender politics in rap. 
80. Anne McClintock, '''No Longer in a Future Heaven': Women and 
Nationalism in South Africa," Transition 51 (1991): 104. 
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and leading masculinist mythmaker Dr. Dre performing in se
quined jumpsuits, lace gloves, and mascara. 81 

Whereas misogynist and sexist attitudes were noticeably 
fewer and less part of "being real" in the early days of Hip Hop, 
and have only now reached their daunting zenith with the pro
liferation and mass commercial success of "gangsta rap"-some 
have even insisted that in the early days there were more female 
than male rappers-homophobia has managed to maintain a 
relatively stable and unchallenged presence. On the I982 "old 
school" rap "Live Connection '82," New Birth rapped "young 
lady in the yellow / got a faggot for a fellow." Heavy D raps 
about being "happy like a faggot in jail" (how he would know 
I can only guess) while in 1991 Naughty By Nature's Treach ex
pressed anger toward his absent father by saying, "never knew 
my dad / motherfuck the fag." But just as rap's sexism frequent
ly becomes misogyny, so does its homophobic name-calling 
drift into physical violence. On "Punks Jump Up To Get Beat 
Down," Brand Nubian's boast, "Now I can freak the flock, 
flow, fuck up a faggot / don't understand their ways / and I ain't 
down with gays." And on the infamous "Horny Lil' Devil," Ice 
Cube (homo)sexualizes white oppression and illustrates how 
tightly homophobia, nationalism, and ideas about racial and 
cultural liberation can be intertwined: 

Now you wanna get me 
horny lil' devil must be a f-a-g 
Tryin to fuck me out of my land and my manhood 
But my ass is a virgin 
You might of fucked the Indians 
but you can't surge in me 
And when I'm on top I won't be fuckin' ya 
I'd rather put a buck in ya 

81. In the liner notes to his latest album, Eazy-E uses this to call Dre a 
"bitch" and expose his status as a fake gangsta. In his film A Darker Side of 
Black, Isaac Julien also uncovers the influence of queer culture on fashion 
trends within Jamaican dancehall culture, also known for its violent and un
flinching homophobia. 
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Lil' Devil can't fuck me out of my pay 
Cause horny IiI' devil, true niggas ain't gay 
And you can't play with my Yo-Yo 
and definitely can't play with me 
You fuckin homo.82 

It is through the employment of a violently homophobic 
discourse (with notions of "being fucked out of one's man
hood" loudly echoing nationalist rhetoric of "emasculation" 
and "castration") that Ice Cube is able to imagine himself "on 
top," feigning sex with another man, in this case the white op
pressor, and then murdering him. Just as Cube used the rape of 
the woman as national emblem to play out black male libera
tion fantasies, so he uses the sign of "faggot" to imagine the re
gaining of his manhood, his land, and his pay. Cube's 
flirtations with gay sex and gay desire through discourses of 
male-to-male violence point to the many homosocial ironies 
that run rampant through much of rap's celebration of mascu
line-directed violence. Like gender, sexuality is manipulated as 
a space of mediation between discourses of race and nation. 
Ultimately, Cube indicates that the primary reason he is not 
gay is precisely because he is an authentic black subject, a "true 
nigga," and as we all now know, "true niggas ain't gay." Rap's 
construction of the "true nigga" who gets the bitches and 
"bucks ~own" the faggots is exemplary of rap's brand of cul
tural nationalism that defeats the revolutionary agenda it 
claims to foster. 

82. New Birth, "Live Connection '82," as cited in Toop, Rap Attack, 68; 
Heavy D as cited by Marlon Riggs, "Black Macho Revisited: Reflections of 
a SNAP! Queen," in Essex Hemphill, ed., Brother to Brother: New Writings 
by Black Gay Men (Boston, 1991), 253; Naughty By Nature, "Ghetto Bas
tard," Naughty By Nature (Tommy Boy, 1991); Brand Nubian, "Punks 
Jump up to Get Beat Down," In God We Trust (Elektra, 1993); and Ice 
Cube, "Horny Lil' Devil," Death Certificate (Priority, 1991). For more ex
amples see Spin (September 1993) and Rowena Chapman and Jonathan 
Rutherford, eds., Male Order: Unwrapping Masculinity (London, 1988), 
138-9. 
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Rhyme Pays: The Commodification o/Black Authenticity 

