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CHAPTER ONE

The organic globalizer

Christopher Malone and George Martinez, Jr.

Introduction

Music is a potent form of communication that crosses cultural and
linguistic barriers through various information networks. At certain times,
it also has the ability to inextricably link itself to protest movements, power,
and politics. From the sorrow songs sung by slaves on the plantation, to
the subversive character of American jazz, blues, and R&B in the heyday of
the Civil Rights Movement, to the “revolution in four-part harmony” that
helped to end apartheid in South Africa,> music has played a fundamental
role in many social and political transformations. Today that power has
undoubtedly been magnified with the rise of globalized communications.
More than ever, faster than ever, music connects and influences people of
all nations.

! An earlier version of this chapter (2010) 32(4): was published in New Political Science
531-45.

2 “Little of beauty has America given the world save the rude grandeur God himself stamped
on her bosom; the human spirit in this new world has expressed itself in vigor and ingenuity
rather than in beauty. And so by fateful chance the Negro folk-song—the rhythmic cry of
the slave—stands to-day not simply as the sole American music, but as the most beautiful
expression of human experience born this side the seas. It has been neglected, it has been,
and is, half despised, and above all it has been persistently mistaken and misunderstood;
but notwithstanding, it still remains as the singular spiritual heritage of the nation and the
greatest gift of the Negro people.” W. E. B. Dubois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York:
Penguin Press), Ch. 14. Or few can deny the impact that Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit” had
in exposing the horrors of lynching to American society. See also Amandla! A Revolution in
Four-Part Harmony (2003).
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Hip hop is no less a potent form of communication that has perhaps
benefited more from globalized modes of communication than any other
recent musical genre. From its emergence during the urban struggles of
New York in the 1970s, its reach today spans all seven continents and is
arguably the most important artistic global force since its emergence. Like
all music, hip hop is first and foremost movement: rhythmic movement,
bodily movement, movement of time and space and awareness (emotional,
spiritual, cultural) within it. Unlike all other genres, however, we contend
that hip hop in both its core and its elements contains a unique movement
culture, which carries with it certain cultural, social, and political possi-
bilities other musical genres rooted in specific traditions do not. These
possibilities, ingrained in hip hop’s movement culture, are why we call it
the “organic globalizer”: no matter its pervasiveness or its reach around
the world, hip hop ultimately remains—and, we argue, should remain—a
grassroots phenomenon that is born of the community from which it
permeates. On the other hand, hip hop’s global appeal (in both form and
content) also presents interesting possibilities that transcend geographical
and cultural boundaries.

Recognizing hip hop as an organic globalizer means that we must
acknowledge hip hop itself as more than the transmission of symbolic
expression of a particular culture or tradition. Though the historical
development of hip hop in the United States has been distinct from
the ways in which it is instantiated in local communities elsewhere, we
nonetheless contend that the movement culture of hip hop positions it
institutionally as a potential vehicle to usher in new forms of under-
standing about social cleavages (e.g. racial and class based) and new
means of mobilizing that may lead to more democratic participation,
civic engagement, and civic literacy of historically marginalized groups.
We say “may” because hip hop does not necessarily lead to new forms
of understanding or means of mobilizing. Neither does it have to. It has
been, and can be, simply a particular musical genre—like others, done
well or not so well depending on the artist. But this other side of hip hop,
the side that trains the eye on the margin between actuality and possi-
bility in the realm of social and political transformation, the “organic
globalizer” side if you will: this is what interests us and broadly speaking
animates the pages in this volume.

While we will have more to say about the essays collected in this volune
at the end of this chapter and the beginning of each to follow, our particular
claims about hip hop as an organic globalizer unfold in what immediately
follows. In the first section, we position our concept of hip hop within
other analyses. While many scholars and commentators recognize the
political impact of hip hop, much of the debate has focused primarily on
the American context, and whether or not hip hop should be construed
as a continuation of the long hard social and political struggles of African
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Americans. Much like several excellent recent works on hip hop,* our goal
is to broaden the inquiry out beyond the analysis of hip hop as a symbolic
embodiment of black culture to argue that the “elements” of hip hop give
it an organic quality that has been adopted, co-opted, and utilized by indig-
enous communities around the world for their own ends.

