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Hip hop 
 
 
Perhaps more than any other genre, hip hop has no precise beginning. The tradition of 
rapping — word play and rhyming to rhythm— can be said to go back to Muhammed 
Ali, black radio jocks such as Frankie Crocker (the legendary WBLS DJ), mobile DJs 
such as Maboya, Grandmaster Flowers and Bert Lockett (black lesbian who called herself 
the dyke on the mic), and mutating funk artists such as Gil Scott Heron. 
 
MUSIC: Gil Scott Heron " The Revolution Will Not Be Televised"  
 
The origins of the hip hop's sound are also difficult to pin down: the break, the central 
driving force of hip hop, can be traced back to gospel and jazz, after which it passed 
through a mix of funk and disco, as well as unclassifiable records such as "The 
Revolution Will Not Be Televised" !  which was first recorded in 1970. 
 
The turntablist culture of early hip hop DJs — which preceded the recording of any hip 
hop music — is also hard to locate, but probably begins somewhere in Jamaica with the 
sound system culture of the 1960s and eventually overlaps with disco in 1970s 
Manhattan. 
 
 
Kook Herc 
 
It's from Jamaica — and the black Atlantic/diasporic culture of reggae and dub that I 
discussed last week— that hip hop received its most notorious impetus. DJ Kool Herc 
travelled to the Bronx and set up a sound system, which was organised around Jamaican 
reggae and dub imports. Initially the parties were slow — David Toop notes in Rap 
Attack that Herc's selections "failed to cut the ice" — so around 1974 the DJ decided to 
switch to Latin-tinged funk and disco. He noticed his dancers picked up when he played 
these comparatively up-tempo tracks, and that they got particularly excited when these 
tracks cut to the break. 
 
Herc started to build his sets around these breaks, mixing between them so that the break 
could be extended. (This apparently happened on 12 November 1974, according to Herc.) 
Afrika Bambaataa remembers that Herc began to turn to "certain disco records that had 
funky percussion breaks like The Incredible Bongo Band when they came out with 
'Apache' and he just kept that beat going." 
 
MUSIC: Michael Viner 's Incredible Bongo Band " Apache"  [break at 2:20] 
 
Herc found other percussive nuggets for his venture into breakbeat eternity on Cymande's 
"Bra", "Give It Up Or Turnit A Loose" by James Brown, the Dynamic Corvettes' "Funky 
Music Is the Thing" and "Get Into Something" by the Isley Brothers. The crowd's 
energetic response persuaded him to make the technique a part of his nightly repertoire. 
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(There are numerous compilations that contain break-oriented recordings from this 
period.) 
 
So what, if anything, was the relationship between this technique/scene and disco, which 
discovered its contemporary form at the beginning of the 1970s? There's an assumed 
hostility between disco and rap, but this is something that appears to have emerged in the 
second half of the 1980s, when rap became more explicit in its critique of US society. 
During this period, rap music slowed down and it also became notably more macho, and 
both of these developments encouraged musicians and fans alike to become more 
suspicious of disco, which was up-tempo and closely associated with queer culture. Yet 
the early relationship between hip hop and disco was more nuanced than this. 
 
 
Social class 
 
How did the relationship map out in terms of social class? Well, Manhattan struggled 
during the 1970s as a city, and the city teetered on verge of bankruptcy half way through 
the decade. The outer boroughs — the Bronx, Brooklyn and Harlem, which were largely 
populated by African Americans— fared even worse than the rest of the city. In addition, 
the immigrant population in the boroughs increased exponentially during the second half 
of the 1960s after the US government relaxed the pernicious quota laws that restricted the 
movement of non-Western Europeans into the United States in 1965. After that, some 
435,000 immigrants from Latin America, Asia and the Caribbean poured into the city. 
(Vincent Cannato, The Ungovernable City, 447) During this period approximately one 
million white New Yorkers fled to the cordoned-off tranquillity of the suburbs and 
beyond, but unemployment continued to rocket, with the city haemorrhaging 613,000 
jobs between 1969 and 1977. (Cannato, 447, 549. Bruce J. Schulman, The Seventies: The 
Great Shift in American Culture, Society, and Politics, 106) "The whole country hated 
New York," a New Yorker told me during research for my current book. "It just stood for 
ethnicity." So where were these African American and newly-arrived immigrant 
populations supposed to go if they wanted to enjoy themselves? 
 
