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Preface

It is always difficult to attempt to capture a complex social phenomenon in a few pages, let alone to explain what it means in many different cultural arenas. Hip-hop was something I grew up with as a child in Virginia Beach, Virginia. Hip-hop was popular in my neighborhood, College Park, which was racially diverse. It sits roughly at the corner of three cities (Virginia Beach, Norfolk, and Chesapeake), so movement between different peoples with different experiences and different music preferences was the norm. Virginia Beach is a transient city with large populations of military personnel and tourists, making music and change a daily occurrence because music seemed to always inspire the rhythm of the region.

I grew up with the mid-1990s hip-hop, which includes the Fugees, Busta Rhymes, Tupac Shakur, Biggie Smalls, No Limit Records, Cash Money Records, Bone Thugs-n-Harmony, and other artists. The Hampton Roads region was and remains a hotbed of hip-hop activity, producing Timbaland, Missy Elliott, Nottz, Pharrell Williams and the Neptunes, and many other lesser known but still important artists. These artists played regularly in bars and clubs and on the radio. It would have been difficult to grow up in Virginia Beach and not be exposed to hip-hop.

My father grew up in Pittsburgh, exposed to a complex racial and ethnic environment where different racial and ethnic groups often found themselves in conflict for housing, jobs, and social services. Pittsburgh, a city of vibrant ethnic and racial minority communities, was a city very much in the center of hip-hop’s politics even though we tend not to think of it as a hip-hop city. My father listened to the Motown greats and introduced me to them at an early age. I knew Stevie Wonder and Marvin Gaye early. Ray Charles was common as well. This may have been what most profoundly shaped my hip-hop listening experience. I understood, or at least thought I did, the tremendous problems with urban poverty, violence, and selective policing. Stevie Wonder’s “Living for the City” told such a captivating story that it was impossible to resist its call for considering more seriously the impact of race and poverty in our cities.

Growing up in College Park, Virginia Beach, was exciting. There were many other children around, and they were from all over. They liked hip-hop, the alternative rock of the day, classic rock, and probably some country, although it was not very cool to like country in the neighborhood. Growing up, I was exposed to hip-hop because that seemed to be what everyone was listening to. MTV and BET still played mostly music videos, and many of them were hip-hop. Everyone seemed to pretend that they were a disc jockey (DJ) or an emcee. I would later try my hand at DJing in high school and college, mostly for my own stress relief but also because I was fascinated with creating and knew that the hip-hop pioneers of the Bronx and Brooklyn had parlayed these talents into flashy, financially lucrative careers.

My first memory as a DJ was trying to use a dual tape deck to produce scratching sounds. From there I incorporated Gemini 500s, a beginner turntable setup. I was fortunate in that my best friend’s older brother was a DJ who was actually quite popular in the local radio and concert scene. I was terrified of asking him for help, but he agreed and helped me amass a great record collection. Because most of what I listened to was hip-hop and R&B, most of my DJing utilized these styles of music. I never fully accepted or really listened to electronica and its many derivations. Hip-hop was where my heart was.

Hip-hop, though, was about community back then more so than personal aggrandizement. It brought people together at a party or a barbeque. Lyrics were easy material as we tried our youthful hand at literary allusion. Knowledge of lyrics was a way to test who was cool or who might have a CD or cassette tape that you needed burned. Music sharing was popular then, and much of it happened via burning hard-copy CDs. Now the Internet enables this, much to the chagrin of many record companies but often to the delight of artists hoping to be discovered.

Hip-hop also provided the music to pump up competitors, and I would readily listen to it before high school debate competitions and swim meets. DMX was common in the same ways that people now might listen to Migos (me included) to get excited about their day or amped for a specific performance. Since I realized that hip-hop had this potential to motivate, to amplify one’s emotions, this is probably where I began to think about hip-hop as a cultural phenomenon worth studying.

What kept me interested in hip-hop was how I saw it bringing people together. School dances featured more hip-hop than I’m sure administrators felt comfortable with. While middle school was full of awkwardness, high school was full of bump and grind, the rhythmic close-quarters dancing that many parents still abhor. And while the dancing was often sexual, it was also about a freedom of expression and a willingness to test boundaries and think about what the body and sound could do differently. A great beat would be the impetus that people needed to get to know one another, chat, dance, and laugh. Even a bad dancer could feel carried away by the music.

