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Black and white music 
 
 
Intro 
 
Today's lecture is titled black and white music, but I want to note at the very outset that 
I'm not going to have time to get into the "white" side of music, even if many of the 
aspects I'll be discussing about black music intersect with issues around whiteness. This 
sidelining of so-called white music is arguably quite problematic. After all, it's blackness 
that gets to be regularly examined and inspected, whereas whiteness tends to pass 
unnoticed. As Richard Dyer notes in his book White, this is because white occupies a 
position of dominant power, and as a result it's regularly assumed that whiteness isn't 
something that doesn't need to be examined. But it does need to be examined, just as 
masculinity need to be analysed just as much as femininity, or male identity as much as 
female identity. It just won't be happening in this lecture, where there's barely time to 
cover the key issues concerning blackness. 
 
The first claim I want to tackle around the question of black music is the most 
contentious claim of all, even if it's one that passes with a fair degree of frequency: that 
black music does not exist. In the academic field of Musicology Ñ  the place where most 
music education continues to take place place, and where scholars present music as being 
an aesthetic form that floats in a hermetically sealed bubble that is  divorced from culture 
and society Ñ  music doesn't have a colour because sound does not have a colour (or: you 
can't see sound). This premise has resulted in prominent musicologists like Philip Tagg to 
pronounce that black music is a social rather than a musical category [See "Open Letter: 
'Black Music', 'Afro-American Music' and 'European Music", Popular Music, 1989]. 
Others have followed Tagg's suggestion that there is no such thing as black music, 
maintaining that the term is too broad to carry any meaning. But what these critics miss is 
that music is social and material Ñ  that it is made by people using different technologies 
and played back in a variety of communal environments. Today I'll talk a bit about 
technologies Ñ  musical instruments, their sounds, and the bodies that make 
them/experience them. But I'll be focusing more on the environments in which they're 
played/experienced. Jeremy will talk more about technologies in next week's lecture, 
"Cyborgs in Outer Space", where he'll cover issues around technology, black culture and 
Afro-futurism. 
 
In exploring the relationship between race and music we need to begin with blackness 
rather than whiteness because black practitioners have dominated the evolution of 
popular music since the beginning of the 20th century. Black-led genres include jazz, 
blues, gospel, R&B, rock'n'roll, disco, house, garage, techno, jungle/drum'n'bass, uk 
garage/two step grime and now dubstep... Of course rock, which has become a white-
identified music, grew out of R&B. And when it moved away from R&B's collective-
groove ethos and towards the virtuoso musicianship that is more readily identified with 
the orchestral tradition in western classical music, its great aesthetic sbreakthrough 
featured the groundbreaking musicianship of Jimi Hendrix. We could say, then, that there 
has been a unique pre-eminence of black practitioners in this field in contrast to other 
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cultural terrains such as film and TV. It is standard for best-selling musicians/vocalists to 
be black, but exceptional for black actors to dominate our screens (even if black actors 
are enjoying more prominence than before). Therefore music is a key terrain of (i) black 
power and (ii) black expressivity. In this context, Tagg and others might consider the 
violence of the suggestion that there is no such thing as black music when black music is 
the culture through which many black people (and white people) understand the place of 
blackness in this world. 
 
 
Aesthetics 
 
Most critics agree that black music is not simply about the colour of the skin of the 
person who is making music. For instance, the composer of a piece of serial atonal post-
classical music could be black, but that doesn't make serial atonal post-classical music 
black. Similarly, if a black school kid learns to play Mozart on the piano, that doesn't 
make Mozart part of a black musical continuum. Nor would we want to say that the kind 
of blackness of the composer or musician is related to the blackness of their music, so it 
would be ridiculous to suggest that someone has a dark skin (such as Grooverider) 
necessarily produces blacker music than someone of mixed race decent (say Goldie). 
Skin colour is finally a question of melanin, and melanin does not write music. Only the 
crudest biological determinist would suggest otherwise.  
 