The second section sketches out what we identify as the three stages in the
political development of hip hop: (1) the cultural awareness and emergence
stage (roughly the early 1970s to the late 1980s), marked by the identi-
fication and recognition of voices of marginalized communities through
music and art; (2) the social creation and institutionalization stage (roughly
late 1980s-2000), marked by the development of independent alternative
institutions and non-profit organizations in civil society geared toward
social and economic justice; and (3) the political activism and participation
stage (2000-present), which hip hop has entered in the United States. It is
marked by demands made on the state by group actors, and the recognition
of hip hop’s ability to affect electoral outcomes through political partici-
pation. For the most part, organizers in the hip hop community tended to
reject electoral politics during the first and second stages. In the last decade,
this has changed to the point where hip hop has become an important
feature in electoral politics in the United States—through issue advocacy
and/or the emergence of hip hop candidates.

In the United States, then, the movement culture of hip hop followed a
fairly straightforward, linear developmental path to the point where, today,
all three of these developmental phases can operate in co-terminus fashion.
Though it does not necessarily have to be all of these, there is a side of hip
hop in the United States that lays a unique claim to a cultural, social, and
political nexus. Can this movement culture and institutional developmental
model be “exported”? Have we seen other countries or regions of the
world follow similar patterns whereby hip hop has moved from cultural
expression to social and political force? Herein rests the real possibility for
hip hop as organic globalizer.

In the final section, we provide a brief overview on the rest of the volume
and what it seeks to achieve.

3 To be sure, there are many works that seek to address the global influence and impact
of hip hop, which we align with. See, for instance, Tony Mitchell’s Global Noise: Rap and
Hip-Hop Outside the USA (2002); Basu and Lemelle’s The Vinyl Ain’t Final: Hip Hop and the
Globalization of Black Popular Culture (2006); P. Khalil Saucier’s Native Tongues: An African
Hip-Hop Reader (2011); Eric Charry’s Hip-Hop Africa: New African Music in a Globalizing
World (2012); and Sujatha Fernandes’s Close to the Edge: In Search of the Global Hip-Hop
Generation (2011).
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Hip hop as the organic globalizer

While hip hop as a cultural and aesthetic form of expression is over 40
years old, the scholarly literature on its social, economic, and political
impact is roughly half that. It was only two decades ago that Tricia Rose
released her groundbreaking work Black Noise: Rap Music and Black
Culture in Contemporary America, which provided the first extensive
historical analysis of the development of hip hop (Rose 1994). That same
year, historian and cultural studies scholar Robin D. G. Kelley tied the
emergence of hip hop to black working-class culture in his excellent book
Race Rebels: Culture, Politics, and the Black Working Class (Kelley 1994).
Since then scholarship has indeed grown steadily as many authors have
begun analyzing hip hop for its global reach.* But as with Rose and Kelley’s
pioneering work, a good deal of what followed continued to “African
Americanize” hip hop through a focus on its ties to the African American
community in the United States.” Todd Boyd’s The New H.N.I.C.: The
Death of Civil Rights and the Reign of Hip Hop (2003) was a repre-
sentative case in point. It argued that a fundamental shift in power and
leadership from the civil rights generation to the hip hop generation was
all but completed—and with it new priorities, issues, and methods of
political and cultural communication. Boyd’s work prompted other African
American historians and cultural critics such as Derrick Alridge (2003) to
counter that the civil rights and hip hop movements had much more in
common than Boyd acknowledged, and that hip hop should be seen more
as a continuation in the long history of the black American struggle rather
than some fundamental break within it.®

We do not dispute these and other authors’ historical accounts, or the
fact that hip hop is intrinsically connected to black culture and history in
the United States. We take that as a given and, as hopefully will be seen
below, we build upon their work to make our case. However, restricting
an analysis of the history and development of hip hop to the American
context without connecting it to a systematic analysis of hip hop’s reach
and potential for social transformation through localized cultural norms
and traditions misses an important element in the emergence of hip hop
across the world. Recent scholarship has made that eminently clear: Halifu
Osamare’s The Hiplife in Ghana: West African Indigenization of Hip-Hop
(2012), for instance, analyzes how American hip hop has at once been

* The works here are too many to mention. Besides those mentioned above, see, for instance:
Arlene Tickner (2008); Nina Cornyetz (1994); Peter Wade et al. (1999).