Though once an art form more comfortable with public parks 
than recording studios, more accustomed to plugging turn
tables into lampposts than to twelve-track digital mixers, Hip 
Hop has undeniably arrived as part of the music business. Per
haps more than any other black art form, Hip Hop has grown 
up in "the impure setting of the marketplace of cultural ex
change, where, in a capitalist society, contests for legitimacy 
have to be waged on ground that is shared with those who have 
the power to buy and sell the minds, bodies, and images of 
others with impunity."83 Ever since the Sugarhill Gang went 
into the studios of Sugarhill Records to create "Rapper's De
light," the first major Hip Hop song to be recorded (and which 
only then received the industry label "rap music"), Hip Hop 
has entered the consumer market. Though KRS-One once in
sisted, "it's not about a salary, it's all about reality," live mixes 
and freestyle rapping, rhyming, and MCing are now all con
firmed corporate products. Or, as Leaders of the New School 
put it, "Hip Hop is cultural music / Rap is business music."84 

Rap has gone from being a rebel art form of musical defi
ance on the fringe of contemporary culture to being one ofthe 
most profitable artistic commodities available to record com
panies and advertising agencies. This process echoes Henri 
Lefebvre's theory of incorporation in which "that which yester
day was reviled today becomes cultural consumer-goods."85 It 
is exemplary of Dick Hebdige's notion of the "elevation of 
crime into art," of how what is revolutionary results in the con
struction of a marketable style. 86 Rap has unquestionably 

83. Andrew Ross, "Hip, and the Long Front of Color," No Respect (New 
York, I989), IOI. 

84. KRS-One as sampled on NWA, "Gangsta Gangsta," Straight Outta 
Compton (Priority, I988) and Leaders of the New School, "Syntax Era." 
85. Lefebvre in Hebdige, Subculture, 92. 
86. Ibid., 2. 
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proven itself to be a subculture that threatens and disrupts the 
order of hegemonic culture. Yet, as Hebdige has laid out, this 
disruptive "outlaw genre" is both recuperated and incorporated 
into the dominant culture: "the fractured order is repaired and 
the subculture incorporated as a diverting spectacle within the 
dominant mythology from which it in part emanates."87 The 
recuperation and incorporation of rap back into the dominant 
mythology has been effectively carried out through "the con
version of subcultural signs (dress, music, etc.) into mass
produced objects (i.e., the commodity form)."88 Indeed, rap's 
musical stamp can now be heard everywhere from Sesame Street 
to Sprite commercials, and its baggy and hooded imprint on 
the fashion world has been felt from Paris runways to Gap 
storefront windows. The subcultural signs of Hip Hop culture 
have indeed been issued into the realm of the mass-produced 
commodity-object. "The creation and diffusion of new styles," 
writes Hebdige, "is inextricably bound up with the process of 
production, publicity, and packaging which must inevitably 
lead to the diffusion of the subculture's subversive power." Fol
lowing Hebdige's argument, Hip Hop's move from "sub" to 
"mass" culture, from participation in the counternarrative to 
participation in the grand narrative, its translation into com
modity form, renders it frozen, "codified, made comprehen
sible ... at once public property and profitable merchandise."89 

While Hebdige's points are well taken here, his claims that 
commodification signals the end of subcultural power, when 
understood through the lens of rap, read a· bit too purist and 
premature. My interest here is not to romanticize some authen
ticated precommercial stage in the evolution of rap music, but 
instead to examine critically the ways in which the recording 
industry is currently buying and selling musical images and 
imaginings of blackness. It remains to be seen to what extent 

87. Ibid., 94. 
88. Ibid. 
89. Ibid., 95-96. 
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Hip Hop's commodification has engulfed and smothered, in 
Lefebvre's words, "what was intended to give meaning and 
direction"90-to what extent, that is, its black meanings break 
through commercialization's hold. But to fall into the reduc
tive and utopian traps of cultural purists by suggesting that 
commercialization necessarily bleaches black meanings and 
renders them meaningless would be a grave mistake~ As 
Andrew Ross makes dear, what remains is "the capacity of pop
ular music to transmit, disseminate, and render visible 'black' 
meanings, precisely because of, and not in spite of, its indus
trial forms of production, distribution, and consumption."91 
Indeed, the popularity and proliferation of rap music represent 
the latest chapter in what Tricia Rose has called the "blackening 
of popular taste,"92 the most recent confirmation of the near
invisible line between the development of black musics and. the 
development of both American popular music and American 
popular culture. 