If we want to develop a more meaningful explanation of black music we might begin 
with its recurring aesthetic traits, and, Simon Frith, a white UK-based academic, was one 
of the first to try and do this when he published his classic book on rock music, one of the 
first academic books to pay attention to the sound of popular music, which was titled 
Sound Effects and came out in 1983. Frith argued that black music features the following 
traits: 
 
1. It is improvised/oral, not composed/written. 
2. It revolves around melody [a simple series of notes] rather than harmony [a series of 

notes played at the same time]. 
3. It features a repetitive rhythm rather than the linear development of a theme. 
4. It is immediate/democratic rather than technical/hierarchical/requires contemplation. 
5. It is music of the body and features "natural" expressions of sexuality/passion (pain, 

ecstasy, emotion/dance)É  
 
There are a number of problems with this definition, which essentialises blackness. I'll 
return to this issue later. But for now it's worth dwelling on the extent to which these 
traits can be linked to John Shepherd's definition of pre-literate or oral music culture, 
which applies across all pre-literature music cultures (both black and white). Shepherd 
argues that the following features define pre-literature (vs. literate) music: 
 
1. It is direct, improvisatory, an unreflective. 
2. It uses traditional repeated units that stimulate nuance/improvisation. 



 3 

3. It displays a prevalence of monophony [it follows one line of single notes] and 
pentatonic tonality [a scale of five notes, with the fourth and seventh notes of the ordinary 
major scale removed]. 
4. It uses inflected pitch relationships [changing the pitch or tone]. 
5. There is a prevalence of "dirty" timbres [timbre being the character/quality of a 
musical sound]. 
6. It uses irregular rhythmic patterning, often stressing rhythmic interplay [syncopation, 
polyrhythm]. 
7. Music is embedded in everyday life 
 
A number of these characteristics can be detected in folk traditions of the western world, 
of course, and musicologists such as Tagg have noted that as a consequence there can be 
no identifiable aesthetic quality that is exclusively black, i.e. these aesthetic traits can be 
detected within white as well as black "pre-literate" traditions. Tagg concludes that there 
are "no essential characteristics to black music". For example: 
 
1. Blue notes are the bluesy slides between notes that are characteristic of much popular 
music and have become identified with African American blues music. This kind of 
playing is "felt" rather than played according to conventions because it is not easily 
written down. Tagg maintains, however, that blues notes can be found throughout the 
world, including in many white Euro folk traditions, especially in Ireland and 
Scandanavia. 
 
2. Similarly, call and response, or antiphony, describes the dialogic exchange between a 
singer and other memberss of ensemble, or a vocalist and the audience, or musicians who 
develop a musical conversation in a group. Antiphony is often seen as being central to 
black music and is common within the gospel tradition, jazz and so on. Again, Tagg 
argues this practice is not unique to black people. Rather it can be found in music 
produced throughout the world in last 2000 years. 
 
But Tagg and other detractors of the term black music fail to appreciate the way in which 
the sonic characteristics of black music are socially grounded in black life. In other 
words, when we talk about black music we are not attempting to define a single aesthetic 
trait that can only be heard in black music. Instead we are exploring a grouping of 
aesthetic traits that come together at specific historical junctures and articulate a black 
social situation. 
 
 
Paul Gilroy 
 
The task, then, is to define black music according to a series of recurring musical traits 
that nevertheless shift across time and space, and the critic who has provided the most 
productive framework for thinking about black music in this way is Paul Gilroy, who 
makes four key points in The Black Atlantic: 
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1. Black subjects were suspicious of modernity because the movement was founded on 
slavery and black exploitation. Modernity's claim to be founded on knowledge and to be 
concerned with the progress of civilisation was greeted with huge scepticism. As Jeremy 
will outline in the lecture on Cyborgs in Outer Space, one response of black musicians 
has been to renounce the project of the human and to opt into the alien world of the non-
human by producing deliberately futuristic music. While response typified the work of 
musicians ranging from Sun Ra to George Clinton to Derrick May, an earlier response 
simply sought to emphasise defy western Modernity through music and dance. As Gilroy 
argues in Between Camps: "Music expressed and confirmed unfreedom while evolving in 
complex patterns that pointed beyond misery toward reciprocity and prefigured the 
democracy yet to come in their antiphonic forms. Dance refined the exercise of 
autonomous power in the body by claiming it back from the absolute sovereignty of 
work." [Between Camps, 200] 
 