Black gay working-class kids from these neighbourhoods, including future disco/house 
pioneers such as Larry Levan and Frankie Knuckles, were admitted into predominantly 
black gay venues such as the Loft and the Gallery and went on to form the backbone of 
early disco culture. But straight working class kids had no obvious entrée into this black 
gay scene, while the highly publicised clubs that opened in midtown Manhattan during 
the second half of the 1970s !  Studio 54, New York, New York and Xenon !  were too 
expensive for them to enter and also operated de facto racist door policies. As a result, 
these kids resorted to putting on their own parties: block parties. And of course one of 
them, Kool Herc, was born into one of the families that had recently arrived from the 
Caribbean. Two additional aspects of early hip hop culture became associated with the 
block party: break dancing and graffiti writing, both of which were closely linked to 
hieroglyphics and Kung Fu. Both practices bear at least some relation to hip hop being a 
street culture, or a visible public culture, with both breakdancing and graffiti writing 
reliant on being seen and revolving around a form of display and territory !  whereas 
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club dancing was more reliant on the ethos of blending into the crowd in a darkened 
room. 
 
 
Music 
 
What about the relationship between early hip hop and disco? Well, disco was heavily 
indebted to black music: early DJs largely played soul, funk and African imports, and 
early disco tracks took key aspects of black music aesthetics (polyrhythm, call and 
response, the break, an emphasis on low end frequencies, the aesthetic of the groove, the 
use of the voice to accentuate the beat, and so on) and integrated them into disco. And 
early hip hop culture drew on a noticeably similar repertoire of sounds, because at this 
point no actual hip hop music had been recorded. Crowds were having to draw on a 
common source of black recordings !  soul, funk and R&B. 
 
Both cultures also revolved around DJ culture. Herc was perhaps the key figure in hip 
hop, while early club spinners such as Nicky Siano took the art of DJing to quite an 
advanced level, using speed controls to manipulate the rate at which a record was playing 
in order to develop seamless mixing, and also using three turntables to generate more 
complex effects !  all of this by the summer 1973, or more than a year before Herc got 
going with his own technique. It's also worth mentioning the unsung Walter Gibbons, the 
DJ at Galaxy 21, who began to develop the art of mixing between breaks seamlessly and 
for extended periods of time around 1974 or perhaps 1975. These techniques, which 
effectively underpinned the future aesthetic of house, signified the way in which disco 
was developing a comparable aesthetic to early hip hop. So the similarities are more 
striking than the differences !  and a case could easily be made that Gibbons was far 
more proficient at his art than Herc, who was notoriously casual when it came to the 
technicalities of mixing. The most notable distinction between hip hop and club DJing 
was the deployment of an MC !  or someone who would rap along with the DJ's 
selections !  in hip hop culture. 
 
 
Early recordings 
 
Rap's breakthrough recording was released by Sylvia and Joe Robinson, a husband-and-
wife team who owned the eight-year-old All Platinum label. Sylvia, a one-time minor 
pop star in her own right, was at a niece's birthday party at the Harlem International 
Disco when, as she recounted later, "All of a sudden I heard these three guys rapping 
over the microphone. Something hit me — I thought they were fantastic. An inner voice 
said to me, 'That's a concept.'" 
 
A rough approximation of this concept had just made its public breakthrough when the 
Fatback Band, a struggling funk group from Brooklyn, released "King Tim III 
(Personality Jock)", which featured a previously marginal DJ called King Tim III and 
referenced the days when radio rapping jocks infused their shows with rhyming jive. 
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However it was the three youngsters — named the Sugar Hill Gang — who were picked 
up by the Robinsons to record "Rapper's Delight". 
 
