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One further phenomenon is worth studying, and that is the formation of a surprising number of negro intellectuals who absorb American culture and technology.
– Antonio Gramsci (21)

In his Time Passages, George Lipsitz likens Chicano rock musicians in Los Angeles to Gramsci’s “organic intellectuals” (133-60).  Using this as a model, I aim to show that selective contemporary rap artists in the United States can be likened to Gramsci’s conception of organic intellectuals.  This is not true of all rap artists, but only those rap performers who consciously and explicitly claim to speak for their communities.  There is a danger here to view rap or hip-hop as a monolithic genre, thus concealing the subtle differences between the different styles of rapping.  Although contemporary rapping styles all have generic roots in New York hip-hop and in the oral traditions of the “dozens” and “signifying” stretching back to the griots of Africa, there are major differences in lyrical content and sharp stylistic distinctions between the various subgenres.  Gangsta rap, for example, is centered around the themes of gang violence, death, drugs, and women; it is fiercely localized, and there is generally little concern with black militancy and white opposition.  Hardcore rap, on the other hand, while concerned with local issues, very much views black problems in universal terms of justice and oppression.  Its content mainly focuses on political and serious messages aimed at the black community as a whole, being less concerned with early rap’s feel-good, party-type lyrics or the braggadocio and machismo of gangsta rap.  Hardcore reflects social consciousness and racial pride backed by driving rhythms, which distinguishes it from pop rap, the content of which explores the common ground between races and usually lacks any social message.  The rappers of this genre repeatedly insist that their role as artists and poets is inseparable from their role as insightful inquirers into reality and teachers of truth.  In this essay, I will focus on hardcore rap, in order to demonstrate that its articulators can be likened to Gramsci’s organic intellectuals as read through a combination of Lipsitz and Gramsci.
Gramsci redefined the conventional notion of the intellectual.  He stated:  “I greatly extend the notion of intellectuals and I do not restrict myself to the current notion which refers to great intellectuals” (56).  His reworking of the concept expanded its parameters to include anyone whose social role is that of organization, administration, direction, or the leading of others.  Gramsci, however, distinguished between “organic” and “traditional” intellectuals (5-7).  The latter referred to those who legitimate the current system, while “organic” intellectuals were those individuals whom a social group spontaneously creates in order to raise its own self-awareness and to ensure its greater cohesion:

Every social group, coming into existence on the original terrain of an essential function in the world of economic production, creates together with itself, organically, one or more strata of intellectuals which give it homogeneity and an awareness of its own function not only in the economical but also in the social and political fields.  (5)

Edward Said clarifies the position of organic intellectuals:  “Today, everyone who works in any field connected either with the production or distribution of knowledge is an intellectual in Gramsci’s sense” (7).  Rappers can be said to fulfill this function.
Lipsitz uses Gramsci to show that Chicano rock musicians functioned as organic intellectuals:

As members of an aggrieved community and as artists involved in the generation and circulation of ideas reflecting the needs of that community, Mexican-American rock musicians from Los Angeles have functioned as what Antonio Gramsci referred to as “organic intellectuals.” . . . Gramsci pointed out that subordinated groups have their own intellectuals who attempt to pose a “counter-hegemony” by presenting images subversive of existing power relations. . . . Organic intellectuals . . . attempt to build a “historical bloc” – a coalition of oppositional groups united around counter-hegemonic ideas.  The efforts by Chicano rock musicians in Los Angeles to enter the mainstream by linking up with other oppositional cultures reflect their struggle to assemble a “historical bloc” capable of challenging the ideological hegemony of Anglo cultural domination (Time Passages 152)

