The Origins of Hip Hop

(According to Trisha Rose)

I.  What is Hip Hop and Where Did it Come From

A.  -
“Hip Hop gives voice to the tensions and contradictions in the public urban landscape during a period of substantial transformation in New York and attempts to seize the shifting urban terrain, to make it work on behalf of the dispossessed.”

    B.  South Bronx in the 1970s 

-
“Substantial postindustrial shifts in economic conditions, access to housing, demographics, and    

    communication networks were crucial to the formation of the conditions that nurtured the cultural 

    hybrids and sociopolitical tenor of hip hop’s lyrics and music.”

-
“The growth of multinational telecommunications networks, global economic competition, a 

    major technological revolution, the formation of international divisions of labor... and new migration 

    patterns from Third World industrializing nations have all contributed to the economic and social 

    restructuring of urban America.”

· bottom 20% of labor experience an absolute decline in income, while top 20% experience most of the growth (1978 to 1986

· 30% of all Hispanics (40% for Puerto Ricans) and 25% of black households live at or below poverty line

· Robert Moses and the Title I Slum Clearance program

· subsequent media treatment of the dislocated South Bronx residents

· “Yet, although these visions of loss and futility became defining characteristics, the youngest 

   generation of South Bronx exiles were building creative and aggressive outlets for expression and

   identification.”

   C.  -
Rap’s first commercial success with Sugar Hill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight” (1979)

· Kool Herc, Afrika Bambaataa, DJ Hollywood, Grandmaster Flash, and DJ Grand Wizard  Theodore

· built on funk, Caribbean musical styles (later hip hop incorporates more and more styles/genres)

· Rose describes hip hop as a discontinuous, yet flowing stylistic art form in its rapping, breakdancing, graffiti, and fashion

II.  Flow, Layering, and Ruptures in Line

     A.  Three major outlets for personal expression in hip-hop culture: graffiti, breakdancing, and rapping

     B.  Style

· seen as a way to boost status

· similar approaches to sound and motion found in many historic and contemporary African cultural practices: flow, layering, and ruptures in line

     C. Examples of Flow, etc.

· in music, lyrical lines and melodies are set into motion; moving easily and powerfully through complex lyrics

· in graffiti, long-winding, sweeping, and curving letters

· snapping movements take place one after another in “breaking,” creating a semi-liquid effect

· scratching – highlights as it breaks the flow of the bass rhythm 

     D. These forms do not take place outside of capitalist commercial restraints

· Hip-hop’s focus on consumption mischaracterized as a move into the commodity market; Hip-hop never fully in opposition to commodities ==> the artists have always been interested in compensation for their work, although they shed some criticism on the conspicuous consumption of many whites

· movement into commercial arena not motivated solely by money, but also out of desire to assert oneself as a distinct and undeniable identity

     E. But after the commercial prospect of hip-hop culture was revealed , it was “incorporated” by the “dominant culture”

· 2 things happen: conversion of sub-cultural signs into mass-produced objects, and re-labeling of deviant behavior by the dominant group

III.  Graffiti

     A. Mid-1970’s

· writers begin to develop elaborate styles, themes, and techniques designed to increase visibility; but foremost to increase individual identity and status

· People whose tags showed up often or in daring places were local folk heroes

     B. Very risky

· since murals depended on constant movement for their visual impact, subway trains (and other train yards) were constant targets of writers

· this turned the writer into a criminal, a guerilla outlaw who thrives on risk as a facet of skill

     C. Group identity is just as central to a writer as individual development

     D. Women writers had to combat sexism from their male peers

     E. Graffiti problem “reconstructed” as a central reason for the decay in quality of urban life

· solidified image of New York as lawless urban jungle

· the Buff ==> choking out personal expression of already discarded youth

     F. Still an art form today, working around social constraints

IV.  Breakdancing

     A. the physical manifestation of hip-hop style

· dancers execute moves that imitate the rupture in rhythmic continuity as it was highlighted in the musical break

· the “Freeze” broke the beat ==> the dancer takes on an alternative identity, sometimes serving as a challenge to competitors

     B. The streets were preferred practice spaces, where everyone could gather and show off

· but bad blood sometimes remained between competitors, making it unsafe for dancers to travel alone

     C. Predominantly male breakdancing crews

· Females ==> lack of exposure and social support; male discouragement; considered masculine or undesirable if they could break

     D. Like graffiti, breaking developed a contradictory relationship to dominant culture.

· first published article on breakdancers talked of them being detained by police in Washington Heights for fighting and disturbance (subway station)

· continued to draw the attention of the police

     E. Incorporation into the Mainstream/Dominant/Commercial Arena

· dance schools begin hiring breakers to teach “hip, middle-class whites”

· dancers were exploited ==> given space in popular dance clubs to dance, but actually on display to provide entertainment; no financial compensation $$$

         F. New performers and shows illustrate the centrality of hip-hop dance style in contemporary popular   entertainment.

V.  Rap Music

A. In the early stages of hip-hop, DJs were the central figure ( providing beats for dancers and   soundtracks for graffiti crews

B. DJ Kool Herc credited for 2 innovations that set rap music apart from other popular musics

· massive stereo system speakers on which he extended obscure instrumental breaks into endless collages of dance beats – called breakbeats

· began reciting prison-style rhymes over the beats; and drew heavily from black radio personalities

C. Like graffiti and breakdance crews, DJs battled for territory.

· territory established by DJ battles, gigs, and tape circulation

D. Grandmaster Flash credited with perfecting and making famous the third critical rap music innovation: scratching => exposed cultural rather than structural parameters of accepted turntable use

· The new style took attention away from dancing, and put it on the DJ performance

· attached open mics to his equipment inspiring spontaneous audience participation

· Melle Mel was an early MC who began rapping for a living, not a hobby

· the power of Melle Mel’s and others’ voices ensured that rapping would become the central expression in hip-hop culture

E. Most frequent style of rap was a variation on the toast – a boastful form of oral storytelling

· sometimes explicitly political and often aggressive, violent, and sexist in content

· matters of control over the language, the capacity to outdo competition, mastery of rhythm, and the ability to rivet the crowd’s attention

F. “Rapper’s Delight”

· solidified rap’s commercial status

· early on, rap was fueled by small independent labels and a system of exploitation ( artists had no choice but to give up creative rights and profit to the company if they wanted their music to be widely available

· sustained new facets of rap music, and at the same time reoriented rap towards more elaborate commercial restraints

G. Although women played a small but integral part in rapping, they are virtually absent from the area of music production

· because of rap’s commercial power, the incorporation of rap into dominant culture has been contradictory and complicated

H. Styles begin to take form in regional and local arenas

· gangsta rap ( narrates experiences and fantasies specific to life as a poor young, black, male subject in urban ghettos

I. In summation, hip-hop . . . 

· emerged from complex cultural exchanges and larger social and political conditions of disillusionment and alienation

· produced internal and external dialogues that affirmed the experiences and identities of the participants and at the same time offered critiques of larger society

· “is black urban renewal.”

· outlines relationships between cultural forms and the contexts within which they emerge