MUSIC: The Sugar Hill Gang "Rapper 's Delight"  
 
The twelve-inch of Rapper's Delight recreated the bass line of Chic's "Good Times" and 
first entered the Billboard chart in October 1979. It went top ten in several countries and 
grossed three-and-a-half million dollars, so this became the point when Robinson's 
"concept" had moved into the realm of the commercial commodity. Robinson's account 
of how she discovered the Sugar Hill Gang has been subsequently questioned, however. 
As David Toop writes in Rap Attack: "Although nobody knew it at the time, their verses 
were recycled from groups like The Cold Crush Brothers; they were to Bronx hip hop 
what The Police were to The Sex Pistols, the difference being that the Bronx originals 
had yet to find a Malcolm McLaren figure with a stack of confrontational tactics to help 
them out." 
 
"Rapper's Delight" illustrates the way in which commercialism !  the desire to make 
money out of a culture !  became prominent at a relatively early stage in hip hop culture. 
Of course the level of commercialism can't be compared to the present, with hip hop a 
multi-billion dollar business, and the levels of materialism also don't equate to the 
ongoing attraction to money, cars, designer clothes, champagne and all things bling. As a 
result of the excessive nature of contemporary hip hop materialism, there's been a 
sustained discourse around the idea of the "Old School" !  the Old School being the 
culture that was spawned in the Bronx and Brooklyn during the 1970s !  and it has 
become popular to suppose that this early formation was anti-materialist in trajectory.  
But the lyrics and the lifecycle of "Rapper's Delight" reveals the way in which this wasn't 
the case !  and it makes good sense that it shouldn't have been so. If you're poor, it's 
reasonable to want to be better off, and that sentiment makes up a fair proportion of the 
lyrics to "Rapper's Delight", which dwells on Cadillacs and the like. So while it's now 
become easy to romanticise 1970s hip hop as being a period when there was hardly any 
money about, the aim of young hip hop kids was to escape their impoverished situation. 
As in Jamaica, sounds systems were in fierce competition with each other, and these got 
to be played out in various gangs, with the Black Spades one of the most influential. One 
of the key elements of hip hop was the way in which it managed to channel gang 
competition in a non-violent manner, so the emphasis was on attracting crowds to parties, 
as well as internal competition in the parties, where breakdancers would attempt to 
outmanoeuvre their peers. Jeff Chang's Hip Hop Don't Stop, which is referenced in the 
bibliography for this lecture, provides the authoritative historical account of this period. 
 
 
Grandmaster Flash and Afrika Bambaataa 
 
As with so much 70s hip hop culture, there was an intrinsic link with disco, with the first 
commercial recording of hip hop drawing heavily on disco, in this case, Chic's upwardly-
mobile anthem "Good Times", which was imitated (and not sampled) on the backing  
track of "Rapper's Delight". 
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MUSIC: Chic " Good Times"  
 
The idea of "borrowing" was therefore intrinsic to hip-hop's earliest formation, and two 
other key pioneers — Grandmaster Flash and Afrika Bambaataa — integrated this ehtos 
into their practice. 
 
Flash emerged after Herc as the next seminal hip hop DJ. Flash became known for his 
quick-fire mixes, in which he would cut-and-paste multiple records into a radical collage. 
As a result Flash forged a radically different aesthetic to that of Herc. Instead of creating 
an endless break, he generated radical collages in which the aim was disruption rather 
than flow, and in 1981 Flash put his practice onto vinyl. 
 