> Besides Rose and Kelley, see for instance Nelson George (1999); Bakari Kitwana (2002);
Jeff Chang (2005); S. Craig Watkins (2005); Charise Cheney (2005). For an earlier concise
bibliographical essay on hip hop, see Juliana Chang (2006).

¢ See also Alridge (2005).
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globalized and indigenized in West Africa, transforming culture, society,
and politics. Similarly, we offer a critical reinterpretation and reassessment
of its evolution and expansion. While acknowledging the (multi)cultural
roots of hip hop, our emphasis here shall instead be on its peculiar devel-
opment from (1) a cultural expression; to (2) a network of grassroots
social institutions built around issues of social justice; and, finally, to (3) a
potentially enduring political force.” We postulate that this trajectory has
implications for marginalized communities using hip hop as a transforma-
tional force across the globe.

The fundamental premise: hip hop is situated at once as a cultural
phenomenon and institutionalized social reality on the global scale the likes
of which we have not seen before with similar musical genres. In this sense,
we agree with Arlene Tickner (2008: 121), who argues:

what makes hip hop unique among popular musical genres is the way
it relates to everyday life. In reflecting on poverty, inequality, exclusion,
and discrimination; claiming a positive identity based on these condi-
tions; and offering musical, linguistic and corporal tools for commenting
on them, it transcends the bounded sites where it is practiced and partici-
pates in a symbolic network that circulates globally.

While other cultural movements grounded in music have served as vehicles
for social transformation, few if any have had the unique success in
building a network of grassroots institutions geared toward social justice
and political participation both locally and globally to the extent that hip
hop has in its relatively short lifespan. Essentially this is what we mean by
the term “organic globalizer.” It consists of a unique process in which the
elements of a subculture that began in New York City spread across the
United States, then the world through simple exposure, and the forces it
set in motion. Tickner explains that hip hop was initially experienced in
urban communities in the United States viscerally or “authentically,” and
then was commoditized in the United States for a largely white audience
through the rap music industry. Rap music was in turn exported across
the globe in this “homogenized” or commoditized version (Tickner 2008:
121-3). A similar analysis led Rose (2008) to conclude that hip hop was in
crisis. However, something peculiar has also happened—an organic reversal
of sorts (see, for instance, Chapter 9, Barbara Franz’s work on hip hop in
Central Europe). Many of those same communities that may have initially
consumed a cultural caricature of hip hop promoted by the rap industry
have since sought to make hip hop “their own” by using it to lodge that
same visceral connection to local communities’ hip hop first experienced

7 Hopefully it will become clear as we proceed that we think the jury is still out on the impact
hip hop has on political participation and electoral politics.
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in the United States. To be sure, such an organic process is not necessarily
automatic or positive—as the work of many contributors to this volume
makes eminently clear. But when an attempt to organize communities
around a local hip hop culture has taken place, it has done so through a
budding but burgeoning set of social and political networks.

What comes of the institutionalization of hip hop as the organic globalizer
remains to be seen. As we stated at the outset, an eye should gravitate toward
the space between potentiality and actuality, and between the descriptive
as well as the normative. On one side, we simply seek to explain how hip
hop emerged as a specific form of cultural expression but was transformed
into a robust set of social institutions that eventually—and perhaps inevi-
tably—Iled to political activism and a call for hip hop communities to become
politically involved. On the other side, we suggest that this history provides
a prescription—a road map of sorts—for how the vehicle of hip hop might
serve to develop the necessary institutions both in the United States and
elsewhere to transform political realities at the local level.

The questions that the development and evolution of hip hop thus raises
are compelling and require responses if we are to understand hip hop’s
impact and the prospects it holds for social and political transformation in
communities around the globe. How exactly did a cultural artifact—born
in the ramshackle but vibrant urban settings of New York City in the early
1970s—come to facilitate an awareness of a plethora of social problems
(global as well as local) through the creation of community organizations
some 20 years later? How did the creation and development of those
institutions in turn precipitate and advance the growth of hip hop into the
electoral arena by engaging in activities like voter registration and voter
turnout drives, and the encouragement of “hip hop” candidates to run for
political office on platforms of social justice? Can this model of growth and
institutional development be replicated in other parts of the world? And
finally, what are the prospects for new and lasting forms of democratic
participation for marginalized groups?