In college, I understood hip-hop and fell in with a group of rappers in suburban Richmond, Virginia. There were frequent freestyle competitions at a cool upstairs spot near what was the restaurant Sticky Rice in Richmond. I was never very good at freestyling, but I learned a lot from my emcee friends about the syntax of flowing. Of course, during this time street racing was also popular, so we would street race, battle rap, and try our best to figure out how someone became famous from hip-hop. That did not happen except for a show I performed in the bar at the University of Richmond’s campus where I invited my rapper friends to perform; the bartender was forced to tell us multiple times to turn down the bass. It was there that I mixed in sounds of Southpark and other verbal jabs and exclamations to punctuate the live artists, earning their respect as a funny if not at least capable DJ.

In law school, I was fortunate enough to meet andré douglas pond cummings, one of the founders of hip-hop and law. I worked as his research assistant for two years. He studied hip-hop as an academic subject. Growing up in South Central Los Angeles at a time when gangsta rap was just what was happening, he had grown to appreciate N.W.A., Public Enemy, Tupac Shakur, and Snoop Dogg. Los Angeles was then and is now a hotbed of hip-hop activity, and cummings brought to law school an appreciation for the ways in which one’s nonschool life could come to bear on one’s school life. I had never really thought of hip-hop as something I could do as a scholar until then.

It was at that time that I began to understand hip-hop not just as the DJing of my youth. It was not simply culture but was also something to study. I worked on countless projects in law school and early in my academic career to think about and help others think about how important hip-hop is. This work also made me feel good in the sense that I felt I was writing and speaking about topics that mattered to people every day and not just in the hallowed halls of academia. I was doing real work in the sense that I was doing work that people would read and would help them understand what they did every day.

Most people interested in hip-hop have a similar story, and that is also what makes hip-hop interesting and relatable. It is about stories. Many of hip-hop’s most memorable songs are stories. Although certainly not the most important, Eminem’s “Stan” is just such a story. The song tells the story of an obsessed fan who takes Eminem’s lyrics to heart, so much so that the fan becomes violently dangerous. The story is of course partly introspective, as Eminem reflects on the violence of his own lyrics, but is also a testament to the relationship that fans have to lyrics and how central hip-hop can be to their lives. Hip-hop stories are often introspective, but they also tell quite moving tales about struggle, structural racism, and the dangers of inner-city life. Ludacris’s “Runaway Love” featuring Mary J. Blige tells the story of a young woman’s harrowing journey through abuse and neglect of all types and her dogged determination to make something of herself in the world. Slick Rick’s “Children’s Story” exposes the dangers of crime and ends in a police chase, showing that hip-hop’s reliance on narrative is one of its most attractive features and what keeps listeners and scholars eagerly engaged.

Although I have read many books on hip-hop, none really capture hip-hop culture or the complexities of hip-hop music appreciation. This book is an attempt to capture some thoughts about hip-hop in culture, which is important and meaningful. Hip-hop has never confined itself to one medium, so a book makes sense just as much graffiti on the side of a train or the art on someone’s burned CD does. Hip-hop is everywhere, and I have felt this in all that I do. No matter where I travel in the United States or in the world, people are talking about hip-hop, and the music is everywhere.

People often ask me to rank my favorite artists or my favorite albums. I like artists for different reasons. Wyclef Jean was always profoundly important to me and was the first artist I wrote about in a scholarly article. I grew up listening to the Fugees, and The Score is still one of the most important hip-hop albums of all time. The Score introduced collaborations between reggae stars and hip-hop artists and featured sound production with beats that still stand the test of time. The album was overtly political and masterfully put metaphor to work. All of this has made The Score a fantastic album. I like both Tupac and Biggie, although I’ve spent more time studying Tupac. There is a lot to unpack in Tupac’s music that isn’t in Biggie’s, but Biggie has some classic beats that encourage one to think about sitting in a lawn chair in a friend’s driveway or garage just thinking about what possibilities the night might hold.