MUSIC: Grandmaster  Flash " The Adventures of Grandmaster  Flash and the 
Wheels of Steel"  
 
This sounds like sampling, but isn't: it's a live recording of a Grandmaster Flash mix in 
which he draws on a series of records, including, again, Chic ("Good Times") plus 
Blondie ("Rapture"), Queen ("Another One Bites the Dust"), the Sugarhill Gang ("8th 
Wonder"), Furious Five ("Birthday Party"), Spoonie Gee ("Monster Jam"), Michael 
Viner's Incredible Bongo Band ("Apache") and Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five 
("Freedom"). The result is postmodern in concept in that several supposedly discreet 
sources are blended together in a collage that suggests the existence of a world that is 
both multi-dimensional and schizophrenic. In this record, as in DJing in general, the 
original doesn't exist as a pristine object to be worshipped and preserved, but instead as a 
source of material that can be manipulated until its borders are no longer distinguishable. 
Instead of the notion of progress and resolution, there instead an emphasis on hybridity 
and play. In "The Adventures" there is no obvious structure, but instead a series of flying 
fragments that contain no individual meaning, even if together they amount to an 
eloquent description of the chaos and confusion of contemporary urban life. Yet it's 
important to also note that the record isn't straightforwardly postmodern in that it's notion 
of play is not simply random and rootless, but instead comes out of a long line of black 
artistic practice that is concerned with the issue of history and heritage. In other words, 
"The Adventures" is part of what Paul Gilroy has described as the changing same, with 
the record a mutation of several other records that contribute to a fairly coherent set of 
aesthetic and social ideas, as well as a sense of generational history. 
 
"Adventures", like Rapper's Delight and so much of 70s hip hop culture, "Adventures" is 
essentially party music: music designed for dancing at a block party. But soon after the 
record was released Flash pointed to the future direction of hip hop in the 80s and 90s 
when he recorded "The Message". 
 
MUSIC: Grandmaster  Flash and the Fur ious Five " The Message"  
 
This record marked the beginning of a new form of politicised hip hop. Whereas previous 
rappers drew on a fairly random set of themes, Flash captured the genre's potential to 
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become a new form of powerful social commentary !  and indeed Chuck D of Public 
Enemy would later describe rap as the black person's CNN. Claustrophobic and intense, 
"The Message" focused on inner city decay in the late 70s/early 80s — something that 
affected African Americans and Puerto Ricans much more than whites. Yet for the time 
being the wider climate tended towards cooperation and integration, and this position was 
characterised by the third key figure in early hip hop culture: Afrika Bambaataa. 
 
Bambaataa was the head of a gang called the Zulu Nation. Despite its 
Africanist/essentialist overtones, this grouping advocated racial integration and 
cooperation rather than conflict, and it's most famous gesture — which could be said to 
be the founding moment of electro — was "Planet Rock" 
 
MUSIC: Afr ika Bambaataa and the Soulsonic Force " Planet Rock"  
 
As with "The Message", there's a strong element of borrowing here. Most importantly, 
the synth line is drawn from Kraftwerks' "Trans-Europe Express". 
 
MUSIC: Kraftwerk " Trans-Europe Express"  [synth line at 1:33] 
 
The referencing of the synth lines from "Trans-Europe Express" was significant for many 
reasons. Here are three: 
 
(i) It was a rare and significant exampl of blacks "borrowing" from whites, and therefore 
contrasted with the more regular trend of white musicians borrowing from black 
musicians. 
 
(ii) The gesture indicated that uptight German white boys (Kraftwerk) could make music 
that sounded black and funky. 
 
(iii) The combination of black rap and white synth pop sonically symbolised the message 
of racial harmony and integration articulated by Bambaataa, and this was reinforced in 
the making of the record, which was co-produced by Bambaataa along with the white 
producer/studio whiz Arthur Baker, who had come out of the disco scene. 
 