From cultural expression to political activism:
Three stages in the development of hip hop

We shall take up the first of these questions in this section by tracing the
development of hip hop over the last 40 years in the United States. We identify
three distinct phases in its history. One caveat here before proceeding: while
these three phases occurred more or less sequentially over time in the United
States, they should be seen today as operating contemporaneously with each
other. Today, hip hop as cultural expression exists right alongside various
social institutions and the political participation of the hip hop community.
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Stage I: Cultural awareness and emergence
(early 1970s to the mid-1980s)

The power of hip hop rests in the ability to combine every day experiences,
limited resources, and existing cultural expressions to improvise new and
original forms. It began in the post-civil rights urban ghettos of New York
of the 1970s as economic and social changes heightened racial and class
tensions. At its origins, hip hop was nothing more than an aesthetic and
cultural assertion of what the streets felt like—the good, the bad, and the
ugly. Summer heat brought young and old alike outside in close proximity
with one another. Poor public services and few economic opportunities
forced them to rely on the support of the community as well as their own
resourcefulness. Hip hop thus developed organically through individuals
and groups shaped by similar conditions using little more than what was
at their disposal. Through the original four elements of hip hop (breakin’,
graffiti, DJ’in’, and MC’in’), young people found vehicles to create a
reference point of knowledge (which we believe constitutes the fifth element
in hip hop), to reclaim public spaces in blighted neighborhoods, to critique
existing conditions, to define and salute, and to empower and build.

Most commentators cite the Sugarhill Gang’s 1979 hit “Rapper’s
Delight” as the coming-of-age moment for hip hop. Yet, its origins and
emergence as a cultural force can be traced back to at least a decade
earlier—May 19, 1968 precisely, when the New York-based group Last
Poets (Felipe Luciano, Gylan Kain, and David Nelson) got together to
celebrate Malcolm X’s birthday in Mt. Morris Park in Harlem (Potter
2014). Their flowing vocal styles were the precursors to rap music, and
while they epitomized a pro-black message the drum beats became the
precursors of those of a more multi cultural hip hop music in the years to
come. Five years later, in the community center space at 1520 Sedgwick
Avenue in the Bronx, Clive Campbell, aka D] Kool Herc, began deejaying
back-to-school parties for his sister and friends (Roug 2008). DJ Herc is
credited with creating the two-turntable technique, which now pervades
hip hop. Herc emigrated from Jamaica in 1967; he brought with him the
deejay style typical of reggae music and a West Indian work ethic (Universal
Zulu Nation 2014). Certainly the point of the block party was to have fun.
But DJ Herc was also an entrepreneur; he worked to raise his profile which
soon led to local fame. Through the cultural form of hip hop, DJ Herc saw
economic opportunity for advancement. Soon others in the Bronx began to
emulate him, including Kevin Donovan, also known as Afrika Bambaataa
Aasim, who adopted the name of the Zulu chief Bhambatha. Donovan had
been a gang member in the South Bronx. After a trip to Africa he had won
through an essay contest, he returned to New York and began to use this
new musical form he named “hip hop” to draw angry kids out of gangs
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(Chang 2007). Bambaataa formed Universal Zulu Nation in 1977, which
sought to raise awareness of the scourge of gang violence in New York’s
urban ghettos, and to turn young males away from what the rap industry
would later call the “thug life.” Indeed, hip hop’s origins, through organi-
zations like Zulu Nation, were fashioned on the exact opposite premise of
the thug life. Bambaataa made that clear in 1982 when he initiated the first
international hip hop tour built on peace, unity, love, and just having fun.
Zulu Nation was the first organization formed from the hip hop community
to promote social awareness and a vital link in hip hop’s development from
its earliest stage of cultural expression to the second stage of social creation
and institutionalization.

Released a year before Ronald Reagan’s election in 1980, “Rapper’s
Delight” immediately represented the potential market power of rap
music. While the song exemplified the cultural recognition of hip hop as
a community-based “block party,” it also opened this new form of self-
expression up to a wider commercialization. Around the same time, the
graffiti movement became omnipresent on subway trains in New York City
and caught the attention of artist Charlie Ahearn. In 1982, Ahearn directed
the first hip hop film, Wild Style, which examined how the aesthetic of
hip hop had developed up to that point from self-expression to art form
through its four elements (Jaehne 1984). Two years later the film Breakin’
was released, and attempted to capture the energy of break dancing through
the retelling of the tale of forbidden romance and gang violence found in
the classic theatrical work West Side Story. Thus, within the span of just
a decade, hip hop had gone from an organic, community-based activity of
self-expression in the South Bronx to a commercialized art form that had
begun to span the globe.

