Black and white musc

Intro

Today's lecture is titled black and white music, but | want to nok a the very outset tha
I'm notgoing o have time to gd into the "white" sde of musc, even if many of the
aspects I'll bediscussing aboutblack musc intersect with issues around whiteness. This
siddining of so-called white mudc is arguably quite problematic. After dl, it's blackness
tha gesto beregularly examined and ingoected, whereas whiteness tendsto pass
unnotced. As Richard Dyer notes in his bookWhite, this is because white occupies a
postion of domnant power, and as aresult it's regularly assumed tha whitenessisn't
something tha doesn't need to beexamined. But it does need to beexamined, jud as
masculinity need to beanalysed jug as much as femininity, or male identity as much as
female identity. It jus won't be hgopening in this lecture, where there's barely time to
cove the key issues concerning blackness.

Thefirst daim | want to tackle around te question of black musc is the most
contentiousclaim of al, even if it's onetha passes with afair degree of frequency: tha
black music does notexist. In the academic field of Musicology N the place where most
musdc education ontinues to take place place, and where scholars present musc as bang
an aesthetic form that floats in ahe'metically sealed bubbek tha is divorced from culture
and dety N music doesn't have a colour because sound dos not have a colour (or: you
can't see sound. This premise has resulted in prominent muscologists like Philip Tagg o
pronoune tha black mudc is asodal rather than a muscal category [See "Open Letter:
'‘Black Musc', 'Afro-American Musc' and '"Eiuropean Musc, Popular Music, 1989]
Others have followed Tagg'ssuggestion tha there is no such thing & black musc,
maintaining tha theterm is too bioad to carry any meaning. But what these critics missis
tha music is sodal and meterial N that it is made by people usgng different technologies
and phyed bad in avariety of communal environments. Today I'll talk abit about
technologies N musical ingruments, ther sounds and the bodies that make
them/experience them. But I'll befocusng nore on the environments in which they're
played/experienced. Jeremy will talk more abouttechnologies in next week's lecture,
"Cyborgsin Quter Space”, where héll cover issues around echnology, black culture and
Afro-futurism.

In exploring the relationship beween race and nusic we need to begin with blackness
rather than whiteness because black practitione's have domnated the evolution of
populr mugc since the beginning of the 20th century. Black-led genres indudejazz,
blues, gogd, R&B, rodk'n'roll, disco, hou®, gaage, techno, ungle/drumn’bass, uk
garageltwo gep grime and nowdubgep... O course rock, which has become a white-
identified musc, grew out of R&B. And when it moved avay from R&B's collective-
grooveethosand towards the virtuo mudcianship tha is more readily identified with
the orchestral tradition in western dassical musc, its great aesthetic sbreakthrough
featured the groundbeaking muscianship of imi Hendrix. We could say, then, tha there
has been aunique pre-eminence of black practitioneas in this field in contrast to other



cultural terrainssuch asfilmand TV. It is sandad for best-selling mudciansgvocalists to
be black, butexceptiond for black actors to dominate our screens (even if black actors
are enjoying nmore prominence than before). Therefore musc is akey terrain of (i) black
power and (ii) black expressivity. In this context, Tagg and ohers might condder the
violence of the suggestion tha there is no such thing a black musc when black musc is
the culture through which many black people (and white people) undestand the place of
blackness in this world.

Aesthdiics

Mog critics agree that black mudgc is notsmply aboutthe colour of the skin of the
person who is making nmusgc. For ingance, the composer of a piece of seria aond pos-
classical music could beblack, buttha doesn't make seria atonal pod-classica musc
black. Smilarly, if ablack school kid learnsto play Mozart on e piano, hat doesn't
make Mozart pat of a black mugca continuum Nor would we want to say tha thekind
of blackness of the composer or mudcian is related to the blackness of thar musc, 0 it
would beridiculousto suggest tha someonehas adark skin (such as Grooverider)
necessarily produces blacker musc than someone of mixed race decent (say Goldie).
Skin colourisfindly aquestion of melanin, and melanin does notwrite musc. Only the
crudest biological determinist would suggest otherwise.