2. Diaspora: Gilroy notes that the experience of slavery, in which Africans were forcibly 
shipped to the "new world", has radically shaped the black experience. Gilroy here is 
arguing against two concurrent voices: (i) the postmodern, which suggests that 
contemporary existence is based on "play" and "word games" and the belief that there are 
no fundamental roots to our existence; and (ii) the essentialist, that maintains that black 
identity is inextricably linked to Africa, where some kind of black "essence" was 
established and remains within the soul of all black people. Gilroy challenges both of 
these positions by exploring not "roots" but "routes" Ñ  or the way in which the journey 
of Africa and across the Atlantic, through the Caribbean, North and South America and 
Europe has shaped the black experience, which is disaporic. Black identity, then, is not 
essential and unchanging, but instead has been shaped according to its diasporic settings, 
in which it comes into to contact with non-black culture. The movement, of course, goes 
both ways, so while Africans have entered the Caribbean, North America and Europe as 
well as South America, these cultures have also permeated Africa, so the Afrobeat sounds 
of an artist like Fela Kuti, for example, are heavily influenced by US funk, while early 
Jamaican Ska was heavily influenced by US soul. As a result, black diasporic identity is 
hybrid and impure, with black subjects bringing their roots to bear on indigenous 
cultures, and often finding themselves in a state of "transition" between places and even 
identities. Gilroy captures this in his evocation of the concept of "double-consciousness" 
Ñ that black people have a dual consciousness, or are caught "between nations" 
 
3. The changing same. This phrase is drawn from LeRoi Jones, the author of the classic 
study of blues, Blues People, who shows how African slaves became American and in the 
process created a cultural "blues continuum" that mutated over time. Jones concludes that 
black cultural forms and especially music are part of a changing same. Gilroy takes up 
this phrase and notes that black cultural forms do not amount to an expression of fixed 
essences through time, but are rather part of a process in which cultural traditions are 
continually made and new "hybrid" identities are created. 
 
4. Musical aesthetics: 
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(i) Intertextuality/sampling. These practices range from jazz musicians who give their 
own spin on standards to hip hop producers who sample funk tracks. They 
demonstrate affiliations across time and communities that mirror the diasporic 
journey. 

 
(ii) Cut/break/breakbeat. These interruptions evoke a looking back to earlier point in 

black history that is less preoccupied with the notion of progress and contrasts with the 
linear development of classical western musical structures. The cut/break/breakbeat re-
enacts the changing same. (Alternatively: James Snead argues breaks are a way of 
negotiating the upheavals that have been central to black life.) 

 
(iii) Orality/call and response/antiphony are also key elements of black music and speak 

to the emphasis on performance in black diasporic culture vs. the western privileging 
of written word. This reflects social conditions and enacts sense of community: there 
is no clear line between artistic creativity, the performance of music and the use of 
music. 

 
Therefore the Black Atlantic amounts to a webbed network of diasporic culture that 
permeates the territories that surround the Atlantic. Gilroy considers the Black Atlantic to 
be a modernist counter-cultural space that is not organized according to African roots but 
instead a rhizomorphic or rooted set of vectors and exchanges that travel through ships, 
migrations, Creole identities, European miscegeneation, ex-patriot flights and records. 
The Black Atlantic is a criss-crossed Atlantic, a platform for cultural exchange that 
evades monolithic roots and expresses the restless qualities of African diasporic culture 
as it explores, exploits and resists the space of modernity. Gilroy retains the "black 
music" concept in non-essentialist mode (against the idea of black essence and an 
untrammelled link to Africa) while avoiding what he calls a "constructivist"/pluralist 
position that abandons notions of similarities/shared identity. 
 
We can hear an example of this kind of hybrid music in Grandmaser Flash's "Adventures 
On the Wheels of Steel". 
 
CD: GMF Adventures on the Wheels of Steel 
 
In the opening of this recording we hear a hybrid splicing of Blondie, Chic, Incredible 
Bongo Band, Queen. A number of these artists are not all readily associated with black 
music, yet the context in which they are brought together reinvents them as being part of 
a black musical disapora. In this tracks we can hear: 
 
1. A coming together of contrasting black diasporic communities, with Herc, one of hip 
hop's pioneers, having set out in Jamaican before he set up his sound system in the south 
Bronx. Initially he played the kind of music he played to his Jamaican audience, but it 
didn't go well. He gradually realised that the South Bronx crowd wanted more uptempo 
funk music and that they particularly liked the breakbeat, which led to him mixing 
breakbeats together. This was a key moment in the birth of hip hop and resulted form a 
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Jamaican sound system DJ combining this set-up with the emergent values and priorities 
of a South Bronx dance crowd. 
 