From this reading of Gramsci we can identify four salient features that characterize these organic intellectuals.  These are that they are members of an aggrieved community; that they reflect the needs of that community; that they attempt to construct a counter-hegemony through the dissemination of subversive ideas; and that they strive to construct a historical bloc – a coalition of oppositional groups united around these subversive or counter-hegemonic images.
Undoubtedly, black rap artists are members of an aggrieved community.  In form they represent the organic intellectuals that every social group creates together with itself.  As Nelson George puts it, they are “homegrown heroes” (5).  Indeed, this is explicitly acknowledged by repetition of the statement “I’m black and I’m proud.”  As organic intellectuals, rap artists chronicle the cultural life of their community by drawing upon slang, dress styles, wall murals, graffiti, and other customs for their inspiration and ideas.  Rappers are also firmly rooted in their communities.  There are constant references to specific towns (Philadelphia, New York, Los Angeles) as well as specific neighborhoods (Harlem, Compton, Brooklyn, Long Island).  This leads to a differing focus on those elements of black life in the ghettos that are vilified by the mainstream hegemonic culture, such as pimping, prostitution, drug addiction, venereal disease, street killings, and oppressive harassment by white police.  Consequently, rap artists give a local dimension to their music, which articulates the problems of their community to a wider audience.  This localization has been described as “ghettocentricity” such that “the values and lifestyles of America’s poverty stricken urban homelands” are made “central to one’s being” (George 95).
Furthermore, these rappers explicitly acknowledge their role in the generation and circulation of ideas reflecting the needs of their community.  They recognize their role as mediators within the black community.  Chuck D of Public Enemy (PE), clearly delineated his perceived function:

You have people saying, “But the problems of the past are over, let’s not even think about it.”  But the problems growing out of hundreds of years of slavery remain for millions of black people and the only way I see them overcoming the problems is through education and networking.  (qtd. in Hilburn 63)

Similarly, Paris, a West coast rapper, articulates his role as an educator for the black community:  “The whole object of what I’m trying to get across to people is to develop analytical thought, decide for yourself what’s right or wrong” (qtd. in Bennun 31).  In “House Niggas” by Boogie Down Productions (BDP), KRS-1 proclaims:  “I teach, not preach,” and “Rap needed a teacher, so I became it.”  A constant theme throughout PE’s songs is the persistent reminder to “know what time it is.”  According to Andrew Ross, this is a reference to “the old metaphor for Black educational awareness – ‘Wake up! Don’t you know what time it is!’ – that became common currency in the black power movement of the late sixties” (105).  In order to reinforce the image, Flavor Flav, Chuck D’s counterpart, wears a huge clock around his neck, in a visual reminder to “know what time it is.”  Interestingly, the clock is a stopped alarm clock with a dual significance:  while being a caricature of a consumer society that privileges expensive watches, it also suggests that time has stopped, in the sense that there is little constructive headway in society and that the pressure for social reform is now so great that it overshadows “our time” (Lipsitz, “We Know” 7).  Thus, through their efforts at consciousness-raising and education within the black community, hardcore rappers, fulfill the Gramscian functions of endeavoring to produce homogeneity and raise self-awareness.

Rap artists present many images subversive of existing power relations.  This is an important function of Gramsci’s notions of organic intellectuals.  Organic intellectuals endeavor to undermine the legitimacy of the dominant ideology that the traditional intellectuals seek to uphold.  According to Raymond Williams:  “A lived hegemony is always a process,” which, “has continually to be renewed, recreated, defended and modified.  It is also continually resisted, limited, altered, challenged by pressures not at all its own.  We have then to add to the concept of hegemony the concepts of counter-hegemony and alternative hegemony, which are real and persistent elements of practice” (112-13).  Rap is one such counter-hegemonic strategy.