Disco might have gone out of vogue by this point, but club culture — and dance music — 
was still thriving in urban areas, the backlash having been mainly confined to the 
suburbs. "Planet Rock" became the anthem of New York clubs !  both hip hop and dance 
alike. The message of "party people" and a "planet" where people "rock", irrespective of 
identity, was central to club culture and indeed downtown New York of the early 80s. In 
the post-disco era, DJs would mix up their music in a manner reminiscent of the early 
70s, when no genre was dominant, and hip hop/electro regularly merged with synth pop 
and early 80s dance music. At venues like the Funhouse, the Roxy and Danceteria, hip 
hop and club music was blended together. And the syncopated sound of breakbeat was 
worked into mid-1980s dance when Walter Gibbons, having pioneered the art of remix 
culture in the 1970s, produced "Set It Off" by Strafe. 
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MUSIC: Strafe " Set It Off"  
 
Again, the exchange that was still going on between hip hop and dance remained 
significant. 
 
 
* * * * * 
 
The ethos of integration was carried forward in hip hop via groups such as Jungle 
Brothers, De La Soul and A Tribe Called Quest, the originators of what is sometimes 
called hippie hip-hop. 
 
MUSIC: De La Soul " Magic Number"  
MUSIC: Tr ibe Called Quest " Can I Kick It?"  
MUSIC: De La Soul " I ' ll House You"  
 
The last track was an example of a short-lived genre known as hip-house that emerged in 
Chicago in the second half of the 1980s. The idea, quite reasonably, was to record music 
that combined rap and house, but the genre failed to take off in that period, in part 
because the two scenes became mutually antagonistic, with the hip hop scene apparently 
repulsed by the queer presence in dance, and dance put off by the increasingly flagrant 
homophobia in hip hop culture. Chuck D typified this outlook when he told Simon 
Reynolds, "It's [disco's] sophisticated, anti-black, anti-feel, the most ARTIFICIAL shit I 
ever heard. It represents the gay scene, it's separating blacks from their past and their 
culture, it's upwardly mobile." (Simon Reynolds, Energy Flash, 15) 
 
In a bizarre way, it began to seem as if it made as much if not more sense for hip hop to 
form an aesthetic and discursive alliance with rock, because both genres had 
predominantly straight male followings and, De La Soul and the rest aside, hip hop was 
beginning to adopt an increasingly aggressive and macho posture !  something that was 
already well-established in rock. The meeting of the genres first occurred in the second 
half of the 1980s when hip hop finally spread to white consumers via first Aerosmith 
(who collaborated with Run DMC to create the crossover hit "Walk this Way", which 
launched hip hop on MTV) and the Beastie Boys. Here's what the Beastie Boys sounded 
like. 
 
MUSIC: Beastie Boys " Hold It Now, Hit It"  
 
The Beasties initially performed as a thrash rock group that performed at the Kitchen, one 
of the most important venues for experimental compositional music in New York during 
the 1970s and 1980s. By the late 1970s the Kitchen was incorporating the minimalist 
rock of punk and new wave into its agenda !  the genre known as no wave was the most 
prominent result of that combination !  and the Beasties joined this scene in the early 
1980s, as did early hip hop performers such as Fab 5 Freddy. This was one of the first 
moments when black music culture entered the predominantly white compositional and 
rock scenes, and a few years later the Beasties began to record hip hop. The Beasties 
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didn't just look white; they also sounded white, with their rapping delivered in a shouted, 
post-punk tone that sounded rowdy and confrontational !  and was ideally positioned for 
the band to start selling the sound of hip hop to white college students. Their videos were 
similarly positioned and featured heavy drinking and semi-naked dancers, but the 
Beasties were also cerebral, as their sample-heavy debut album, Licensed to Ill, 
illustrated. "Hold It Now, Hit It" was one of the tracks on the album, and like other tracks 
contained enough samples to make it a cerebral record !  that track included samples 
from The Jimmy Castor Bunch, Kool & the Gang, Bob James and Kurtis Blow. Licensed 
to Ill was released in 1986 and became the first hip hop album to become a major hit 
when it reached the top of the Billboard pop charts. The original title for the album was 
Don't Be A Faggot, which lends further evidence to the homophobia that was gathering 
momentum in hip hop. The title was ditched when Columbia, Def Jam's partner on the 
album, insisted it be changed. It's also hard to avoid the conclusion that the whiteness of 
the Beastie's enabled them to be the first hip hop act to move to the top of the charts. 
 