Stage Il: Social creation and institutionalization stage
(mid- to late 1980s-2000)

By the mid-1980s, the popularity of hip hop had quickly expanded beyond
the primarily black and Latino audiences who had experienced it in the
previous decade. Artists such as Run DMC, LL Cool J, and Salt-N-Pepa
brought the genre to mainstream, suburban, white American audiences;
white rap bands such as the New York-based Beastie Boys signaled that the
art form itself was to be appropriated by those outside of the communities
of color in which it was created. Others would follow, and even if the label
“inauthentic” could be applied to them, the appeal of hip hop to these
wider audiences nonetheless indicated that it was a veritable multi cultural
force. Yet, while a commercialized and corporatized form of hip hop began
to produce enormous profits for many in the music industry, the late 1980s
and early 1990s also saw two simultaneous movements within hip hop that
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led to what we call Stage II in its development. First, a growing number
of hip hop artists became overtly political. Part of the politicization of hip
hop traced back to its very origins through groups like the Last Poets and
the creation of Afrika Bambaataa’s Zulu Nation. But current events like
apartheid in South Africa abroad and tensions of race and class in the
United States drove further activism. Reagan’s support for the apartheid
regime in South Africa drew outrage in communities of color across the
United States. The hip hop community responded by working closely on the
South Africa boycott with Artists Against Apartheid (Cook 2010). In the
United States, growing issues of gang violence, police brutality, economic
inequality, and persistent racism led rap artists such as Public Enemy,
KRS-One, X-Clan, and Paris to address them through their music. At the
very moment “gangsta rap” groups like N.W.A. were hitting the air waves,
a progressive, politically conscious rap was also flourishing—economically
as well as ideologically. Charise Cheney (2005) calls this era “the golden
age of rap nationalism” because of the way hip hop artists appropriated
the critiques and language of 1960s, Black Panther-style, black nationalism.
Others have argued that by the late 1980s it was these and other hip hop
artists, rather than black churches and traditional civil rights organizations,
that connected most viscerally and immediately with disenfranchised urban
youth (Bynoe 2014).

Second, drawing upon the model offered by Zulu Nation, hip hop
heads began creating non-profit, community-based organizations aimed
at expanding the arts in poor communities, strengthening education,
ending gang violence and youth incarceration, and fighting for social and
economic justice. For example, in 1988, KRS-One created the Stop the
Violence Movement—a collection of artists and activists that sought to
promote positive and peaceful dispute resolution models. Several years
later in 1991, he and Zizwe Mtafuta-Ukweli launched Human Education
Against Lies (H.E.A.L), a not-for-profit corporation and organization that
“promotes Human respect amongst Humanity by providing knowledge
about Humanity” (Mtafuta-Ukweli 2014). KRS-One and Mtafuta-Ukweli
described H.E.A.L. as a self-construction movement designed to rescue
humanity from the most lethal disease facing it: Common Sense Deficiency
Syndrome (CSDS):

CSDS is the root of most of the world’s social problems. AIDS (Acquired
Immune Deficiency Syndrome), crack addiction, racism, sexism, environ-
mental terrorism, “pimp-ism”, and imperialism are all encouraged and
supported by CSDS. In fact, these anti-Human systems are symptoms
of CSDS. Organized lying is the virulent base of CSDS and leads to
the deceiving of the people causing the people to act insane to their
Humanity. Since the principal carriers of CSDS are the education,
religious, and political systems, they are shaking in their boots at the
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possibility of being rocked by the H.E.A.L. movement. They are correct
to be afraid because the H.E.A.L. movement plans to modify these insti-
tutions of lying.

(Mtafuta-Ukweli 2014)8

Two years after H.E.A.L. was founded, the political and social activist
organization Hip Hop Congress emerged in San Jose, California, and
soon expanded to 30 chapters across the country. On the East Coast,
the Malcolm X Grassroots Movement (MXGM)—a black nationalist
hip hop-based organization with seven chapters in urban centers of the
United States—formed in Brooklyn, New York. MXGM chapters set up
community education workshop series, feeding and clothing programs,
political prisoner amnesty campaigns, and initiated “Black August”—a
celebration of hip hop and the “freedom fighters” for the black nationalist
cause.’