A familiar theme in the construction of this alternative hegemony is that of assassinating the President.  The rap/musical enactment of assassination is a good example of what Lipsitz describes as a rehearsal of, or substitute for, politics within the realm of culture (16-17).  It is also a “revenge fantasy” (Cross 59).  Rose adds that rap functions as a transcript of resistance, whereby rebellion fantasies are acted out in the public domain via the mediation of mass-technology (101).  The artwork on the cover of Paris’s album Sleeping with the Enemy depicts him hiding behind a tree on the White House lawn, gun in hand, waiting for the President to appear.  The introduction of the appropriately named song “Bush Killa,” contains an enactment of the assassination, and later on in the song Paris leaves us in no doubt of his intentions:  “Rat-a-tat go the gat [type of gun] to his [Bush’s] double face” and “Give him two from the barrel of a guerrilla/and that’s real from the mutherfuckin’ Bush killa.”  The theme is picked up in the Goats’ album Tricks of the Shade when they advise:  “Brothers with the gats here’s where ya gotta tat/Rat a tat tat Bush’s head will splitter splat” (“RU Down Wit Da Goats”).  Perhaps the most vivid representation of subversion and thus counter-hegemony is the song on the Goats’ album entitled “Burn the Flag,” with its exhortation to do just that.  In an open assertion of defiance and resistance, the rapper proclaims:
F(uck) to the flag makers

You to my rights takers

Now watcha think about that rap Kojack (sic)

I’ll burn the President and his residents up in it

We can find similar images within the lyrics of PE’s songs.  Chuck D raps in “She Watch Channel Zero”:  “Revolution a solution for all our children.”  Moreover, in a parallel to the visual image of Flavor Flav’s clock, PE are backed on stage by Professor Griff and his Uzi-toting Security of the First World Posse.  Undoubtedly, the sight of black men in paramilitary outfits, wielding guns, evokes a very potent image subversive of existing power relations.  It is a black show of strength and resistance to the white hegemony.  The song “Black Steel in the Hour of Chaos” presents another concrete example to the black community.  The oppositional sentiments are articulated through the image of resisting the draft as an example of black defiance.  Through these images of resistance and defiance, therefore, rap artists strive to build a counter-hegemony, united in their opposition to the mainstream culture as represented, in particular, by the Presidential figure of George Bush.

An integral part of Lipsitz’s analysis is bifocality.  He states:  “Unable to exercise either simple assimilation or complete separation from dominant groups, ethnic cultures accustom themselves to a bifocality reflective of both the ways that they view themselves and the ways that they are viewed by others” (135).  Bifocality, therefore, is the duality experienced by any subcultural group within any (alien) host culture.  An important element in the construction of bifocality is the articulation of difference or otherness, whereby the subcultural group seeks to distinguish itself from the mainstream culture.  Another prominent strategy is the explosion of dominant myths and symbols.  Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s track “The Message” is a vivid portrayal of the other side of the American dream:
Broken glass everywhere

People pissing on the stairs

You know they just don’t care

I can’t take the smell, can’t take the noise

Got no money to move out, I guess I got no choice

Rats in the front room, roaches in the back

Junkies in the alley with a baseball bat

I tried to get away but I couldn’t get far

‘Cause the man with the two truck repossessed my car.

The disillusionment and despair encapsulated in the alienation from the urban environment, in which the American symbols of mobility and freedom have been expropriated, are clear.  This message emphasizes the exigency of mere survival.  Through this graphic depiction of ghetto existence, a distinct otherness has been established.  Other examples are found in the lyrics of PE and the Goats.  In “Fight the Power,” Chuck D declares:

Elvis was a hero to most

But he never meant shit to me, you see

Straight up racist that sucker was simple and plain

Mutherfuck him and John Wayne

I’m black and I’m proud

I’m hyped and I’m amped

Most of my heroes don’t appear on no stamps

This theme is echoed in the Goats’ track “Do the Digs Dub?”:  “I don’t dig apple pie ‘cause it’s an American lie/Because I dug between the lies and all I found was slime.”  Thus PE and the Goats have established their otherness by their refusal to adhere to the dominant symbols of the hegemonic culture whilst simultaneously refusing to let the dominant culture define them.
At the same time, however, yet another strategy is also at work.  It is the attempt to construct a historical bloc – a coalition of oppositional groups united around these counter-hegemonic images of subversion and otherness.  An attempt to counter the perceived racism of the hegemonic culture is evident in BDP’s “House Niggas”:  “Black, white, or Indian, we’re all equal/So all ya racist codes I’ll decode, explode.”  In emphasizing the fundamental equality of all humans, KRS-1 is reaching out to other subordinated groups to form a counter-hegemonic alliance to overthrow the hegemonic ideology, the prop of which is racism.  Furthermore, by appealing to the similar experiences of other subjugated groups, rappers hope to fashion a coalition of oppositional groups based upon “families of resemblance,” or what Marshall Berman calls a “unity of disunity” (qtd. in Lipsitz 136).  The similarities of oppression and difference shared by different groups allow for the building of counter-hegemonic alliances via an appeal to these common points of reference.  An important element in this strategy is the vocabulary drawn from real experience, which is so vividly represented in “The Message.”  The notion of bifocality takes on an even greater significance among subordinated blocs that are the object of surveillance and stigmatization by the hegemonic culture.  PE’s logo of an individual targeted within the crosshairs of a rifle sight has multiple and ambiguous bifocal meanings.  The individual within the logo could be a black youth designated for extermination by the hegemonic culture, or he could just as easily be a black youth targeted by another black.  What is more, he could signify PE’s enemies and the hegemonic mainstream that is targeted for destruction by PE or by the Security of the First World Posse.
The aforementioned forces operate within the arena of the rap performance.  On stage and in their videos rappers exhibit an explicit affinity with their community.  The rap performance contains instantly recognizable features that can be traced back to the griots of West Africa.  The live rap concert, in particular, can be seen as a symbolic space for cultural resistance within which rap’s own codes function and dominate.  In the mass media, rap may have been co-opted, but the rap concert provides a cultural haven for the presentation of counter-hegemonic subversion.  Within the concert, rappers mark out their territory by asserting that this is “my time.”  Dyson states that the rap concert is a “public space of symbolic rejection of black bourgeois sensibilities, an arena for the linguistic refusal to accommodate conservative cultural and political forces, and a refuge from the tyrannizing surveillance of black speech practices exercised in mainstream cultural institutions” (171).  Furthermore, rap’s refusal “to accept bourgeois cultural norms of expression as absolute” (Craddock-Willis 30) embodies a reaction against those codes by drawing upon its own lexicon and themes, which serves to undermine the “correct” English usage.  In this struggle or “war of position,” rap’s ammunition is its nonhegemonic lyrics.  In “Let the Rhythm Hit ‘Em,” Eric B. and Rakin (EB&R) state the metaphor:  “I’m the arsenal/I got artillery, lyrics of ammo/Rounds of rhythm.”  Rap’s lyrics make powerful weapons by their ability to cite the details of everyday concrete existence.  As mentioned above, they offer a differing focus on those elements of black existence that are demonized by the mainstream culture and masked by the rhetoric of Ronald Reagan’s “Morning in America” and “Family Values.”  (What is more, DJs often lay down the sounds of everyday life, such as sirens and car horns, within their records.)  As Lipsitz phrases it, rappers “ironicize and invert the iconography of countersubversive demonization” (“We Know” 20).  Thus rap is used to destabilize hegemonic discourses in a “war of position” on discursive territory (Gramsci 229-39).
But how far has rap been co-opted by the dominant culture via technology and the mass media?  As the prominent music critic Nelson George phrases it:  “The question is no longer, ‘will rap last?’ but ‘who will control it?’” (94).  Rap’s commercial viability has created a voraciousness on the part of the record companies to sign any act they can – a potentially threatening development since this may lead to a dilution of rap’s counter-hegemonic content.  Furthermore, rappers simultaneously attack the evils of commercialism and the capitalist system, while glorifying in its success and lifestyle.  In “House Niggas” KRS-1 observes with displeasure that “so many rappers are preoccupied with wealth.”  EB&R’s Paid in Full, for example, is candid about the economic motivation behind music production.  The album cover depicts a glut of gold and money, and the title track repeatedly stresses that money is the means of survival.  The track, therefore, emphasizes rap music as an avenue of upward mobility (the main goal of the recording industry), but it also highlights the rapper’s need for compensation for her/his performance (Rose 93-95).  Dyson has consequently accused rap of a “voracious materialism” that aims to “escape economic and material deprivation and to color the American dream black and green” (278-79).
Dyson expands on rap’s “voracious materialism” that

