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One of the central conceits of 8 Mile— C u r t i s
H a n s o n ’s (2002) film about an aspiring hip hop
p e r fo r m e r, starring controve rsial ra p p e r
Eminem—seems to have eluded the notice of crit-
ics and rev i ewe rs .This adds to the levels of contra-
diction and iro ny in the way the film tackles the
subject of hip hop—which , if not ignored altog e t h-
er in serious debate and polite conve rsation alike ,
is genera l ly condemned and dismissed as one of
the most scandalous, d e graded and degra d i n g
forms of contempora ry popular culture . Pa r t ly this
o p p robrium results from ra p ’s refusal to pra c t i c e
the subterfuge usually necessary to sidestep sanc-
tions when bringing lower class vernacular into
the public domain. But whatever its signific a n c e
in terms of social class, hip hop and rap mu s i c
d e r ive from and draw upon the rich veins of
African American culture , even if in A m e r i c a
itself and on a global scale young people of all
races and back grounds have taken it to heart, a n d
t a ke part in it in their millions. E ven so, the mu s i-
cal fo r m s ,p e r formance sites and conve n t i o n s ,
ex p re s s ive styles and lyrical and narra t ive struc-
t u res employed in rap are most usefully seen as
d evelopments—in the context of today ’s social,
c u l t u ral and tech n o l ogical env i ro n m e n t s — o f
African American community and artistic tra d i-
tions also prominent in the blues, j a z z , soul and
f u n k , and in Black oral fo l k l o re ,s t o rytelling and
l i t e ra t u re .2

Black and White and Read All Ove r
So despite its commercial success US rap is still
g e n e ra l ly perc e ived as a pre d o m i n a n t ly Black art-
fo r m , even if incre a s i n g ly marketed to white
yo u t h . Wh a t ,t h e n , does it mean for the main pro-
tagonist of 8 Mile not only to be white, but also to
choose the stage alias of ‘ B .R abbit’? In the script
his friends affectionately clarify the ‘B’ as the
rather ch i l d l i ke ‘ B u n ny ’ .This is appropriate give n
the Oedipal conflicts experienced by Eminem’s
ch a ra c t e r, J i m my Smith Jr. , and as a bonus also
re f e rs to cartoon trickster Bugs Bunny. But his
‘ o f ficial’ nom de guerre as an M.C. who competes
for supre m a cy in lyrical ‘battles’ is not Bunny, b u t
B. R abb i t — referring to a fig u re from a differe n t
g e n re , but with similar levels of complexity and
a m b ivalence and a parallel degree of social and
political signific a n c e .B rer Rabb i t , along with the
p re d a t o ry Brer Fox and other animals living in the
‘briar patch ’ , is a mythic hero of ch i l d re n ’s stories,
and for older generations something of a lowe r
class antidote to Beatrix Potter et al. His origins
lie square ly within fables and parables re fin e d
and passed down ora l ly in enslaved commu n i-
ties—as social practice rather than litera ry fo r m —
educating Black yo u n g s t e rs in the ways of the
wo rl d ,h ow to stay out of trouble and eve n ,m ay b e ,
come out on top.

From their humble beginnings (at the cotton-
p i cking gra s s - ro o t s , so to speak), these cautionary
and inspirational tales passed into acceptable lit-
e ra t u re courtesy of Joel Chandler Harris, f ro m
A t l a n t a ,G e o rg i a , who was the first author to pub-
lish such an ex t e n s ive collection of ‘ N e gro’ stories,
as related by fictional narrator ‘Uncle Remu s ’
standing for the re a l i s m ,w i s d o m ,b e n evolence and
political savvy of Black elders . In litera ry criticism
starting from the 1920s Harlem Renaissance,
Harris is cited as an ex e m p l a ry case of the appro-
priation by white people of Black cultura l
re s o u rc e s .N ow in 8 Mile we have the firs t
H o l ly wood re p resentation of underground hip
h o p, but written, p roduced and directed by white
p e o p l e , telling the story of a white rapper try i n g
to get by.The choice of moniker re f e rs to this tro u-
bled history, and to the contempora ry ex p l o i t a t i o n
of Black culture via the commodification of ra p

music and the ambiguous presence of white peo-
ple within this fie l d .

To u r i s m ,Ta rzan and To ry i s m
To many critics, this presence is not ambiguous at
a l l , but re p resents stra i g h t fo r wa rd colonisation—a
v i ew appealing to politically correct libera l s ,w h o
a re alre a dy predisposed to rubbish hip hop (and
a ny other lower class cultural ex p ression re s i s t a n t
to their mora l i s i n g ) . So novelist Je a n e t t e
Wi n t e rson sees Jimmy Smith as mere ly: “a tourist
. . . a white man going into Black culture and, l o
and behold, he does it better”.3 This echoes Black
s e p a ratist discourses aiming to maintain the puri-
ty of hip hop as Black culture . In US rap magazine
The Source, H a r ry Allen invo kes the fig u re of
Tarzan to explain the success of both Eminem and
J i m my Smith Jr.: “a white infa n t , abandoned by
its mother and father and raised by apes, w h o
rises to dominate the non-white people and env i-
ronment around him”, taking advantage of “ t h e
B l a ck facilitation of white deve l o p m e n t ” .Th i s
p rocess is argued to be pivotal to the contempo-
ra ry “ re finement of white supre m a cy ”w h e re , fo r
ex a m p l e , “hip-hop is va l u able for one reason only :
because a lot of white people are into it”.4