In his "Pre-ramble" to Reading Jazz, David Meltzer picks 
up Hebdige's use of the notion of dominant mythology and 
discusses the recuperation, incorporation, and commodificac.. 
tion of another "outlaw genre," jazz. His comments are well 
worth repeating in the context of Hip Hop culture and rap 
mUSiC 

A circular process where enslaved (or oppressed) peoples subvert and 
transform the master's musics of definition (church, state) into one of 
defiance that, in turn, becomes a mystery to the master class who sets 
out to learn its secrets and, as with other property, own it, control its 
presence in "normative" culture. In turn, the music is re-claimed, re
subverted, re-syncopated, harmonized, like Bebop, and again the defi
ant intelligence is sapped of force and focus, diluted as soundtrack by 
the master class for film and ads.93 

90. Ibid., 92. 
91. Ross, "Hip, and the Long Front of Color," 71. 
92. Rose, Black Noise, 65. 
93. David Meltzer, "Pre-ramble," in Meltzer, ed., Reading Jazz (San 
Francisco, 1993), II. 
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With its arrival onto the scene of the music business, Hip Hop, 
like all other forms of mass-produced popular music, has sub
jected itself to the business of taking sound, packaging it, label
ing it, and marketing it to fit whichever audience a particular 
record company targets as the most profitable one. And to pre
dominantly Mrican American art forms like Hip Hop and jazz, 
entrance into the recording industry signals an entrance into "a 
white mythology, a white form of control over its production, 
reproduction, history, and economies; a white reverie over 
blackness sustained and contained within the cultural planta
tion system of late capitalism" (emphasis mine).94 It is this 
mythological reverie over musical blackness that produces the 
"double bind" of Hip Hop, its subversive voicing of the alien
ation, anger, and frustration of black (male) youth, and its 
packaging and marketing by mainstream record industry exec
utives. This double bind, however, is not new in the history of 
black music and its negotiations with commercial success: 
many forms of black music have, at one time or another, felt 
the pull between local, community support and the profit 
promises of national, corporate capital.95 

With rap earning upwards of $600 million in 1990 and 
$700 million in 199196 and rappers like Biz Markie reportedly 
making $I5,000 on a bad night,97 it is no wonder that Public 
Enemy producer Bill Stephney has remarked, "the revolution 
will be marketed."98 As Clarence Lusane has noted, "Rappers 
found that they could yell at the system and be paid highly by 
it at the same time."99 Just listen to the rappers themselves: 

94. Ibid., 12. 

95. Ross, "Hip, and the Long Front of Color," 73-
96. Paul Grein, "It was feast or famine in '90 certs; platinum ranks thin, but 
smashes soar," Billboard (12 January 1991), 9. 
97. Reported by Michael Marriot in "Harsh Rap Lyrics Provoke Black 
Backlash," The New York Times (Sunday, 15 August 1993). 
98. As cited by John Leland, "Do The Right Thing," Spin 5, no. 6 (1989): 
70 . 
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Dr. Dre: "What is said is OK, as long as they're paid for it." 
Eazy-E: "We're not making records for the fun of it. We're in it to make 

money." 
Jungle Brothers: "Black is beautiful/Money is powerful."IOO 

The production and dissemination of rap has indeed be
come such a profitable industry that all major record labels 
from Warner to Sony have made rap a top priority. Usually af
ter being signed to independent labels that are often black
owned, rap's subversive blackness then goes on to be funded, 
shaped, and disseminated by mainstream, white-run record 
companies. This is not to suggest, however, that the production 
of Hip Hop is left solely in the hands of the six major white
run record companies. While examples to the contrary include 
Dr. pre as president and C.E.O. of Death Row Records, 
Russell Simmons as head of Rush Communications, Queen 
Latifah as head of FlavaUnit Management, Paris as founder of 
Scarface Records, and Luther Campbell of Luther Records, 
Carmen Ashurst-Watson, president of Rush Communications 
(the second-largest black-owned entertainment company in 
the U.S.), admits that "it will be a very, very long time before 
power is actually re-distributed in the industry, especially now 
that the industry is owned by these multinational conglomer
ates who are utilizing the entertainment industry to fuel much 
bigger enterprises." 10 1 