Ludacris is one of my favorites because he’s so stylistically gifted. He possesses tremendous cadence and rhythm. Every remix he is on including collaborations with R&B artists seems to pop. I love remixes, particularly ones that combine R&B and rap, because I grew up at a time when the slow jam was a high school dance classic. In terms of older rap, Kool G Rap is underrated. Even his newer stuff is tremendously powerful. I loved the late great Craig Mack, whose delivery was fantastic. Rakim and Scarface, both very different artists, offer unforgettable bars at almost every juncture. I wish deeply that Big L had lived longer than his 24 years. He had a masterful flow and no doubt many albums beyond Lifestylez ov da Poor & Dangerous.

I also like trap music, in part because I spent four years in Atlanta and also because I grew up dancing and going to clubs. Music that made you move was important to me and still is. I have a deep love for Migos, Kevin Gates, Lil Jon, and other artists who produce the types of music that get people moving.

Music that brings people together is important, and while it is easy to hold up the socially conscious music that many scholars rally behind, it is equally as important to recognize the music that brings people together every day in clubs, on street corners, and at parties. One of the most important aspects of hip-hop music is that you can both respect and love Common and also appreciate the much different stylings of Lil John. Hip-hop is a diverse cultural form that recognizes many different types of talent and appreciates countless musical styles.

One need not be all in and reject whatever does not fit. Caring about hip-hop does not mean rejecting everything that is not hip-hop. Hip-hop hard-liners will often argue that those who like other types of music are not really “hip-hop,” as if diverse interest make people somehow less of a community member. This happens in the academy, where scholars who publish outside of their discipline or who collaborate with scholars in other departments are often derided as not committed to their own discipline at the same time as their colleges or universities promote interdisciplinary majors and PhD programs. It can be tough to fit in when such gatekeepers seem to keep the gates closed. Hip-hop is no different. For everyone who gets excited about people in the midwestern United States listening to and making hip-hop, just as many people seem to think that the only rap worth anything is in New York. This book does not take that approach, and it is something that I have always found strange especially when the diversity of ideas and styles that make everything from scholarship to fashion to education are what we ought to be after. I was fortunate to grow up listening to both Biggie and Tupac as well as Stevie Wonder, Creedence Clearwater Revival, and Queen. I was influenced by my peers and my father, and that helped me think broadly about music and the diverse influences and ideas that made music great. People interested in studying hip-hop should keep an open mind.

This book provides a number of references to artists and ideas. Many are explored here, but one should also read other books and articles featured in the “Further Reading” sections. One book will never capture everything about a subject, so in the spirit of the remix and the mash-up, take the pieces you like from this book, combine them with the art show you went to last week and the mixtape you just downloaded, and bring those to the table when you read one of the many other great books on hip-hop. It is only with those sorts of combinations that one begins to really understand how hip-hop is not just what is on the radio at a given time. Rather, hip-hop is all of these things.

Hip-hop is also about making do with what one has. DJs didn’t always have the newest computer programs or the finest-engineered turntables. Sometimes all they had were two tape decks. Rappers didn’t have studio time and ready access to a Roland TR-808 (a premium drum machine). So, this book is an invitation to use what you can and eagerly seek more. The best music comes from struggle, augmentation, and collaboration. This book is a jumping-off point for more of those conversations, projects, and ciphers.
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Introduction: The State of the 
Field of Hip-Hop Studies

This chapter will help define hip-hop and explain its broad significance for educators and students. Hip-hop is not obscure, and it is not something that only journalists and musicologists care to research. Most people, whether they like it or not, have come into contact with hip-hop. My argument is not that everyone should like or does like hip-hop but rather that hip-hop influences society nonetheless. One may not like the National Football League, but the conversation that its actions are causing about race and nationalism certainly influence U.S. culture. One doesn’t have to have read Harry Potter to know that it is important and is shaping how a lot of people recreate (Quidditch, anyone?), among other things. Likewise, one might not understand vegetarianism or veganism and might actually think they’re bad ideas, but that does not discount the way these movements influence marketing strategies of restaurants and food producers, nor does it deny how these ideas shape other service providers and entities such as wedding planners, conference venues, and hotels. Hip-hop likewise is out there and is shaping much of the world even if one doesn’t feel particularly moved by hip-hop.