2. Sampling: in this record Flash works as a live sampler (the records are mixed together 
live). This aesthetic of rapid mixing between an array of contrasting tracks became an 
early template for hip hop DJing. 
 
3. The cut/break/breakbeat. Records such as the Incredible Bongo Band became famous 
within hip hop because of their use of the break, and DJs began to extend the breaks by 
mixing between two copies of the same record. 
 
4. Orality: rap and hip hop draws on the African-American tradition of rapping/rhyming, 
e.g. Ali would rap before a fight, plus call there is also the call and response relationshiop 
between a DJ and the dancing crowd. 
 
So hip hop amounted to a coming together of a set of recurring black priorities within the 
specific setting of the South Bronx in the 1970s !  and these recurring black priorities 
would assume different forms in New Orleans at the turn of the century (with the rise of 
jazz), in New York during the 1970s (with the rise of disco), in Chicago in the 1980s 
(with the rise of house) and in East and South London during the 1990s (with the rise of 
jungle/drum'n'bass/uk garage/grime). These sounds are example of the changing same of 
black diasporic music. 
 
 
* * * * *  
 
 
Essentialism: sufficiently black? George, ReynoldsÉ  
 
At what point does black diasporic culture combine so radically with its various host 
cultures that it can no longer be identified as being "black"? Has diasporic culture 
mutated so far that we can even think of a group like the Spice Girls as black? The 
question might not be as far-fetched as it seems. After all, both artists make uptempo, 
rhythmic music that in just about every respect grows out of the combination of disco, 
soul music and pop that dominates much of the contemporary chart. They're not black, 
but the music carries many echoes of the black diasporic continuum. But has the echo 
become so distant as to become barely definable? 
 
This is a question that looms through the writing of several prominent commentators, 
including Nelson George. George's key book is The Death of Rhythm & Blues (1989), 
and as the title suggests, argues that R&B effectively died some time in the second half of 
the 1970s. George argues that this death occurred because: 
 
1. Black musicians were exploited by white music companies 
2. Black music was copied and diluted by white musicians [Elvis, the Rolling Stones, 

Eric Clapton, Salsoul Orchestra] 
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3. Black musicians were forced to modify their music in order to "crossover" so that 
audiences presented with "alarmingly un-black" performers. 

 
George celebrates the black musicianship of performers such as James Brown and Aretha 
Franklin, as well as the R&B of labels such as Stax, Hi and Philadelphia International. 
These artists and labels, he maintains, were true to a black music tradition and prioritised 
black aesthetics in their music. 
 
CD O'Jays Backstabbers 
 
George lies a track like Backstabbers because it displays elements of black music such as 
the introduction of sophisticated jazz aesthetics into pop music, and it does this while 
developing a meaningful message that relates to the condition of being black in the US in 
the early 1970s !  a period in which the country was scandalised by the Watergate 
Affair, and in which the dream of the civil rights movement had been effectively dashed. 
In its place, the song warned, black men had to be careful about being stabbed in the back 
not just by men who were chasing after "their woman" but also being stabbed in the back 
by the white-dominated US state. 
 
The song featured players from the most important black rhythm section of Philadelphia 
International, and of the US during this period, Norman Harris, Early Young and Ronnie 
Baker (who were known as Baker, Harris, Young). Yet when these musicians left 
Philadelphia International and started to play for the white-owned Salsoul label, George 
maintains that they started to betray their black roots and values. Here's an example of 
some of the music the Baker, Harris and Young rhythm section recorded for the Salsoul 
Orchestra: 
 
CD You're Just the Right Size 
 
Although this kind of music is more obviously polyrhythmic than most Philadelphia 
International recordings, George is openly appalled by the apparent apolitical nature of 
this kind of music, which revolves around the erotics of the dance floor (just the right size 
for sexÉ)  rather than an engagement with wider black politics. As I've argued before, it's 
a mistake to assume that the New York dance floor was a space where politics was 
evacuated !  the combination of black and queer politics around the practice of a musical 
community was extremely political. Yet even if we leave this to one side, we should also 
introduce a number of additional considerations to George's main argument. These must 
include: 
 