If we want to develop amore meaningful explanation of black musc we might begin
with its recurring aesthdic traits, and, Smon Fith, awhite UK-based academic, was one
of thefirst to try and do his when hepubished his classic book on ock musc, oneof the
first academic booksto pay attention © the sound ofpopubr musc, which was titled
Sound Hects and came outin 1983. Fith aguel tha black mugc features the following
traits:

1. It isimprovised/oral, notcomposed/written.

2. It revolves around nelody [a Smple series of notes] rather than hamony [a series of
notes played & the same time).

3. It features arepditive rhythm rather than the linear development of atheme.

4. It isimmediate/democratic rather than technical/hierarchical/requires contemplation.

5. Itismusgc of thebody and features "naural” expressionsof sexudity/passion (pan,
ecstasy, emotion/dance) E

There are a numbe of problems with this ddinition, which essentialises blackness. I'll
retumn to thisissuelater. But for now it's worth dwelling on he extent to which these
traits can belinked to ohn Shephad'sddinition of pre-literate or oral music culture,
which goplies across dl pre-literature musc cultures (both black and white). Shephed
argues that thefollowing features define pre-literature (vs. literate) musc:

1. It isdirect, improvisatory, an uneflective.
2. It uses traditiond repeated unis that stimulate nuance/improvisation.



3. It displays a prevalence of monophony it follows oneline of sngle notes] and
pentatonic tondity [a scale of five notes, with thefourth and sventh notes of the ordinary
major scale removed].

4. It usssinflected pitch relationships[changing the pitch ortong.

5. Thereis aprevalence of "dirty" timbres [timbre bang the character/qudity of a
muscal sound]

6. It usesirregular rhythmic paterning, oten gressing thythmic interplay [syncopéion,
polyrhythm].

7.Musc isembeddd in everyday life

A numbe of these characteristics can be deected in folk traditionsof the western world,
of course, and mugcologists such as Tagg hare noted tha as a consequence there can be
no identifiable aesthetic qudity that is exclusvely black, i.e. these aesthetic traits can be
detected within white as well as black "pre-literate” traditions Tagg cndudes tha there
are "no essential characteristics to black musc”. For example:

1. Blue notes are the bluesy dides beween notes tha are characteristic of much popubr
musc and have become identified with African American blues musc. This kind of
playing is "felt" rather than played according 1o conventionsbecause it is not easily
written down. Tagg maintains however, tha blues notes can befound troughoutthe
world, induding in many white Euro folk traditions, especialy in Ireland and
Scandanhavia.

2. Smilarly, cal and respong, or antiphony, decribes the dialogic exchange beween a
singa and ohe memberss of ensemble, oravocaist and the audience, or muscianswho
develop amudcal conversation in agroup. Antiphony B often seen as being entral to
black musc and is common within the gogd tradition, jazz and © on. Again, Tagg
argues this practice is notuniqueto black people. Rather it can befound n musc
producd throughouttheworld in last 2000 yers.

But Tagg and oher deractors of theterm black mudc fail to gopreciate the way in which
the sonic characteristics of black musc are sodally groundel in black life. In other
words, when we talk about black musc we are nat attempting o ddineasingle aesthetic
trait tha can only beheard in black musc. Indead we are exploring agroupng of
aesthdic traits tha come togeher a specific historical jundures and articulate a black
soda dtuaion.

Paul Gilroy

Thetask, then, isto ddine black musc according to aseries of recurring musca traits
tha neverthdess shift across time and pace, and the critic who ha provided the most
produdive framework for thinking doutblack musgc in this way is Paul Gilroy, who
makes four key pointsin The Black Atlantic:



1. Black subjects were suspiciousof modenity because the movement was foundel on
savery and black exploitation. Modeanity's claim to befoundal on knowedgeand o be
concerned with the progress of civilisation was greeted with hugescepticism. As Jeremy
will outlinein thelecture on Gyborgsin Quter Space, oneresponse of black mudcians
has been to renoune the project of the human and to optinto thedien world of the non
human by podudng déiberately futuristic musc. While respons typified the work of
mus ciansranging from Sun Rato George Clinton to Derrick May, an earlier respons
simply soughtto enphasise defy western Modernity through nudc and dance. As Gilroy
argues in Between Canmps "Musdc expressed andconfirmed unfeedomwhile evolving in
complex patiernsthat pointed beyond msery toward reciprodty and pefigured the
democracy yet to come in thar aniphonc forms. Dance refined the exercise of
autononouspower in the bodyby daiming it badk fromthe abslute sovereignty of
work." [Between Canps, 200]