99. Clarence Lusane, "Rap, Race, and Politics," in Black America: The Street 
and the Campus, Race & Class: A Journal for Black and Third World Libera
tion 35, no. 1 (1993): 44. 
100. Dre, cited by Marriot in reference to criticisms of misogyny in rap 
lyrics; Eazy-E as cited by Mike Davis, City o/Quartz: Excavating the Future 
o/Los Angeles (New York, 1992), 86; Jungle Brothers, "Beeds on a String," 
Done by the Forces o/Nature. 
101. Tricia Rose, "Contracting Rap: An Interview with Carmen Ashurst
Watson," Microphone Fiends: Youth Music & Youth Culture (New York, 
1994), 137· 
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Be Real Black for M; 02 

I think that somebody went around and said that in order to cut a hit 
record, we have to disrespect our brothers, sisters, mothers and chil
dren .... It shouldn't be the only way that a record is made. 

- Grandmaster Flash 

I hope when people look back on the 80'S and 90's they'll know the 
gangsta reality wasn't the only reality. 

- Speech 

So rap sells. But to whom? Actual sales demographics are hard 
to come by, and fluctuate from survey to survey, yet increasing 
sales figures, market surveys, and statistics gathered by scan
ning systems like Soundscan do suggest an increase in rap con
sumption by white teenagers. 103 Bryan Turner, C.E.O. and 
president of Priority Records confirms, "When something sells 
a million or two million units, it's not just selling in the ghet
to." 104 One 1992 consumer survey found that 74 percent of rap 
sold in the first half of that year was bought by white consum
ers.105 While I do realize the impossibility and unreliability of 
tracking consumption as well as the class problematics 

102. I am indebted to Professor Waldo Martin at University of California, 
Berkeley for calling my attention to the recording of "Be Real Black for Me" 
by Roberta Flack and Donny Hathaway and the implications of the song in 
discussions of black authenticity. 
103. Reported by Rose in Black Noise, 7. She describes Soundscan as an 
electronic scan system located in many "large, mostly suburban music chain 
stores." 
104. Turner cited in Robert Seidenberg, "Number One with a Bullet," En
tertainment Weekly, 26 November 1993, 42. 
105. Chuck Phillips, "The Uncivil War: The Battle between the Establish
ment and the Supporters of Rap Opens Old Wound of Race and Class," 
The Los Angeles Times (19 July 1992). In the footnotes to "Voices from the 
Margins" in Black Noise, Tricia Rose reports that both Ice-T and Chuck D 
go so far as to speculate that 50 to 70 percent of rap product is bought up 
by white kids. 
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involved, especially when you consider the role of the bootleg 
and the "mom and pop" store in the dissemination of rap 
product to black listeners,106 my aim is to indicate the enor
mous extent to which rap is purchased by white consumers and 
to consider the implications of such an intersection of race, 
capitalism, and pop music. Rap offers white audiences neatly 
packaged and accessible versions of an updated white racial 
fantasy of the black male as Dolomite in baggies. 107 Rap ap
pears to be slowly but surely following jazz into the paradoxical 
realm "where black African music subverts European music 
into a soundtrack for a mainly white middle-class culture."108 
A more common name for this realm is "crossover," where mu
sics are removed from the specific community that gave birth 
to them and marketed as a commodity designed to "cross over" 
into a new audience of another community. Indeed, a huge 
portion of the rap product is not bought by the communities 
rap "speaks to," but, as has especially been the case with "hard
core" or "gangsta" rap, has instead sold well in suburban white 
communities. 