(i) Black capitalism can be as exploitative of black musicians as white capitalism. For 

example, Berry Gordy at Motown was notorious for running his record company along 
the lines of the Ford motor car manufacturer that was also located in Detroit, and 
many of his main artists became disillusioned with what they perceived to be their 
exploitation. Similarly, Baker, Harris and Young left Philadelphia International for 
Salsoul because they received a standard union wage at PI, while Salsoul offered them 
more money (and more Chinese food) !  even though Salsoul was white-owned. 
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(iii) Black music is fully capable of diluting itself. Philadelphia International also 

released a lot of mushy pop, as well as appalling disco that was ostensibly a lot less 
black than the disco released on Salsoul. 

 
(iii) There's a long history of white-owned labels support powerful black artists: Stax 

(Jim Stewart and Estelle Axton), Sun (Sam Phillips), Atlantic (Ahmed Ertegun), 
Columbia (Olatunji, B.T. Express, Earth, Wind & Fire, Dan Hartman, Cheryl Lynn, 
Melba Moore and Lonnie Liston Smith), Atlantic (Manu Dibango, Trammps, Aretha 
Franklin, Chic). 

 
Returning briefly to Salsoul, black artists such as Loleatta Holloway and First Choice 
recorded music with the label that was powerful as anything they'd recorded anywhere 
else. And Salsoul became particularly influential in the black dance field by encouraging 
a series of remixers to work on their songs, including the groundbreaking Tom Moulton, 
Walter Gibbons and Larry Levan. Indeed one of the most interesting things about Salsoul 
is that the recordings of black musicians and groups were often made "more black" by the 
work of two white remixers, including Moulton and Gibbons, who brought a radical and 
innovative black-oriented aesthetic to bear on their remix work by introducing cuts and 
repetition, percussive breaks, and call and response patterns, much of this in response to 
what they saw on the dance floor. Here's an example of a Salsoul remix: 
   
CD I Got My Mind Made Up 
 
It says it was remixed by Larry Levan on the label, and this is considered to be Levan's 
breakthrough remix before he went on to become the most influential remixer of the 
1980s. The blackness of the remix, which brings the percussive tracks to the fore, makes 
it sound like itÕs a black remixer turning a black track blacker, but in fact most of this 
remix was carried out by the white, skinny, gay Walter Gibbons, who developed an 
aesthetic of what Fran•ois Kevorkian has described as "drums for days", and who worked 
on this record before he freaked out and became a Born Again Christian right at the very 
end. When the label refused Gibbons' request to re-record more morally upstanding 
lyrics, Gibbons agreed to let Levan finish the job and take all the credit. 
 
George's wider argument appears to tap into essentialist conceptions of blackness Ñ  that 
there is some sort of unchanging quality to the black psyche that was hatched in Africa 
and has remain fundamentally unchanged ever since. This account assumes black people 
to be more connected to their bodies than their minds, to be more instinctive than 
rational, to be earthy rather than ethereal, to be untrained rather than trained, etc. This is 
problematic and has underpinned racists discourses that maintain that whites deserve 
their position of power and superiority over blacks because whites are more rational. In 
other words, the argument about black people being more connected to their bodies is 
especially problematic when it is linked not to social conditions but instead to 
mythological ideas of race. I have no problem with the argument that black genearlly 
dance better than white people because black people grow up in environments in which 
polyrhythmic music and dance are more important than their white equivalents. But it is 
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quite another thing to evoke a notion of a black DNA that fundamentally sets black 
people apart from white people. (Even if Judith Butler might also suggest that social 
practices rehearsed over time eventually are inscribed on our bodiesÉ)  
 
This argument around "black essence" gets played out again and again, and took one of 
its more surprising turns when the esteemed music critic and chronicler of 1990s dance 
Simon Reynolds went on a broadside against the "intelligent" tendency within 
drum'n'bass in a piece written for Wire. Reynolds argued that producers and remixers 
who were bringing ambient sound effects and jazz solos into drum'n'bas were betraying 
the genre's black roots and were diluting the music. 
 
CD: Bukem " Music"  
 
Reynolds maintained that black musicians should stay "black", by which he meant 
hardcore, earthy, rough, prioritise rhythm etc. 
 