2. Diaspora: Gilroy nots that the experience of davery, in which Africanswere forcibly
shippel to the "new world", has radically shgped the black experience. Gilroy haeis
arguing agang two concurrent voices: (i) the pogmodean, which suggests tha
contemporary existence is based on 'play” and "word games' and the belief tha there are
no fundamental roots to our existence; and (i) the essentialist, that maintainstha black
identity is inextricably linked to Africa, where some kind of black "essence" was
established and remainswithin the soul of dl black people. Gilroy chdlenges both of
these postionsby exploring not"roots" but"routes' N or theway in which thejoumey
of Africa and across the Atlantic, through te Caribbean, North and Suth America and
Europehas shgped the black experience, which is disaporic. Black identity, then, is not
essential and undhanging, butingead has been shgped according  its diasporic settings
in which it comes into to contact with nontblack culture. The movement, of course, goes
both ways, o0 while Africans have entered the Caribbean, North America and Europeas
well as South America, these cultures have dso permeated Africa, 0 the Afrobeat sounds
of an atist like Fela Kuti, for example, are heavily influenced by US funk, while early
Jamaican Ska was heavily influenced by US soul. As aresult, black diasporic identity is
hybrd and impure, with black subjects bringing ther roots to bear on indigenous
cultures, and oten finding themselves in agtate of "trangtion" beween places and even
identities. Gilroy captures this in his evocation of the conagpt of "double-consciousess®
N tha black people have adud constiousess, or are caught"between naions'

3. The changing same. This phrase is drawn from LeRoi Jones, the author of the classic
study of blues, Blues People, who hows how African daves became American and in the
process created acultural "blues continuunm' tha mutated ove time. Jones condudes tha
black cultural forms and especialy musc are pat of achangng same. Gilroy takes up
this phrase and noes that black cultural forms do notamountto an expression of fixed
essences through tme, but are rather pat of aprocess in which aultura traditionsare
continudly made and nev "hybrid" identities are created.

4. Muscd eesthdtics:



(1) Intertextuality/sampling. These practices rangefrom jazz muscianswho give ther
own in on sandadsto hip hop poducrs who sample funk tracks. They
demondrate affiliationsacross time and communities tha mirror the diasporic
joumey.

(i) Cut/break/breakbest. These interruptionsevoke alooking bak to earlier pointin
black history that is less preoccupied with the notion of progress and mntrasts with the
linear development of classical western muscal sructures. The cut/break/breakbest re-
enacts the changing sme. (Alternaively: James Snead agues breaks are away of
negotiating the uphewvals that have been central to black life.)

(iii) Orality/cal and response/antiphony ae dso key dements of black musc and esk
to theemphasis on peformance in black diasporic culture vs. the western privileging
of written word. This reflects sodal conditionsand enacts sense of community: there
isno dear line beween artistic creativity, the peformance of musc and the use of
musc.

Therefore the Black Atlantic amounts to awebbed nework of diasporic culture that
permeates the territories that surround he Atlantic. Gilroy consders the Black Atlantic to
be amodenist counter-cultural space tha is not organized according to African roots but
ingead arhizomorphic or rooted st of vectors and exchanges tha travel through $ips
migrations Creole identities, European miscegenestion, e-patriot flights and records
TheBlack Atlantic is a criss-crossed Atlantic, aplatform for cultural exchangetha
evades monolithic roots and expresses the restless qudities of African diasporic culture
as it explores, exploits and resists the space of modernity. Gilroy retainsthe "black
musc" concept in nonressentialist mode (againg the idea of black essence and an
untrammelled link to Africa) while avoiding what hecalls a"condructivist"/pluralist
postion tha abandonsnotonsof smilarities/shared identity.

We can hear an example of this kind of hybrid mudc in Grandmaser Flash's "Adventures
On the Wheels of Steel".

CD: GMF Adventures onthe Wheds of Stedl

In the opening of this recording we hear a hybrid licing of Blondie, Chic, Incredible
Bongo Band, Queen. A number of these artists are not al readily assodated with black
musc, ye the context in which they are broughttogeher reinvents them as beng pat of
a black mudcal disapora. In this tracks we can hear:

1. A coming togeher of contrasting black diasporic communities, with Herc, oneof hip
hop'spioneers, having st outin Jamaican beore he set up hs sound ystem in the south
Bronx. Initially heplayed the kind of musc heplayed to his Jamaican audience, butit
didn'tgo well. He gradually realised that the South Bronx aowd wanted more uptempo
funk mugc and tha they particularly liked the breakbeat, which led to him mixing
breakbests togeher. This was a key moment in the birth of hip hop &ad resulted form a



Jamaican ound ystem DJ combining this set-up with the emergent vaues and piiorities
of a South Bronx dance crowd.