While it is difficult, if not impossible, to pinpoint exactly 
what it is that draws any particular listener to any particular 
piece of music, gangsta rap's popularity with white, presumably 
male, audiences can possibly be attributed to the openly admit
ted fact that these youths represent precisely the audiences 
being targeted by record executives. Jerry Heller, co-head of 
Ruthless Records, the record company founded by Eazy-E and 
responsible for the success and notoriety of NWA, confirms 
that "you can't sell two million rap records to kids in the inner 
city. That's a way to sell two hundred thousand records. You 
have to market it to white kids. And let's face it-no matter 

106. Thanks to Rob Bowman and Cheryl Keyes for reminding me of this. 
107. Dolomite refers to the hyper-masculine blaxploitation-era persona cre
ated by the notorious "X-rated" black comedian and performer Rudy Rae 
Moore. 
108. Meltzer, ReadingJazz, 12. 
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how old you are as a rock and roller, you still got to give twelve
year-old boys hard-ons. And you still have to get twelve-year
old girls' pussies wet."109 

The ready availability and popularity of Hip Hop have 
helped foster the growth of an entire population of white 
B-boys and B-girls, a whole new generation of "white negroes." 
Following in the footsteps of the hipsters and beatniks who 
pursued white negro identifications through the masks of 
Bebop bohemia, white rap junkies continue a white tradition 
oflocating black popular music as a bottomless source of plea
sure and desire. Throwing mock gang signs, checking their 
beepers for calls from their "homies," and calling each other 
"nigga," white Hip Hoppers replicate the hipster's twisted 
fetishization of the Negro as a "new breed of urban adventurer" 
who cultivates the "art of the primitive" by giving voice "to his 
rage and the infinite variations of joy, lust, languor, growl, 
cramp, pinch, scream, and despair of his orgasm." 110 Hip Hop 
offers the latest opportunity for white kids to play our racial 
cross-dressing fantasies, thereby aiding in the construction of 
whiteness itself, through identification and dis-identification 
with black musical texts and contexts. Indeed, white identifica
tions with black music have existed ever since black music first 
came into contact with white communities, hence the various 
cross-racial histories, dialogues, and imaginaries involved in 
minstrelsy, rock and roll, ska, rocksteady, reggae, and the 
Motown sound. 111 

Marketing black music to cross over into the white main
stream, while certainly nothing new to the evolution of Amer
ican popular music, may be even more inevitable with the 
increasingly prominent position and powerful influence that 
the record industry carries in the contemporary capitalist econ
omy. Yet the way in which the effects of crossing over into, for 

109. Heller, cited by Jory Parr, Moguls and Madmen (New York, 1994), 75. 
110. Norman Mailer, "The White Negro," Advertisements for Myself 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1959), 341. 
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example, white suburbia, get channeled back into the record 
industry and then back into black consciousness is perhaps not 
so straightforward. If certain images of blackness sell more than 
others, it is those images that record companies recruit, create, 
and promote, and, as has proven the case, the music will begin 
to shape itself to meet profitable consumer standards. In the 
words of one record store owner, "Kids love [top sellinggangsta 
rapper] Snoop Doggy Dogg because they think he's real. "112 

But, as Gene McDaniels asked over and over again through the 
black voices of the likes of Roberta Flack and Les McCann, 
"got to make it real, compared to what?"1l3 Popularity deter
mines product, and therein lies the reason for insisting on be
ing a "true nigga." This presentation and performance of an 
authentic black subject-of a hyper-sexed, big-dicked, gun
toting, bitch-fucking, homo-bashing, revolutionary black male 
(the image of black penises filling a cathedral which Fanon cri
tiques comes to mind)-is now appearing in multipleincarna
tions in record stores all over the country. It is this image of 
blackness that is most readily available as product, most readily 
purchased, and most readily taken to be a representative vision 
of the whole of black culture. 