Even though this argument seems reasonable, it is difficult to convince people that something they don’t do and may not have firsthand or even secondhand experience with affects them. For East Coast city types, it is often difficult to understand how the politics of the Midwest might affect them, yet every time a presidential election time rolls around, Iowa gets all the attention. Likewise, it might be difficult for Bavarians to understand how Berlin or Frankfurt affects them, but the financial and economic decisions made in those cities have far-reaching consequences across Germany and the whole of Europe. Culture works the same way. One need not be a member of any specific Latinx culture to hear the increased use of Spanish in the United States, and one’s children do not need to be professional skateboarders or surfers to have an affinity for PacSun clothing stores. One of the most flummoxing issues of culture is that one can actively resist or even hate certain cultural forces, but those forces will still affect them. Think of the alt-right movements that are increasingly popular in the United States and Western Europe. In some way they are only relevant because of the things they hate and resist the most. Likewise, although I am not an avid listener of country music, I recognize that Darius Rucker, Dierks Bentley, and others are shaping popular music and that many people I interact with on a daily basis are listening to them. Hate hip-hop all you want, but this does not mean that it is going away or won’t affect you, your family, or your coworkers. Culture is too fluid, too easily shared today.

Hip-hop is an important area of study. Educators are using hip-hop in classes at middle schools, high schools, colleges, and graduate and professional schools. Hip-hop provides examples of persuasion, argument, and analysis of a number of topics. It has visual and audible elements. So, it is not just that hip-hop can be analyzed like literature but that its music videos can be analyzed like television shows or movies, and its album covers can be analyzed like paintings. This makes hip-hop texts more than lyrics or beats, which makes hip-hop useful to many different disciplines and types of analysis.

Analogously, one might not care too much about classic rock, but this does not mean that the Beatles and the Rolling Stones are not important or that their music has not shaped how other artists make music or influenced how companies craft advertising campaigns. We don’t have to like things to admit that they influence the world in which we live. In this way, it is important to recognize that although not everyone likes hip-hop—and indeed some people hate it—this does not mean that it is culturally insignificant. In fact, many hip-hop artists would argue that the evidence of haters is proof that the artists are doing important work and that this work is appreciated by many. As Soulja Boy raps, “Haters want to be me.”

Hip-hop studies is a growing and dynamic field. Rather than simply the study of rap music, hip-hop studies encompasses a number of academic disciplines and considers a multitude of people, events, and texts. Simply put, hip-hop studies is a subsection of cultural studies that takes as its focus the complexity of hip-hop culture to better understand the culture on its own terms as well as apply hip-hop methodologies, theories, and lessons to other areas of culture. Its practitioners are in many disciplines with many different types of academic degrees and many with no academic degrees. Those people thinking critically about hip-hop are performers, scholars, and listeners.

Hip-hop is both an object of study—as with architecture in New York, women’s rights movements in England, and the voting patterns of residents in U.S. southern cities—and a way to think about doing scholarly work in the ways that poststructuralism, realism, and ethnography may provide scholars, students, and activists with an orientation toward study. Hip-hop is such a large cultural phenomenon that there is a good chance scholars studying different parts of hip-hop may not even overlap in their work. A scholar focused on graffiti in New York may have little occasion to run into or come across a scholar working on French hip-hop in Paris. Likewise, a scholar invested in law and hip-hop might not do much work with English studies because both fields use different journals, different writing styles, and different conferences.

S. Craig Watkins argues that

The growing array of hip-hop intellectuals is a spectacular indication of the movement’s multifaceted demeanor and ceaseless energy. . . . What has emerged is a body of thinkers who articulate a wide range of ideas that, in their unique way, map out the contradictory currents, ideas, and worldview that percolate throughout the phenomenal world of hip hop. From spoken-word artists to academic scholars hip-hop intellectuals are translating the movement into a vast mix of critical commentary and artistic expression. The results both energize and expand the image and imagination of the hip-hop intelligentsia. (Watkins 2005, 234)

Watkins is excited by the diversity of contributors to and ideas in hip-hop studies. Writing in 2005, he recognizes the diversity of perspectives as a strength of the field, implicitly countering the argument often made against interdisciplinary fields that they are about too much and therefore about nothing. His understanding accepts the divisions in the field and embraces the importance of outsider knowledge so that it is not only professors who are valuable contributors in this space but also the emcees and spoken-word arts. Drawing on the tradition of phenomenology and ethnography, Watkins recognizes that intelligence and knowledge come from the ground up and not from the top down.