CD: Jungle track 
 
The editor of the Wire wrote a reply in which he charged Reynolds of applying double 
standards. The editor noted that whereas white producers have the freedom to create 
whatever music they like Ñ  rough or sophisticated Ñ  black producers are supposed to 
only replicate their blackness. 
 
 
Contemporary black culture 
 
The argument about the whiteness of drum'n'bass is an example of the way in which 
black music's roots and routes are becoming tangled to the point of being almost 
indecipherable. As Reynolds and others have traced, jungle/drum'n'bass grew out of 
techno breakbeat culture, which marked the point when rave producers imported the 
breakbeat of funk and hip hop into dance the early 1990s. The rave scene was 
predominantly white, yet ravers such as Goldie, Fabio and Grooverider participated and, 
speeding up the bpm and giving greater emphasis to the breakbeat, came up with the 
early template of jungle and drum'n'bass. The aesthetics of the music were black, as were 
its early producers, but the scene soon became notably cosmopolitan and attracted, along 
the way, a significant number of Brazilian DJs, who heard the syncopated rhythms of 
Brazilian music Ñ  itself heavily indebted to black diasporic forms Ñ  in its structures. 
So-called Brazilian drum'n'bass came to the fore when a number of dancers grew tired of 
the genre's heavily masculinist "dark" strains in the second half of the 1990s. 
 
The example of DNB raises the vexed question of the relationship between black music 
and non-black audiences who support and identify with black music and maybe even 
make black music. These questions have become especially prominent thanks to the rise 
of the internet and MP3 playback technologies, in which music is free to travel and be 
exchanged through often untraceable sources across the world in a matter of seconds. It is 
increasingly the case that music gets to be made outside of any identifiable local 
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community context (with many producers downloading samples from "around the world" 
while sitting at their laptop). 
 
Gilroy addresses this question in The Black Atlantic when he notes how global flows are 
changing the interactive patterns between black audiences and performers. Black cultural 
forms, he notes, are "originated but no longer the exclusive property of blacks dispersed 
within the black Atlantic worldÉ  The original call is becoming harder to locate" (1993: 
3, 10). He adds: "calls and responses no longer converge in the tidy patterns of secret, 
ethnically encoded dialogue" (110). In Between Camps, he notes that black music culture, 
which supplied a platform for youth cultures, popular cultures and styles of dissent, has 
become so dispersed they are hard to trace. "Today they are fractured by the obvious 
divisions between north and south, by overdeveloped and underdeveloped regions of the 
planet that are being enforced by the globalization of commerce and power. They remain 
powerful but the breadth of their appeal has created new difficulties. Are they local or 
global forms? To whom, if anyone, do they belong?" (178) 
 
However Alexander Weheliye, in Phonographies, suggests that there is nothing knew 
about this splitting between the social situation in which a piece of music is produced and 
the spaces in which it is received. In a sophisticated account of the rise of recording 
technology and the phonograph at the turn of the 19th/20th centuries, Weheliye makes a 
convincing case that the circulation of a recorded piece of music invariably meant that the 
relationship between a piece of music and its social source was quickly be lost. Indeed by 
the 1930s jazz music had become the best-selling genre in the United States. Weheliye 
doesn't bemoan this reality, but instead suggests that it should encourage a 
reconsideration of the meaning of Modernity, which he notes was not simply visual but 
also aural thanks to the prominence of the radio and recording technologies, as well as the 
telephone. As such Modernity tapped into the black sensibility (of sound, envelopment, 
community, flow) and not just a white sensibility (of sight, separation, control, 
domination, linearity). Therefore Modernity was not something that would always 
exclude African Americans, but was actually dependent on their philosophy and 
aestheics. 
 
Yet if the presence of the sonic and the musical in the Modern period suggests that we 
should be optimistic about the way in which black culture has permeated popular culture, 
Gilroy sounds out a warning that the new political order of militaristic global capitalism 
has now effectively annexed black popular culture. The new regressive order is the one 
that waged the war in Iraq, is steadily privatising the public sector, and is attempting to 
cut taxes and welfare in order to promote greater prosperity for a small proportion of 
individuals. It is also an order which is increasingly obsessed with material wealth and 
airbrushed good looks, and which within black popular culture finds its expression in the 
ubiquitous excesses of hip hop, in which bling is dominant, stars are as absorbed by their 
various fashion and perfume businesses as the recording of music, a celebrity lifestyle is 
embraced, musicians lead their lives well away from black communities, and the 
emphasis is relentlessly placed on the visual (videos, dress codesÉ)  over the sonic. 
 