2. Sampling: in this record Hash works as alive sampler (the records are mixed together
live). This aesthetic of rapid mixing béween an aray of contrasting tracks became an
early template for hip hagp DJing.

3. The cut/break/breakbesat. Records such as the Incredible Bongo Band became famous
within hip hop beause of ther use of the break, and DJs began to extend the breaks by
mixing béween two copies of the same record.

4. Ordity: rap and hip hg draws on the African-American tradition of rappingfrhyming,
e.g. Ali would rap bdore afight, pluscal thereisaso the call and respong relationshiop
between a DJ and the dandng aowd.

So hip hop anounted to acoming togeher of a set of recurring black priorities within the
specific setting ofthe South Bronx in the 1970s!  and these recurring black priorities
would assume different formsin New Orleans a the turn of the century (with therise of
jazz), in New York during the 1970s(with therise of disco), in Chicago in the 1980s
(with therise of hou®) and in East and Suth London duimg the 1990s(with therise of
jungle/drum'n’bass/uk gaage/grime). These sounds are example of the changing same of
black diasporic musc.

* k k k%

Essentialism: sufficiently black? George, ReynoldsE

At what point does black diasporic culture combine so radically with its varioushod
cultures tha it can no bnger beidentified as beng "black”? Has diasporic culture
mutated 0 far that we can even think of agroup ke the Spice Girls as black? The
guestion mght notbe as far-fetched as it seems. After al, both atists make uptempo,
rhythmic mudc tha in just aboutevery respect grows out of the combination of disco,
soul musc and pop ha dominaes 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 o0 distant as to become baely definable?

Thisis aquestion tha loonms through hewriting of several prominent commentators,
induding Nelson George. Georges key book s The Death of Rnythm & Blues (1989)
and as thetitle suggests, argues tha R& B effectively died some time in the second haf of
the 1970s George argues that this death occurred because:

1. Black mugcians were exploited by white musc companies
2. Black musc was copied and diuted by white muscians[Elvis, the Rolling Stones,
Eric Clapton, Salsoul Orchestra]



3. Black muscianswere forced to modify ther musc in order to "crossove™” so tha
audiences presented with "alarmingly un-black™ performers.

George celebrates the black muscianship of peformers such as James Brown and Aretha
Franklin, as well as the R&B of labds such as Stax, Hi and Fhiladdphia Internaiond.
These artists and labds, hemaintaing were trueto ablack musc tradition and piioritised
black aesthetics in their musc.

CD O'JaysBackstabbers

Georgelies atrack like Backstabbe's because it displays dements of black musc such as
theintrodudion of sophisticated jazz aesthetics into pop nusc, and it does this while
developing ameaningful messagetha relates to the condition of beng black in theUS in
theearly 1970s! aperiod in which the county was scandalised by the Watergate
Affair, and in which the dream of thecivil rights movement had been effectively dashed.
In its place, the song warned, black men had to becareful aboutbang gabbed in the back
not jus by men who were chasing dter "ther woman" butaso beng sabbed in the back
by the white-dominated US date.

The song featured players from the mos important black rhythm section of Philaddphia
Internaiond, and d the US during this period, Norman Harris, Early Young and Ronnie
Baker (who were known as Baker, Harris, Young) Yet when these musciansleft
Philadd phia Internaiond and darted to play for the white-owned Salsoul labd, George
maintainsthat they started to betray ther black roots and vdues. Here's an example of
some of the musc the Baker, Harris and Young hythm section recorded for the Salsoul
Orchestra:

CD You're Just the Right Size

Although his kind of music is more obvioudy polyrhythmic than mos Philaddphia
Internationd recordings Georgeis opely appdled by he gppaent gpolitical naure of
this kind of musc, which revolves around the erotics of the dance floor (just theright size
for sexE) rather than an engagement with wider black politics. As I've argued beore, it's
amistake to assume tha the New York dance floor was a space where politics was
evacuated! the combination of black and queer politics around he practice of amusica
community was extremely political. Yet even if we leave this to oneside we should dso
introdue anunber of additiond consderationsto Georgés main argument. These must
indude

(i) Black capitalism can be as exploitative of black muscians as white capitalism. For
example, Berry Gordy & Motown was notoriousfor running his record company dong
thelines of the Ford motor car manufacturer that was dso located in Detroit, and
many of his main atists became disillusonad with wha they perceived to bethar
exploitation. Smilarly, Baker, Harris and Y ourg left Philaddphia Internationd for
Salsoul because they received astandard union wage a PI, while Salsoul offered them
more money (and nore Chinese food)! even though Slsoul was white-owned.