The issue of race has always loomed larger in the United States than Europe and the 
1980s turned out to be significantly more divisive than either the 1960s or the 1970s. 
Ronald Reagan did in America what Margaret Thatcher did in Britain, and drew on Cold 
War paranoia and nationalism in order to gain support for his neoliberal policies and 
massive military expenditure. One consequence of those neoliberal policies was a drastic 
cut in welfare spending, which had a disproportionate effect on black communities, and 
the subsequent decline of US inner cities, which were already in a bad way, and which 
was the central theme of Grandmaster Flash's "The Message", was eventually reflected in 
hip hop's output. Public Enemy emerged as the most outspokenly politicised hip hop 
group of the era. Here's what they sounded like: 
 
Public Enemy " Br ing the Noise"  
Public Enemy " Don't Believe the Hype"  
Public Enemy " Rebel Wi thout A Pause"  
 
Public Enemy's name was a direct reference to the way black people were perceived 
within white America !  as an enemy of the public !  and appropriating this label in way 
that echoed similar moves with terms such as "nigger" and "queer". The tracks we've just 
heard were drawn from the album It Takes A Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back, the 
group's second album, which was released on Def Jam in 1988. Once again, the album 
was rich in sampling material. "Bring the Noise", for example, included samples from 
Marva Whitney "It's My Thing", James Brown "Funky Drummer", Funkadelic "Get Off 
Your Ass and Jam", DJ Grand Wizard Theodore "Fantastic Freaks at the Dixie" and the 
Soul Children "I Don't Know What this World Is Coming To". 
 
Public Enemy's message was forthright and drew on Malcolm X's radical separatist 
discourse in order to propose a radical fight against racism and a move towards black 
independence from white institutional racism. The repeated use of James Brown samples 
throughout the album helped to establish a consciousness around black identity and black 
history, and Brown's message of black pride complemented Public Enemy's broader 
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political stance. The album's upbeat tempo struck many as sounding like the pulse of 
resistance. 
 
 
Gangsta Rap 
 
It's worth dwelling for a few moments on the funk element in rap, not just because hip 
hop artists were so keen on sampling artists such as James Brown, but also because hip 
hop arguably emerged as a new form of funk music in the 1980s. That's certainly the 
opinion of Ricky Vincent, the author of Funk, who argues that Afrika Bambaataa, along 
with George Clinton, Herbie Hancock and others, were part of what he calls the fourth 
funk dynasty of the 1980s. And Vincent goes on to argue that the fifth funk dynasty of 
the 1990s was ruled by hip hop to such an extent he calls it the "Hip Hop Nation". In that 
dynasty, Vincent lists P-funk hop hop as consisting of Digital Underground, EPMD, De 
La Soul, A Tribe Called Quest and Arrested Development; political rap as comprising of 
groups such as Public Enemy, KRS-One, X-Clan; and finally gangsta rap as including the 
likes of Ice Cub, Tupac, Dr. Dre/Snoop Doggy Dogg, N. W. A. / Easy E and Ice-T). (As 
an aside, he also includes another element, dubbed funk rock, in this dynasty, and that 
group includes bands such as the Red Hot Chili Peppers. 
 
It's the Gangsta rap element of Vincent's "P-funk hip hop" dynasty that created the 
biggest political impact in hip hop in the early 1990s !  and arguably the biggest sonic 
impact, too. The most notorious outfit were NWA !  which was short for Niggas With 
Attitude. Significantly, the rise of NWA marked a shift in the geographical terrain of hip 
hop. Whereas Public Enemy, the Beasties, De La Soul etc were all based on the East 
Coast and for the most part based in New York, NWA were West Coast !  and they 
articulated the "feel" of the West Coast in a sound that was much more laid back than 
Public Enemy and the Beasties. 
 