In 1996, the Ella Baker Center for Human Rights was founded in
Oakland, California. The Center’s mission is to promote justice, peace,
and opportunity in and around the Bay Area through four separate but
integrated projects: (1) Books not Bars, which addresses the problem of
incarceration; (2) Green-Collar Jobs Campaign, which seeks to bring
environmentally focused jobs to the inner city; (3) Soul of the City, which
focuses on sustainable development in communities; and (4) Heal the
Streets, a program that prevents youth (15-18) from engaging in violence,
drugs, and gang-related activity. One year later in New York City, the
grassroots organization Blackout Arts Collective (BAC) was founded by
spoken word artists and hip hop MCs on the mission of empowering
communities of color through the tools of hip hop culture and education.
Like the Ella Baker Center, BAC has seven chapters in urban centers across
the United States and promotes its identity as a “national organization that
operates through local action.” Two issues at the core of BAC chapters
across the United States are education and arts in the local public school
system and the persistent problem of youth incarceration.!’

The above is just a sampling of the community-based hip hop organiza-
tions that emerged during the initial years of the hip hop’s social creation
and institutionalization stage. The number of organizations has grown
steadily since and includes nationally focused ones such as the Hip Hop

8 The H.E.A.L. manifesto can be found at http://www.hiphop-network.com/articles/
graffitiarticles/heal-1.asp (accessed February 22, 2014).

? MXMG has local chapters in Atlanta, Detroit, New Orleans, Jackson, Dallas-Fort Worth,
Oakland, New York. Malcolm X Grassroots Movement, http://mxgm.org (accessed February
10, 2014).

10 Flla Baker Center for Human Rights, http://www.ellabakercenter.org/page.php?pageid
=19&contentid=151; Blackout Arts Collective, http://www.blackoutartscollective.com/about.
html (both accessed February 22, 2014).
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Caucus (formed in 2004), and internationally focused ones like the
Hip-Hop Association (formed in 2002) and Global Block Foundation
(formed 2008)." In 2001, the United Nations recognized the international
importance of hip hop when on May 16 of that year it commended hip
hop as an “international culture of peace and prosperity” through the
UN-sponsored Hip Hop Declaration of Peace. The Declaration lists 18
principles of “hip-hop culture,” which seek to maintain the dignity and
respect of individuals, cultures, tribes, and peoples of the globe. As the
Eleventh Principle states, “Hip hop Kulture [sic] is united as one multi-
skilled, multi-cultural, multi-faith, multi-racial people committed to the
establishment and the development of peace.”'> The Declaration signaled
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hip hop’s “global” bona fides as a veritable source of conflict resolution.

Stage IlI: Political activism and participation
(2000-present)

Amid the presidential election of 1996, the renowned hip hop journalist
Dave “Davey D” Cook asked a question in one of his articles: will rap
artists run for political office in 1996? He explained:

A rap artist running for office? How outlandish..is probably how many
within the mainstream would view this concept.. But it is far from
outlandish. White folks within the entertainment field have been doing
this for years. Senator Bill Bradley out of New Jersey made a name for
himself playing basketball. Sonny Bono and Clint Eastwood went from
television and on screen icons to Mayors of Palm Springs and Carmel.
Clint still does an occasional movie here and there and Bono took it to
the next level by getting himself elected to Congress. If you really wanna
[sic] think about one of this land’s most popular Presidents Ronald
Regan [sic] went from movie actor to Governor to two term President of
these United States. While all this is happening, politicians are often seen
feverishly seeking the endorsements of today’s top icons. The political
endorsements from folks like Jay Leno or Arnold Schwartznegger [sic]
are considered worthy, yet you never hear about the political endorse-
ments of those within the hip hop generation. Who was Spike Lee voting
for in the last election? What about John Singleton? What does KRS-One
think about this intense race between Pat Buchannon [sic] and Bob Dole.

""Hip Hop Caucus, http://hiphopcaucus.org; Hip-Hop Association, http://www.hiphop
association.org/#/home; Global Block Foundation, http:/www.globalblock.org/index.html
(accessed February 22, 2014).