Monica Miller et al. argue that

Hip Hop has become an astute public teacher to those who cared to listen to its weighty messages and learn from its many lessons. That is, Hip Hop necessitates anything but “easy” listening and passive consumption. Moreover, its messages of resistance, social awareness, personal consciousness, activism, pleasure and power, and community engagement have transcended its early days of locality in the Bronx and West Coast cities against the turmoil of post-industrialism. (Miller et al. 2014, 6)

This message importantly argues that locality is no longer a good way to think about hip-hop. That is, one need not be from New York to care about hip-hop studies. Miller and her coauthors also argue that hip-hop demands critical listening skills. Although many critics may deride hip-hop’s lyrics, those critics often never consider the ways in which hip-hop self-polices its practitioners and critiques both practitioners and followers. Miller et al. also position hip-hop as a self-affirming art responding to critical postindustrialism ills such as rampant unemployment and systemic health care inequalities. If one is willing to listen, hip-hop has a lot to teach. That the Journal of Hip Hop Studies is now on its fifth volume is at least a partial indication that hip-hop studies is here to stay.

Hip-hop as an orientation to scholarship draws on the legacy of critical race theory. It seeks to understand oppression, control, racism, and the ways in which people of color often find themselves on the wrong side of law, public policy, and social relations. Critical race theory is a way of doing scholarship that was created by law professors in the 1980s who were troubled by the erasure of race from the legal curriculum. They recognized that there were racial disparities at every level of the criminal justice system and that the legal academy contained few minorities. They also realized that race was a defining characteristic of the United States, playing a prominent role in politics, law, and sociology as well as education, public health, and transportation infrastructure policy. Hip-hop studies scholars also share these views and direct their energy at addressing if not solving systemic inequality.

Hip-hop studies often takes for granted that racism is structural in the United States. It bears repeating: racism is structural in the United States. Oftentimes this shared assumption is a way that people express their downness with the cause. If one can agree that racism is structural, then one is probably on board for hip-hop as a way to think about racism. Hip-hop also appreciates performance and as such has allies in performance studies, communication, and theater. Hip-hop is not a staid art form that one experiences in a museum. It is something one experiences in concerts, at clubs, and in one’s car. Mixtapes and CDs are traded, and the performance of those trades is itself interesting. You might be able to burn one CD of a particularly good artist or a new CD and trade it for several older CDs or less successful artists. The centrality of exchange also shapes hip-hop studies such that the remix, sampling, and sharing become central to understanding the circulation of ideas in hip-hop. One can understand a sample from a James Brown song, which evokes a different era and message; the African rhythm of a particular drum beat, which evokes a much longer musical heritage than late 1970s New York; or a diss track’s relationship to another artist, song, or album. This intertextuality is also a key fixture of hip-hop. That is, hip-hop is often referencing other texts and historical periods.

This exchange underscores the sharing economy of hip-hop. Hip-hop studies is interested in the remix, or the way ideas are shared and changed from one rhetor to another. Hip-hop community members are concerned with sharing and the limits on sharing imposed by cultural norms and legal regimes. This sharing and the generative nature of the human condition are important for hip-hop scholars as they explore artistic creation and the importance of expression in one’s sense of self.

Both perspectives, hip-hop as a thing to study and hip-hop as an orientation to studying, allow for critical inquiry. One can study the many aspects and actors of hip-hop as well as think about what hip-hop does to how we think about thinking. That is, hip-hop provides methodological and theoretical insights into many fields and issues. There are two ways of thinking about knowledge, broadly: epistemological and ontological. Epistemology is the study of knowledge, answering the question of how we know what we know. Ontology is the study of being, or how we are and what we are. Hip-hop is concerned with both. Hip-hop challenges institutional knowledges that deny slavery and systemic oppression. Hip-hop asks people to reconsider what they know about U.S. and world history and also understands that knowledge is passed down through people and that the present is structured by the struggles of the past. Likewise, hip-hop is deeply concerned with what it means to be in the world and not just what it means to be black, although many artists speak to this. Hip-hop asks who has agency and what people can do in this world to live fulfilling, meaningful lives when people, systems, and the menagerie of racism, classism, and other forms of invidious discrimination seem to rule the day. This book considers these perspectives and the ways in which both perspectives have influenced a number of different areas of culture and learning.

“Hip-hop” is a term used to mean many things.
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