Gilroy begins to address these issues in a piece he wrote about breakdancing for the 
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collection Dance in the City (ed. Helen Thomas, 1997) that is titled "Exer(or)cising 
Power: Black Bodies in the Black Public Sphere". The culture of hip hop, of course, has 
moved well away from the idea of the 1970s street party and can now be primarily 
digested through a constant stream of cable channels. I recently met up with the clubs 
editor of New York magazine, who had written a nice review of my book and happened to 
be passing through London. We spoke a bit about the decline of dance culture in NYC 
and then I asked him about hip hop clubs Ñ  if hip hop had become so popular that it had 
knocked the NY house scene off the map. He laughed and told me that there isn't a single 
hip hop club that's open in Manhattan at the moment. In other words, hip hop culture has 
all but disappeared as a social-communal phenomenon that revolves around the DJ and 
the dancer, while at the same time, in the media entrails of the same city, it has never 
been more prominent or successful. 
 
The rise of the car as one of the most important spaces for the experiencing of hip hop is 
symbolic of this social shift. The car might signify wealth, and the power of the car's 
sound system a form of sonic dominance, yet the culture is entirely consistent with the 
wider shift in US political values towards individualisation (the car as a private means of 
transport), environmental ruin (the car as a producer of carbon emissions and dependent 
on the kind of cheap oil that underpinned the Texan invasion of Iraq), and militaristic 
protection (the car as a metallic barrier protecting the driver from the outside world Ñ  
and public transport). The car is a contributor, in addition, to the decline in black public 
culture. "It is not possible to dance in a car," notes Gilroy, "however large and loud a 
sound system it may contain." [22] Breakdancing has disappeared because it requires 
pubic space and could not be easily commodified. So while its memory remains crucial 
the corporate marketing of hip hop, its practice has all but disappeared. 
 
The shift to scopic/visual dominance via video and DVD formats, plus the spread of 
cable and the net, has resulted in a new emphasis on the black body that marks blackness 
as a space of masculinity and heterosexuality. The racialized body is buffed and 
invulnerable, militaristic and materialistic. The defence of this bodily shift runs like this: 
if black men are disempowered and are likely to spend a fair proportion of their lives in 
overcrowded US jails, it is logical that they should respond by giving hyper-emphasis to 
their masculinity Ñ  thus the hours in the gym, the flagrant displays of wealth and the 
misogynistic put-downs of black women are supposed to prove that they are in fact 
powerful. But while this might unsettle white powerbrokers, it also serves to reinforce the 
rules of the capitalist game rather than present an alternative. There is no room for a 
figure like Sylvester in today's black culture. (And don't say, "What about Rupaul", 
because he's a cabaret spectacle.) 
 
In Between Camps, Gilroy reflects on the way an artist like Ice Cube can espouse a 
rhetoric of black radical politics and separatism while selling millions of records to hip 
hop's dominant white suburban middle class consumer base. At the same time Ice Cube 
does deals with any number of white executives of multinational corporations in which 
he places his image and songs on video games, albums and Hollywood films. The 
masculine men of hip hop, notes Gilroy, are free to forage whatever path they need to 
tread in order to maximise their income while espousing an empty rhetoric of separatism 
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Ñ  a separatism that for the most part keeps their female partners at home while they are 
free to roam the world (214-16). 
 
Meanwhile black music and black dance, notes Gilroy, have been set to the pulse of 
neoliberal capitalism, in which black music is "nothing more than a distracting 
accompaniment for the postmodern self-discipline of working out." [201] This calls to 
mind the 2006 US edition of The Apprentice, hosted by the multi-millionaire Donald 
Trump, in which the O'Jays performed "For the Love of Money" at the closing gala. In a 
truly shocking moment, an early 1970s black song from Philadelphia International that 
critiqued the corrupting effects of capitalism was now being sung by the same group as a 
celebration of capitalist competition and accumulation. 
 
Next week we'll look at the impact of technology of black popular music. 