12 The Declaration of Peace was published, among other places, on December 8, 2011 at http://
www.thetika.com/hip-hop-declaration-of-peace (accessed February 24, 2014).
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And will Bill Clinton approach KRS-One or someone like Speech or even
Spearhead’s Michael Franti during the big election this fall and ask him
to rally up the troops?

(Cook 1996)

That year, only one member of the hip hop community took up Davey D’s
challenge—James White in Milwaukee, whom we briefly discuss below.
This was largely intentional: in the wake of events such as the Rodney
King beating and the Los Angeles riots, large portions of the hip hop
community looked at electoral politics with askance. But Davey D and
others were urging a different strategy, and by the mid- to late 1990s, hip
hop was poised to enter what we have identified as the third stage in its
development: political activism and political participation.

Over the last decade and a half, hip hop has become overtly “political”
mostly by seeking to influence electoral outcomes in the United States
through voter registration drives, political style summits and conven-
tions, and get-out-the-vote operations. To a much smaller degree, hip hop
heads have begun recruiting and running candidates for elected office.
As grassroots-based hip hop organizations were turning their attention
to causes and issues in local communities across the United States in the
1990s, the commercial power that hip hop had amassed over the previous
two decades inevitably allowed for a political platform that extended both
across a mainstream national audience and down into local communities.
Its origins are found in the Rock the Vote in 1992, when the organization
registered over 300,000 young people to vote in time for the presidential
election that year. Youth voter turnout that year increased by 20 percent
over 1988 and served to reverse a 20-year decrease in youth participation
in presidential elections (Trindell and Medhurst 1998). That year, “rap the
vote” was merely a slogan used to appeal to hip hop communities across
the United States, and in 1996 there was no meaningful hip hop presence in
electoral politics either. However, in 2000, Russell Simmons’s 360HipHop
organization joined with Rock the Vote to create Rap the Vote as a means
of expanding and enhancing voter registration drives in communities of
color where political participation was low if not altogether non-existent.

In June 2001, Simmons also founded the Hip-Hop Summit Action
Network (HSAN) dedicated

to harnessing the cultural relevance of Hip-Hop music to serve as a
catalyst for education advocacy and other societal concerns fundamental
to the empowerment of youth...[hip-hop] must be responsibly and
proactively utilized to fight the war on poverty and injustice.

(hsan.org 2008)

That summer National Hip-Hop Summit held its inaugural meeting in New
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York City, out of which emerged an electoral arm called Hip-Hop Team
Vote, which, like Rap the Vote, focused on voter registration drives of the
hip hop generation in communities of color.

As the re-election of George W. Bush approached, members of the hip
hop community sought a more involved method of affecting electoral
outcomes. In 2003, the National Hip Hop Political Convention (NHHPC)
was founded, a political advocacy organization that claimed chapters in 20
states. In June 2004, the NHHPC held its first convention in Newark, New
Jersey. Over 3,000 people and 600 delegates from the 20 states attended
the four-day convention and worked on a five-point agenda which included
the following platform issues:

® Equal funding for all public schools, mandated by federal legislation
or, if need be, a constitutional amendment. The platform rejects
school vouchers, demands free post-secondary education and calls
for legislation to eradicate illiteracy.

® The repeal of tax cuts for the wealthy, reparations for black
Americans and full employment.

® Reinstatement of voting and other civil and human rights for
convicted criminals, the eradication of mandatory minimum
sentences and the formation of civilian review boards with
subpoena power at all levels of government.

® Federal legislation for universal health care and women’s
reproductive health, and increased funding for AIDS and other
diseases.