feeds on an undisciplined acquisition, accumulation, and consumption of material goods that has pervaded most segments of American society.  Rap videos, like so many other visual vehicles of American popular fantasy, are generously embellished by the icons of material excess, including high-priced automobiles, expensive designer or casual wear, and great amounts of ostentatious jewelery.  The unquestioning pursuit of material wealth is reflected in the metaphors of abundant living that dominate the lexicon of rap culture:  getting paid, living large, collecting the dividends.  (278-79)
He feels that this aspect of rap culture reflects a submission to “the culture of consumption, exhibiting an unprincipled deference to materialism” (279).  It is this which smacks of co-optation by the mainstream.  Indeed, the more rap music highlights the hegemonic culture’s satisfaction of consumer needs and the provision of commodities, the more it engenders accommodation into this culture rather than resistance against it.
Furthermore, rap relies upon the technology of the mass media to express its views to a wider audience than the mere circulation of tapes would reach.  Rap has an acknowledged dependence on the technology of the recording industry.  Rappers repeatedly refer to the tools of their trade, while attempting to assert their superiority and mastery over them.  Their lyrics contain frequent references both to their own expertise and to that of their DJs.  The DJ is intimately wedded to his/her equipment.  Together they form a symbiotic relationship in which it is hoped that the DJ is the dominant partner.  Yet fears that the technology may absorb the DJ are high, fueled by such films as Terminator, Robocop, and Cyborg necessitating constant assertions of the superiority of the human over the machine.  Throughout rap music, the DJ’s skills are constantly emphasized and re-emphasized.  “The music’s devastatin’/It was simple to create/Cos I am the master of the 808” (The Unknown DJ, “808 Beats”); “I made it easy to dance to this/But can you detect/What’s coming next/From the flex of the wrist?’ (EB&R, “Eric B. Is President”); “They call him Yella/He is the best/He rocks the house on the DMX (World Class Wreckin’ Cru, “World Class”).  (The “808” and “DMX” both refer to popular drum machines used by rap DJs.)  Many albums feature instrumentals as a showcase of the DJ’s ability.  Yet the question remains, nonetheless, of who controls whom and whether rappers have been absorbed by the very technology they claim to dominate.  This is possibly the motivation behind the development of the human beat-box, whereby synthesized sounds are imitated by the human larynx rather than by a sampler.  Doug E. Fresh is considered to be the greatest exponent of the beat-box.  According to Tricia Rose, EB&R’s debut album, Paid in Full, was a critical moment in the development of rap’s relationship with these technological forces (93).  Technology was quite clearly marked as a partner in the creation of music.  At every point in the title track, it is clear that EB&R are utilizing the studio and its resources.  Rose suggests that the track compounds the “illusion of effortlessness [which] further proves his/their expertise and mastery over technology” (94).  She argues that the close proximity of the studio and street life demystifies the music technology and production and that EB&R deliberately play down these components as an assertion of their control over them.  Thus she concludes that the track “Paid in Full” is to be “understood as symbolic domination over the process of technological reproduction” (94-95).
While they have an acknowledged reliance on the mass media and the technology of the recording industry to produce and disseminate their views, enthusiastically embracing and appropriating its technology, rap artists are also complicitous with the very blocs that serve to subjugate them and their communities.  Consequently, through an unholy alliance with the mass media, the statement that “forms of cultural resistance are secretly disarmed and reabsorbed by a system of which they themselves might be considered a part” can be applied to rap music (Jameson 87).  Some rappers recognize this complicity, hence the title of Paris’s album Sleeping with the Enemy.  Although the mass media must be appropriated, they do not have to be trusted.  PE state in “Don’t Believe the Hype”:  “False media, we don’t need it, do we?/It’s fake.”  The Disposable Heroes of Hiphoprisy are all too aware of the problems of co-optation and complicity.  Their album is entitled Hypocrisy Is the Greatest Luxury.  In particular, the track “Famous and Dandy (Like Amos ‘N’ Andy)”, examines the role of prominent black celebrities within the mainstream culture:
Our characters flounder