111. For more on white identifications with black bodies through the locus 
of black popular music, see Eric Lort, "White Like Me: Racial Cross-Dress
ing and the Construction of American Whiteness," Amy Kaplan and 
Donald E. Pease, eds., Cultures a/United States Imperialism (Durham, 1993), 
474-95. Lort's essay is particularly important because it raises issues of 
homosocial desire in both the symbolic and literal process of blackface. Also 
see Ross, "Hip, and the Long Front of Color," and Simon Jones, "Crossover 
Culture: Popular Music and the Politics of Race," in Music In the Age of 
Postdisciplinarity, Stanford Humanities Review 3, no. 2 (1993): 103-17. 
112. John Leland, "Criminal Records: Gangsta Rap and the Culrure of 
Violence," Newsweek (29 November 1993),62. For more on gangsta perfor
mativity and issues of realness, see Andrew Ross' 'The Gangsta and the 
Diva: Poverty Meets Performance," The Nation (22 November 1994). 
113. Gene McDaniels, "Compared to What," as recorded by Roberta Flack, 
First Take (Atlantic, 1969) and Les McCann and Eddie Harris, Atlantic Jazz: 
Soul (Atlantic, 1986). 
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This process has led critics and rappers alike to worry that 
some black rap artists, vis-a-vis white-dominated record com
panies, "have consumed the worst stereotypes white people 
have put on black people."114 Mike Davis uses the case of one 
of the first gangsta rap groups, NWA, to paint a disturbing pic
ture: "Surrounded by benignly smiling white record industry 
execs and P. R. men, NWA brandish customized assault rifles 
and talk darkly about recent 'drive-bys' and funerals of 
friends-a polished image like any other in the business."115 
This scenario of premeditated posturing and performative role
playing feed the phenomenon Cornel West refers to as the 
"theatricalizing of nihilism." 116 Davis points to the enormous 
profitability of this new black theater of nihilism, of selling 
these images of black-on-black crime to mainstream U.S. cul
ture. Criticism of this new development in Hip Hop is current
ly being most loudly voiced from within the black community 
by the likes of black ministers, black human rights groups, and 
black intellectuals. 117 By buying into the profit mentality of 
the music business and being (understandably) seduced by 
high profit margins, rappers are participating in record compa
nies' selling of black stereotypes back to a multiracial audience 
of consumers. And all are buying like it's going out of style. I IS 

A few voices from within the Hip Hop community have 
criticized this recent trend. The supposedly "sexy but not sex
ist" Sir Mix-A-Lot recently rhymed, 

I won't play the hard role 
just because you think that it's real 
to say you kill 
when you never held steel ... so tell me what's real 

114. bell hooks, as cited in Marriott, "Harsh Rap Lyrics." 
115. Davis, "Black Nationalism," 87. 
116. West, in Julien, Darker Side o/Black. 
117. For more on this, see both Marriott, "Harsh Rap Lyrics," and Leland, 
"Criminal Records." 
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while De La Soul's Posdnuos declares, "Fuck being hard, 
Posdnuos is complicated."1l9 Leading the pack has been rapper 
Masta Ace, who has been a frequent critic of the top selling 
hardcore "gangsta" rap, claiming that most rap artists of the 
genre are now, at the prompting and economic encouragement 
of white-run record labels, creating and inventing musical 
characters. In the introduction to his song "Slaughtahouse," in 
which he later mocks the notion of the authentic black subject 
by rapping under the names of MC Negro and MC Ignorant, 
he takes us into the classroom of Hardcore Rap 101: 

Teacher: This is Hardcore Rap 1OI. Check your programs and make 
sure you're in the right class. All right. Everybody all right? OK. 
Now when you rhyme, you have to say you smoke blunts. Also, you 
have to mention that you drink 40s. You have to mention that you 
carry a 9mm, a tee-nine, a Mac !O, a M-16, or a Uzi. Do everybody 
understand? Any questions? 