(iii) Black musgc isfully capable of diluting itself. Philaddphia International aso
released alot of mushy pop, & well as gppalling disco that was ogensbly alot less
black than the disco released on S soul.

(iii) Theresalong hetory of white-owned labds suppot powerful black artists: Stax
(Jm Stewart and Estelle Axton), Sun (Sam Phillips), Atlantic (Ahmed Ertegun),
Columbia (Olatuniji, B.T. Express, Earth, Wind & Fire, Dan Hartman, Cheryl Lynn,
MelbaMoore and Lonnie Liston Snith), Atlantic (Manu Dibango, Trammps, Aretha
Franklin, Chic).

Returning briefly to Salsoul, black artists such as Loleatta Holloway and Frst Choice
recorded musc with thelabd tha was powerful as anything they'd recorded anywhere
else. And Salsoul became paticularly influentia in the black dance field by encouraging
a series of remixers to work on ther songs induding the groundbeaking Tom Moulton,
Walter Gibbonsand Larry Levan. Indeed oneof the mog interesting thingsabout Salsoul
is tha the recordingsof black musciansand gioups were often made "more black” by the
work of two white remixers, induding Moulton and Gbbons who bioughtaradical and
innovdive black-oriented aesthetic to bear on ther remix work by introducing auts and
repeition, pecussive breaks, and @l and respong pdterns much of thisin respong to
whd they saw on tedance floor. Here's an example of a Salsoul remix:

CD | Got My Mind Made Up

It says it was remixed by Larry Levan on telabel, and thisis consdered to beLevan's
breakthroughremix before hewent on b become the most influential remixer of the
1980s The blackness of the remix, which bringsthe pecussive tracks to the fore, makes
it sound ike it@ ablack remixer tuming ablack track blacker, butin fact mos of this
remix was carried outby the white, kinny, gay Walter Gibbons who developed an
aesthetic of what Frane ois Kevorkian has described as "drums for days', and who worked
on this record bdore he freaked outand beeame aBorn Agan Christian right a the very
end. When the labd refused Gibbons request to re-record more morally upstanding
lyrics, Gibbonsagreed to let Levan finish thejob and take dl the credit.

Georgées wider argument appears to tap into essentialist conceptionsof blackness N that
there is some sort of undhanging quaity to the black psychetha was hached in Africa
and ha remain fundamentally unchanged ever since. This accountassumes black people
to bemore connected to their bodies than their minds to bemore indinctive than
rationd, to beearthy rather than ethereal, to beurntrained rather than trained, ec. Thisis
problematic and ha underpinned racists discourses that maintain that whites deserve
thar postion of power and supeiority ove blacks because whites are more rationd. In
other words, theargument aboutblack people being nore connected to their bodies is
especialy problematic when it is linked notto sodal conditionsbutingead to
mythological ideas of race. | have no goblem with the argument that black genearlly
dance better than white people because black people grow up in environments in which
polyrhythmic musc and dance are more important than their white equivalents. But it is



quite another thing o evoke anoton of ablack DNA tha fundanentally sets black
people gpart from white people. (Even if Judith Butier might also suggest that sodal
practices rehearsed over time eventudly are inscribed on ourbodiesE)

This argument around 'black essence”" ges played outagan and again, and took oneof
its more surprising turns when the esteemed musc critic and chronicler of 1990sdance
Simon Reynoldswent onabroadsdeagang the"intelligent” tendency within
drum'n’bass in apiece written for Wire. Reynoldsargued tha producers and remixers
who were bringing anbient sound dfects and jazz solosinto dum'n’bas were beraying
the genre's black roots and were diluting the music.

CD: Bukem "Music"

Reynolds maintained tha black mudcians should gay "black”, by which hemeant
hardoore, earthy, rough,prioritise rhythm etc.