Duplicitous identity

Diction and Contradiction

Have become the skills of assimilation

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

On screen or off we can be rented

To perform any feat

And we reflect the images presented

By the media’s elite

We carry out all the stereotypes

Try to use them as decoy

And we become shining examples

Of the system we set out to destroy

Michael Franti, the lead rapper in the Disposable Heroes of Hiphoprisy, has articulated the contradictory forces at work when rappers attempt to address their invisibility and marginalization by importing their own cultural traditions into the mainstream culture.  It is these points that hardcore rappers as organic intellectuals must resolve before their counter-hegemonic struggle can lead to fruition.

The appropriation of technology, however, is in itself an act of counter-hegemonic subversion.  In the postindustrial context of the 1970s and 1980s, cutbacks in federal spending on social and public services, together with a shift away from the traditional blue-collar industries toward corporate and information services, disproportionately affected the black community (Mollenkopf 223-58).  Rap music was a direct outgrowth of these changes.  Budget cuts in school music programs limited access to traditional Western instruments, forcing an increasing reliance on recorded sound and the technology that produced it (Rose 21-61).  Obsolete vocational skills could be now utilized and applied to this new technological terrain as a forum for resistance and creativity.  It is no coincidence that rap’s early pioneers were skilled in vocations that now had no place in urban postindustrial America.  As social movements and the government were less able to provide sites for cultural creativity, individuals autonomously transferred their own skills.  Kool DJ Herc and Grandmaster Flash, who trained as a car mechanic and an electronic engineer respectively, utilized these skills and appropriated the tools of an obsolete industrial technology in areas with few alternative resources to emerge as cultural entertainers.  They built their own hybridized systems out of spare parts, which were then powered by public sources such as street lights.  Flash describes how he constructed his “homemade rig”:  “I had to go to the raw parts shop downtown to find me a single pole double throw switch, some crazy glue to glue this part to my mixer, an external amplifier and a headphone” (qtd. in Toop 63).  Back in those days, the technology had to be constructed by DIY because it simply did not exist.  Pre-existent objects were appropriated and modified to suit the needs of the DJ.  This process as changed and altered in such a way that “forced us to think of consumer goods in ways not recommended in the instruction manual” (Cross 18).  Rose states, “Many of its [rap’s] musical practitioners were trained to repair and maintain new technologies for the privileged but have instead used these technologies as primary tools for alternative cultural expression.  This advanced technology has not been straightforwardly adopted; it has been significantly revised” (63).  Harry Allen adds that “hip hop humanizes technology and makes it tactile.  In hip hop, you make the technology do stuff that it isn’t supposed to do, get music out of something that’s not supposed to give you music quite that way” (10).  Thus rap’s appropriation of technology is a counter-hegemonic statement.  Rap has “hijacked” the hegemonic technology, which is then used to voice its own oppositional sentiments.  In addition, rap has also provided an alternative site for training and a hitherto nonexistent space for creativity in an age when resources are being cut back.  As such, technology is humanized, rather than humans technologized, and rap becomes an ally in the “war of position.”