Student: Excuse me, but, I don't have a gun. 
Teacher: It's not important if you have a gun or not. Just act like you 

have a gun. 120 

George Clinton, considered one of rap's forefathers, offers 
up a similar critique: 

118. The most disturbing illustrations of the now near-invisible line be
tween crime and art are the recent arrests of two prominent gangsta rappers, 
Snoop Doggy Dogg and TuPac: Snoop is being arraigned on murder charg
es and TuPac is being held on charges of shooting two undercover police 
officers as well as, in a separate incident, participating in the gang-rape of a 
woman. The links between rap music, violence, and being "real" have be
come so numerous that radio station Wild !O7 in San Francisco recently 
sponsored a contest that offered a prize for calling in when the station 
played a song by a rapper with a criminal record. House of Pain rapper 
Everlast was also arrested last year for trying to sneak a semi-automatic 
weapon past airport security. He now refers to the arrest as proof of his street 
credibility and criminality. 
119. Sir Mix-A-Lot, "What's ReaL" Chief Boot Knocka (American, 1994) 
and De La Soul, "In the Woods," Buhloone Mindstate (Tommy Boy, 1993). 
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The difference is we always experienced those things, but now the me
dia and everybody else tells you about your experience of it. Yeah, 
they're reflecting the streets, but they get a lot of help. The radio sta
tions will play that. The record companies will buy that. The kids a~e 
just trying to make some money. Now if that's what makes the money 
and if that's what the media is asking for, then everybody will go out 
and make that. 121 

Though once devoted to telling a version of "reality" ex
cluded from a mainstream vision of U.S. society, many rap art
ists are now confusing "reality" with "salary," creating 

120, Masta Ace, "Slaughtahouse," Slaughtahouse. What follows is Masta 
Ace's parody of hardcore rap featuring M C Negro and M C Ignorant: 

Here come the craziest niggas on earth 
Cuttin throats ever since birth 
Blood and guts are gonna spill 
Murder murder murder and kill kill kill 
Chainsaw in my holster, barbed wire rope 
And I hang you like a poster 
... 50 come take a chancin' 
And mess around with the black Charles Manson 
Body parts in the freezer 
I'm not Jeffrey Dahmer 
But I'll slaughter your momma 
So open the door to the slaughtahouse 
So I can kill a little more 
This is MC Negro and this is the Ignorant MC 
And this shit is real on the real 
Real, real 
This is the brand new LP 
It's called 'Brains on the Sidewalk' 
And all we want to do now is murder murder murder and kill kill kill. 

Following the parody, Masta Ace launches into his own rap critique, rhym
ing, 

Everybody talkin' like they mean it crazy 
Oh, baby get ready for this 
Yo, make me a poster holdin' a pistol 
Then I can be the man .. .'Cause they see me with a gun in my hand. 

121. George Clinton, in an interview with Vernon Reid in Vibe (November 
1993),46. 
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caricatures and fictions to fit both corporate marketing 
schemes and the stereotyped and racist vision of black culture 
produced by these invented characters. 122 

Fade to Black 

Booming and bashing within the musical and cultural breaks, 
Hip Hop effectively raps in opposition to the grand narratives 
of u.s. national and cultural hegemony. Yet, in reading against 
the grain of master narratives, rap finds itself complicit in the 
production of its own master narrative, its own hegemonic sys
tem of multiple nationalist ideologies that insists on an essen
tial, and highly profitable, hetero-masculine black subject. In 
rap's attempt to recuperate an authentic, imagined black sub
ject, the impossibility of its project becomes clear: every at
tempt to totalize black subjectivity and romanticize black 
authenticity falls short; the more attempts are made, the more 
the subject fades. Critics and rappers alike must give rap the re-

122. The conflict within Hip Hop between reality and myth, between 
truth and profitable image, speaks to broader issues affecting the crisis of 
representation in black popular culture. Besides music, the other artistic 
arena that has been most affected has been television and the representation 
of black life. See Isabel Wilkerson, "Black Life on TV: Realism or Stereo
types?" The New York Times (Sunday, August 15, 1993). Wilkerson cites two 
recent examples that are well worth repeating here. First, the recent com
ment of Charles Dutton, star of the TV series Roc and executive producer 
of the HBO series Laurel Avenue: "If the kids who made Menace II Society 
had gone to a studio and said they wanted to make a movie called Contrib
utors II Society about black kids going to college, it would never have been 
made." Second, an incident surrounding a scene for a film directed by Kevin 
Hooks. Hooks chose Eleventh Avenue in Harlem and the film's producers 
asked him ifhe would mind littering the streets with trash "so it would look 
more like the audience's image of Harlem." Indeed, the issue of "real" or 
"authentic" blackness is one that is affecting the entire spectrum of black 
cultural representation. 
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