® Withdrawal of troops from Afghanistan, Iraq, Puerto Rico and
other occupied nations, an end to further U.S. imperialism and
the formation of a Truth and Reconciliation Commission that will
investigate U.S. human rights abuses.
(Jones 2004)

The election and re-election of Barack Obama in 2008 and 2012 also
signaled the greatest level of electoral involvement for the hip hop
community to date in terms of voter registration drives, get-out-the-vote
operations, and political conventioneering and organizing. Yet, at the
local level (and to a much smaller extent) hip hop has produced political
candidates in the political activism and participation stage of development.
In 1996, hip hop musical recording artist James White (also known as
Ghetto Priest) won election to his first four-year term on the Milwaukee
County Board of Supervisors. White served a total of three terms. Ras
Baraka, a high school principal in Newark, New Jersey and son of the
famous poet Amiri Baraka, has run for local political office several times
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in the last two decades. In 1994, Baraka received 9 percent of the vote in
Newark’s mayoral race as a 24-year-old. In 1998 and 2002, Baraka ran for
Councilman-At-Large in New York and narrowly missed the run-offs each
time. Baraka served as Newark Deputy Mayor under Sharp James from
2002 to 2005, and in 2010 he ran and won for South Ward Councilman
in Newark (www.rasjbaraka.com 2014). In 2014, he was a candidate for
Mayor of Newark. Across the river in New York City in 2001, hip hop
MC and political activist George Martinez (also known as “Rithm,” one
of the co-authors here) ran an insurgent campaign for City Council in
Brooklyn, New York against incumbent Angel Rodriguez and received 13
percent of the vote. The following year Martinez was elected as Democratic
District Leader of the 51st Assembly district in New York State. Since then,
Martinez has served as a Cultural Envoy for the U.S. Department of State
and made a run for Congress in 2012 on the heels of the Occupy Wall
Street (OWS) Movement—something we will come back to in Chapter
13. Martinez has traveled on behalf of the U.S. government to countries
throughout Latin America and Southeast Asia addressing issues of poverty
and discrimination. Like Africa Bambaataa 30 years ago, Martinez uses the
tools and methods of hip hop to turn youth involved in gangs in countries
like Honduras, Nicaragua, and Bolivia away from violence and gang
activity.

As the “hip-hop generation” (Kitwana 2002) has matured in the United
States, hip hop itself has been transformed from a cultural expression to
a potential political force for civic engagement, activism, and democratic
participation. Community-based organizations with roots in hip hop have
cropped up across the country to provide services to communities, to
educate, to steer youth from drug use and gang violence, to deal with the
causes and effects of poverty and discrimination, and most importantly to
advocate for a more democratic and humane society.

While hip hop political organizations and candidates have put forth
progressive platforms and ideas between and during elections, we
acknowledge that the “political” success of hip hop is something open
to debate. This is not to say that the events, organizations, or movements
described above have had no impact on the communities at which they
were targeted or the wider society. The hip hop community’s involvement
in successful movements like the reform of the Rockefeller Drug Laws
in New York State is a recent case in point. Social awareness has been
raised, activism around specific issues both locally and nationally has been
enhanced, and in many communities individuals and organizations linked
to hip hop have worked with or even replaced older, more established
community-based organizations in the cause of social and economic justice.
As we write this in 2014, a mere 40 years after its appearance, hip hop
operates simultaneously in the United States as: (1) cultural expression and
commercial industry; (2) a network of social organizations working toward
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issues of social and economic justice; and (3) an avenue for political activism
and participation. In all of these phases, hip hop as the culturally shared
experience of marginalization through various forms of discrimination,
violence, poverty, and hardship continues to pervade many communities.
All of this points to the fact that hip hop’s potential for transformation is
probably more important than ever, given the national and international
forces of militating against those communities.

To follow

Some aspect of the concept of hip hop as “organic globalizer” inspired the
authors and essays in this collection. Rather than offer an overview of each
chapter that follows here, we have decided on another approach. Each
chapter begins with an Editors’ note where we summarize the argument
and attempt to contextualize its contents within the organic globalizer
framework laid out above. Individually, the chapters that follow do not
necessarily fit neatly within one or more of the three stages of development
of hip hop we have outlined. Collectively, however, they broadly confirm a
basic premise: hip hop, rooted in a movement culture, has been an artistic
medium used to foster awareness, build and transform social institutions,
and/or encourage political activism in local communities that have largely
found themselves marginalized. We repeat our assertion that hip hop does
not necessarily have to lead to any of these outcomes; further, when it
has, the outcome is not always necessarily a “progressive” expression of
political will. Put another way, none of what follows refutes other analyses
of hip hop or the rap industry that shed a critical light on things like its
commercialization, its cultural origins, the ongoing issues with misogyny,
consumerism, homophobia, and so on. The literature on hip hop is
burgeoning and at times boisterous. We are confident that within it a space
exists for the Organic Globalizer.
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