In an age when the bonds of black communities were being eroded, rappers forged new communities centered around the symbols of an emergent consumer culture coupled with erstwhile African traditions.  A decreased federal commitment to social services and a concomitant lack of community facilities, combined with the growth of telecommunications and corporate consolidation, led to the dismantling of local community networks.  The result was a context in which black communities had few visible resources and symbols around which they could cluster.  Thanks to shared consumer memories, plus the traditional resources of African-American music and new media commodities, rap emerged as an alternative source of identity-formation.  New and fiercely localized identities focusing around neighborhoods, “crews” and streets were created.  Rappers thus constantly namecheck their neighborhoods of origin since these often provided the only means of location in a postindustrial urban context.  What is more, the commodities of this consumer culture provided new means for acquiring social status based on indies other than class.  Rap music’s celebration of the skills of the DJ and rapper, for example, provided an arena, in the absence of more traditional sites, for status-seeking individuals to prove themselves to the group.
Spontaneous street parties initiated by DJs who attached their customized, makeshift equipment to street lights also created new community centers in neighborhoods where there were none.  These street parties had the effect of reconfiguring the urban environment and using it in ways unintended by the mainstream culture.  The amplified noise emanating from speakers on street corners telling us that this is “my space,” constitute a sonic invasion as rappers assert control over their territory.  Rap music, according to Robin Kelley, has become one of the “weapons in a battle over the right to occupy public space.  Frequently employing high-decibel car stereos and boom-boxes, black youth not only ‘pump up the volume’ for their own listening pleasure, but also as part of an indirect, ad hoc war of position” (206).  And these weapons are continually being improved.  Rap producers have created innovative technologies that extend and increase the bass in order to improve its clarity at a higher volume (Kelley 206).  They are then mobilized and deployed outside exclusively black areas.  Moving cars or jeeps, booming out rap music, are mobile occupation units sonically invading white open spaces.  They are a form of “making noise” similar to that on public transportation in Birmingham, Alabama, in the 1950s.  This symbolic occupation of open spaces is a call for more space, equitable treatment, respect, and dignity; to be heard and understood; and to exercise power over institutions that control blacks, and upon which blacks are dependent (Kelley 75).  Public spaces become much more significant in a postindustrial context since they often provide the only sites for articulation of aspirations, desires, and grievances at a time when other sites, such as the workplace, are being shut down due to increasingly tyrannizing surveillance or simply due to the lack of work.
What is more, when coupled with rap’s underlying attachment to black oral traditions and music, these street parties enabled new black communities to arise around shared notions of communal symbols and traditions.  “Congregation,” according to Kelley, “enables black communities to construct and enact a sense of solidarity; to fight with each other; to maintain a struggle over a collective memory of repression and pleasure, degradation and dignity” (51).  Furthermore, manipulation of the hegemonic culture’s resources ensures the prioritization of black issues and the assertion of a communal identity.  Rappers constantly invoke the black oral traditions of signifying, boasting, toasting, the dozens, and poetry.  As David Toop states, “No matter how far it [rap] penetrates into the twilight maze of Japanese video games and cool European electronics, its roots are still the deepest in all contemporary Afro-American music” (19).  What have been criticized as defects of a massified consumer product, such as repetition, are in fact products of communal needs.  Repetition, according to James Snead, provides a sense of continuity, identity, and security against abrupt social dislocation and helps to cover disagreeable social conditions (146-47).  At the same time, black cultures privilege repetition in their musical forms.  Rap, therefore, has become an innovative and communal site where local community issues and ancestral traditions can be worked through simultaneously.