CD: Jungle track
The editor of the Wire wrote areply in which he charged Reynolds of applying doubé
standads. Theeditor noted that whereas white producrs have the freedom to areate

whatever music they like N rough orsophisticated N black producers are suppogd to
only replicate their blackness.

Contemporary black culture

The argument about the whiteness of dum'n'bass is an example of theway in which
black mudc's roots and routes are becoming tangled to the point of bang dmog
indeciphaable. As Reynoldsand oher's have traced, jungle/drumn’bass grew out of
techno beakbeat culture, which marked the point when rave producers imported the
breakbesat of funk and hip hop nto dance the early 1990s Therave scene was
predominantly white, yet ravers such as Goldie, Fabio and Grooveride participated and,
speeding up hebpmand giving geater emphasis to the breakbeat, came up with the
early template of jungle and dum'n’bass. The aesthetics of the music were black, as were
its early producers, butthe scene soon kecame notably cosmopolitan and atracted, dong
theway, asignificant number of Brazilian DJs, who herd the syncopaed rhythms of
Brazilian musc N itself heavily indebted to black diasporic formsN in its structures.
So-called Brazilian drum'n’bass came to the fore when anumber of dancers grew tired of
the genre's heavily masculinist "dark™" strainsin the second hadf of the 190s

The example of DNB raises the vexed question of the relationship beween black musc
and nonblack audiences who suppot and identify with black musc and maybe even
make black mugc. These questionshave become especially prominent thanks to therise
of theinternet and MP3 playback technologies, in which mudc is free to travel and be
exchanged through ofen untraceable sources across theworld in amatter of seconds It is
increasingly the case tha music geis to bemade outside of any identifiable local



community context (with many producers downloading samples from "around the world"
while gtting & ther laptop).

Gilroy addresses this question in The Black Atlantic when henotes how globd flows are
changing the interactive paterns beween black audiences and performers. Black cultural
forms, henotes, are "originated butno longe the exclusve property of blacks dispersed
within the black Atlantic worldE The original call is becorming hader to locate” (1993:
3, 10) He adds "calls and respongs no longe convergein thetidy paterns of secret,
ethnically encoded dialogué' (110) In Between Canps, henotes tha black musc culture,
which supplied aplatform for youth aultures, popular cultures and gyles of dissent, has
become s0 dispersed they are had to trace. "Todaythey are fractured by the obvious
divisonsbeween north and suth, byowerdeveloped and undedevel opeal regionsof the
pland that are bang enforced bythe globalization of conmerce and pover. They remain
powerful butthe breadth ofther appel hascreated new difficulties. Are they local or
global forms? To whom if anyone do hey bdong?* (178)

However Alexander Weheliye, in Phonogmaphies, suggests tha there is nothing knav
aboutthis splitting beéween the soda stuaion in which apiece of musc is produced and
the spaces in which it is received. In asophisticated account of the rise of recording
technology and the phorograph & theturn of the 19th/20th centuries, Weheliye makes a
convindng cse that the circulation of arecorded piece of mudc invariably meant tha the
relationship beween a piece of musc and its socia source was quickly belod. Indeed by
the 1930sjazz musc had become the best-selling geare in the United Sates. Wehdiye
doesn't bamoan this reality, butingead suggests tha it should encouragea
recongderation of the meaning of Modernity, which henotes was notsmply visud but
also aural thanksto the prominence of the radio and recording technologies, as well as the
telephone As such Modenity tappel into the black sengbility (of sound, eveloprent,
community, flow) and notjug a white sengbility (of sght, separation, ontrol,
domination, inearity). Therefore Modenity was not something tha would dways
excludeAfrican Americans, butwas actudly dependent on har philosophy and
aesthecs.

Yet if the presence of the sonic and themuscal in the Moden peiod suggests tha we
should beoptimistic abouttheway in which black culture has pemeated populr culture,
Gilroy soundsoutawarning tha the new political order of militaristic globd capitalism
has now effectively annexed black popubr culture. The new regressive order is theone
tha waged thewar in Iraq, is steadily privatising the publc sector, and is attempting o
cut taxes and welfare in order to promote greater proerity for a small proportion of
individuds. It isdso an order which isincreasingly obsessed with material wealth and
airbrushed good boks and which within black popular culture findsits expression in the
ubiquitousexcesses of hip hop, h which bling is domnant, dars are as absorbed by her
variousfashion and perfume busnesses as therecording of musc, acelebrity lifestyleis
embraced, mudcianslead thar lives well away from black communities, and the
emphasis is relentlessly placed on tevisud (videos dress codesE) over the sonic.