N.W.A. " Fuck Tha Police"  
N.W.A. " Real Niggaz"  
N.W.A. " A Bitch Is A Bitch"  
 
NWA — underpinned by Dr Dre, who was soon joined by Snoop Doggy Dog — were 
just as charged as Public Enemy, but even more confrontational in their politics. Instead 
of proposing black cooperation and economic separatism, NWA treated state brutality of 
African Americans as an effective call to arms. "Fuck Tha Police", recorded in 1993, 
after the LA race riots of 1992, seemed to take hip hop and the US state to the point of 
open warfare. 
 
Sonically the music seems to contradict this message. The sound, which draws on P-
Funk, evokes clichéd images of life on the West Coast !  of taking it easy, being chilled, 
taking out time to do some surfing, etc. But the lyrics tell a different story and speak to 
seemingly distinctive discourses that are in fact arguably linked. The discourses in 
question are the call to arms against the white state, and can be heard in tracks such as 
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Fuck Tha Police and Real Niggaz Don't Die. The other discourse is that of misogyny !  
A Bitch Is A Bitch. What do we do with this kind of talk? 
 
The first thing to point out is that there's a tendency to let this kind of talk go. Whereas 
racism gets picked up on and has become politically unacceptable within mainstream 
politics (even US politics), sexism (and homophobia) pass by as being quasi-acceptable. 
Many would argue that this is deeply problematic, and I'm happy to include myself in this 
number. All the same, the question remains: what do you do with this kind of lyric? 
 
A parent-based movement emerged in the US around this time that called for Parental 
Advisory Stickers to be placed on albums with risky language, etc., and of course this 
came across as being censorious, and also made the albums in question all the more 
desirable for the consumers who were buying into hip hop not only for its sound but also 
its attitude and ability to offend so-called "sensible" people. For the most part, 
movements such as the such one that called for the advisory stickers either start out 
conservative or quickly become conservative. And one of their problems is that they lack 
an analysis of why the misogyny or homophobia exists in the first place. 
 
A number of critics have argued that hip hop misogyny is linked to the emasculinisation 
of young black men in the US. This process of disempowerment can of course be traced 
back to the period of slavery, and the process became particularly acute in the early 1990s 
when the full impact of 1980s neoliberalism and welfare cuts hit US inner cities. What do 
you do when you're powerless? You start to try and act powerful, and exaggerate that 
power. One way for a young black man without job prospects was to join a gang and sell 
drugs !  more than anything else, this kind of move was about gaining respect, as 
Philippe Bourgois titled his ethnographic study of crack gangs in El Barrio (In Search of 
Respect). Another way of responding to powerless was to begin to adopt a posture of 
militaristic aggression, so army fatigues helped young black men look powerful and 
politicised. Another strategy was to flagrantly display any money that was made in the 
gangs, so the use of designer clothing shifted from wanting to wear Adidas trainers 
because they were retro and comfortable to wearing much more expensive designer 
brands. And the final way in which young black men who lacked power were able to 
begin to flex their muscles was by asserting themselves over a group that was even less 
powerful !  African American women. And in the early 1990s it became commonplace 
for rappers to refer to women as Bitches. The discourse is complicated !  and authors 
such as Joan Morgan, Tricia Rose and Imani Perry, all of them black female rap fans, 
have done an excellent job teasing out the nuances of this debate. 
 
Gangsta became a prominent force on the East Coast when the Notorious BIG !  Biggie 
Smalls !  and Shaun Puffy Coombes emerged as a significant hip hop acts. After that the 
West Coast was bolstered by the rise of Tupac Shakur, who was also on NWA's label, 
Death Row. Tupac became the biggest selling name in rap and his rivalry with Biggie 
became the stuff of hip hop history and mythology. It was through NWA, Biggie and 
Tupac that hip hop entered an era of guns, violence, hyper-competition, bragging and 
feuding that was characterised as Gangsta Rap. For the remainder of the lecture I want to 
show a clip from a video titled The Hip Hop Years that analyses this episode. 
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VIDEO: Hip Hop Years 
 
 