In addition, rap manifests an active nature in opposition to the passivity assumed by consumer culture.  Located within hip-hop culture, it privileges (break-)dancing, group celebration, partying, and active, conscious creation.  Consumers are converted into producers.  Rappers still “freestyle” or improvise at concerts and occasionally audience members are encouraged to participate on stage.  Moreover, rap engineers do not simply want to abide with the commodities of the consumer culture, they want to stretch them to their limits and break them.  They extend the established parameters of musical production and deliberately “work in the red” (Rose 75).  As Kurtis Blow spells out:  “That’s what we try to do as rap producers – break car speakers and house speakers and boom boxes” (qtd. in Rose 75).  Rap music, therefore, does not simply and passively consume, it actively shapes, reshapes, and eventually destroys the commodities of the consumer culture.
Rappers have never functioned outside of commercial culture.  As Rose points out, it is naive to think that rappers never intended to receive financial compensation for their efforts.  The point is that rap’s early pioneers simply did not know that they could benefit from their music (40).  Kelley strengthens the point:

rappers discuss capitalism in varying contexts, and to portray them as uniformly or consistently anti-capitalist would certainly misrepresent them.  All groups emphasize getting paid and, in real life, the more successful artists invest in their own production companies.  They understand better than the audiences that music is a business and rapping is a job.  At the same time, being paid for their work does not mean that they accept the current economic arrangements or think their music lacks integrity.  (200)

Through rap’s prioritization of its key elements of “flow,” “rupture,” and “layering,” rappers renegotiate their relationship with the consumer and hegemonic culture in a process which Nèstor Garcìa-Canclini calls “cultural reconversion” (32).  The rapper sets the flow in motion with the words of the rap.  Often, the rap itself contains references to “flow,” “fluidity” and “motion.”  For example in EB&R’s “Follow the Leader,” Rakim intones:  “Follow me into a solo/Get into the flow,” and Ice-T raps:  “check the pulse of the rhyme flow.”  The flow is then ruptured by the intrusion of a new musical break or a period of scratching (cuing the needle back and forth on one record in time to the break-beat being played on the second turntable).  Layering is then achieved by the fusing of multiple lyrics, sounds, and beats, which the rapper and DJ lay down on top of the original break of bassline.  According to Rose, in this way rappers have taken key features of the deindustrializing context and converted them into a positive force.  Rap embraces social rupture, prepares the listener for it, heightens it, and then brings pleasure out of it.  What is more, polyrhythmic layering adds a specifically African dimension to rap, since this is essential to African music.  Consequently, these three elements become “a blueprint for social resistance and affirmation” (Rose 39).  Rappers thus appropriate the commodities and products of the hegemonic culture and significantly revise the meanings attached to them.  These commodities can then be imbued with “secret” meanings in a carefully coded language enabling resistance to the hegemonic culture (Hebdige 18).  Locating resistance within consumer, commercial spaces makes rap’s destabilizing force even more potent.  These spaces are extensions of the marketplace and thus their profits are dependent on the income accrued from them.  Consequently, these sites are very closely protected and monitored.  Yet they display a fluidity between their positions as hegemonic, or nonhegemonic, there is no fixed dividing line (in order to appeal to as wide a range of potential consumers as possible), which makes these consumer spaces far more susceptible to everyday acts of resistance.  Kelley, for example, has shown the parallel case in Birmingham, Alabama, in the 1950s whereby fluid racial lines on public transportation meant that whites (in the form of the conductor and passengers) could be divided to black advantage (55-75).  Rappers thus display a strategic logic by attacking the hegemonic culture at the very points where it hurts most, money-making ventures.  Rap, therefore, has never been outside of consumer culture – indeed it is articulated by the commodities of the hegemonic culture, but flow, rupture, and layering shift rap’s already pre-existent relationship with it.
Hardcore rap artists, therefore, manifest a complex and shifting relationship with the hegemonic culture, neither being totally inside it nor totally outside it.  Although criticisms of partial co-optation are valid, rap is still a contested arena of struggle.  It is a site within the cultural “battlefield” in which the hegemonic culture constantly strives to “enclose and confine its definitions,” and in which rappers seek to win “strategic positions” (Hall 233).  Rap still plays an important role in the construction of a counter-hegemony.  The fight is not yet over, as the furor over rap’s lyrics demonstrates.  In the words of Gramsci and Public Enemy, hardcore rappers should display an “optimism of the will” and continue to “fight the power.”
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