Gilroy beaginsto address these issues in apiece hewrote about breakdancing for the
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collection Danae in the City (ed. Helen Thomes, 1997)that is titled "Exer(or)cising
Power: Black Bodies in the Black Public Sphea€". The culture of hip hop, ofcourse, has
moved well away from theidea of the 1970sstreet paty and can now be primarily
digested through acongant stream of cable channels. | recently met up with the clubs
editor of New York magazine, who hal written anice review of my book and hgppened to
be passing through London. We spokea bit aboutthe decline of dance culturein NYC
and then | asked him about hip hop ¢ubsN if hip hop ha become so popuar that it had
knodked the NY hous scene off the map. He laughed and told me tha thereisn't asingle
hip hop ¢ub that's open in Manhéatan & the moment. In other words, hip hg aulture has
all butdisappeared asa odal-communal phenomenon tat revolves around the DJ and
thedancr, while a the same time, in the media entrails of the same city, it has never
been more prominent or successful.

Therise of the car as oneof the mog important spaces for the experiencing of hip hop &
symbolic of this soda shift. The car might sgnify wealth, and the power of thecar's
sound gstem aform of sonic domnance, yet the culture is entirely congstent with the
wider shift in US political vaues towardsindividudisation (he car as a private means of
trangport), environmental ruin (the car as a producer of carbonemissionsand dependent
on thekind of chegp oil tha undepinnal the Texan invasion of Irag), and militaristic
protection (he car as ametallic barier protecting the driver from the outsideworld N
and pubic trangort). The car is a contributor, in addition, b thedeclinein black publc
culture. "It is notpossible to dan@ in a ar,"” notes Gilroy, "however largeand loud a
sound ystem it may contain.” [22] Breakdancing has disappeared because it requires
pubic space and oould na beeasily commodified. So while its memory remains crudal
the corporate marketing of hip hop, ts practice has all but disappeared.

The shift to scopic/visud dominance viavideo and DVD formats, plusthe spread of
cable and the nd, has resulted in anew emphasis on the black body ha marks blackness
as a gpace of masculinity and heerosexudity. Theracialized body i buffed and
invulnerable, militaristic and nmeterialistic. The defence of this bodiy shift runslike this:
if black men are disempowered and ae likely to pend afair propottion ofthar livesin
overcrowded USjails, it islogical tha they should respond by gving hype-emphasis to
their masculinity N thusthe houss in the gym, the flagrant displays of wealth and the
misogynistic putdowns of black women are supposed to provetha they are in fact
powerful. But while this might unsettle white powerbrokers, it dso srves to reinforce the
rules of the capitalist game rather than present an dternaive. There is no momfor a
figure like Sylvester in today's black culture. (And don'tsay, "What about Rupaul”,
because he's acabaret spectacle.)

In Between Canps, Gilroy reflects on heway an atist like Ice Cubecan espous a
rhetoric of black radical politics and sparatism while selling millions of recordsto hip
hop'sdonminant white subuitban middle class consumer base. At the same time Ice Cube
does deals with any nunber of white executives of multinationd corporationsin which
he places hisimage and ongson video ganes, dbums and Hollywood ilms. The
masculine men of hip hap, noes Gilroy, ae free to forage whatever pah they need to
tread in order to maximise ther income while espousng an empty rhetoric of separatism
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N asepaatism tha for themos part keepstheir female patners a home while they are
free to roam theworld (214-16).

Meanwhile black musc and black dance, notes Gilroy, have been st to the pulse of
neoliberal capitalism, in which black musc is "nothing nore than adistracting
accompaniment for the pogmoden slf-discipline of working out” [201] This calls to
mind the 2006 U5 edition of The Apprentice, hoged by the multi-millionare Dondd
Trump, in which the O'Jays peformed "For the Love of Monegy" a theclodng gda. In a
truly shodking moment, an early 1970sblack song from Philadd phia Internationd tha
critiqued the corrupting dfects of capitalism was now beng sung by he same group & a
celebration of capitalist competition and accumulation.

Next week we'll look & theimpact of technology of black populr musc.
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