Both kinds of criticism are pers u a s ive to a cer-
tain ex t e n t ,a rguing in essence that any active
i nvo l vement of white people in Black culture nec-
e s s a r i ly implies theft and mastery — a n d , after all,
the history of imperialism and white racism (not
to mention, m o re specific a l ly, Western popular
music) has consistently led in that dire c t i o n .
U n fo r t u n a t e ly, as well as entailing a rather sim-
p l i s t i c , static and closed conception of both Black
c u l t u re and hip hop, s u ch judgements are
ex t re m e ly pessimistic about the potential fo r
meaningful interaction between Black and white
p e o p l e , whether in culture ,p o l i t i c s , or any other
a re n a .H oweve r, E m i n e m ’s ch a racter is not dubb e d
‘ L o rd Grey s t o ke’; and the origins and associations
of Brer Rabbit have surv ived Joel Chandler
H a r r i s ’s colonisation as well as Enid Bly t o n ’s bour-
geois white supremacist era s u re .M aybe hip hop’s
B l a ck roots are still hardy and perennial in the
briar patch ,w h a t ever their fate in the we l l - t o - d o
g a rd e n .

If so, a distinction must be drawn betwe e n
what happens at the grass roots of hip hop among

real live individuals and gro u p s , and how this is
m e d i a t e d ,t ra n s formed and distorted in the public
s p h e re .The film clearly wants to stra ddle both
realms in purporting to depict participation in a
local hip hop scene, while itself being a commer-
cial product aiming for mass consumption.Ye t
critical positions such as those outlined ab ove

refuse to consider such complex i t y, p re f e r r i n g
‘ b l a ck and white’ caricatures which are just as
c r u d e , re s t r i c t ive and downright unhelpful as
those found in the discourses of politicians, t h e
m e d i a , elite cultural institutions and all the other
vested interests inimical in principle to any of our
s u bve rs ive pleasure s .

I nto the Melting Po t
S o, in a post-industrial Detroit suitab ly pho-
t ographed by Rodrigo Prieto (A m o res Pe r r o s) as
t oxic and ro t t i n g ,J i m my Smith Jr. struggles to
c a rve out some autonomy and escape the rabb i t ’s
fate (to be tamed, c a p t u red and eaten).The hostil-
ity and hopelessness of the ghetto offer him only
i n s e c u re drudge jobs, re i n fo rced by his equally
bankrupt fa m i ly dynamics and relationships with
wo m e n . His crew provides a nurturing surrog a t e
fa m i ly for its members ,i m m e rsed since ch i l d h o o d
in hip hop as part of the popular cultural land-
s c a p e .Th ey have gravitated towa rds the local ra p
s c e n e , led by Future (Mekhi Phifer) who hosts re g-
ular nightclub events featuring contests betwe e n
aspiring MCs. Witnessing and encouraging his
e m e rging wo rd p l ay skills, his friends urge Jimmy
to ove rcome his shyness and insecurity and take
p a r t .The film cove rs the period in which he tenta-
t ive ly enters and negotiates the contours of this
v i b rant public sphere ,p ractising and elab o ra t i n g
his lyrics in various settings—culminating in victo-
ry over lead rapper of rival posse ‘ The Free Wo rl d ’ .

8 Mile does capture , if ske t ch i ly, the atmos-
p h e re of grass roots underground hip hop—and is
thus one of ve ry few re p resentations in the main-
s t ream visual media of a phenomenon common in
urban centres globally.5 It marks out the differe n t
i n t e rests and agendas of those invo l ve d , and cor-
re c t ly emphasises the quintessential site of hip
hop performance—the party. H e re boundaries
b e t ween production and consumption blur as DJs,
MCs and the dancehall audience collective ly
i n t e ract in call and re s p o n s e ,b o d i ly and aesthetic

Br(other) Rabbit's Ta l e
Tom Jennings ' D i d n ' t the fox never catch the ra b b i t , Uncle Re m u s ? '

a s ked the little boy the nex t eve n i n g.

'He come mighty nigh it, h o n ey, sho's you born.'1
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a p p reciation and ritual communal celeb ra t i o n .

S l a u g ht e re d ,Skinned and Gutted
B eyond that, the meagre ch a racterisations and
b a ck s t o ry bare ly hint at how Jimmy Smith’s per-
sonal trials and tribulations have given him the
d r ive and energy (let alone the poetic skill) to
c raft the rap performances that the film is struc-
t u red aro u n d .Wo rs e ,B .R abb i t ’s lyrical attacks as
a battle MC are similarly one-dimensional.Th ey
do conform to some conventions of the fo r m , we av-
ing biographical and local material into re f e re n c e s
to popular culture ,c u r rent affa i rs and the tra d i-
tions and history of hip hop—focusing on the
socio-economic position shared with his audience
in the here and now. But he avoids deeper issues
of identity, d i f f e re n c e , roots and origins, ex c e p t
when criticising in others the commonplace dis-
c o u rses of racial prejudice and mach i s m o ’s sex i s m ,
m i s og y ny and homophobia. S o, p re-empting the
re cycling of ‘poor white trash’ stere o t y p e s ,h e
a ck n owledges and embraces these, glosses their
injustice and external causes, and trumps them
with we l l - re h e a rsed elab o rations exposing their
lazy re p e t i t i o n .

Most seriously, the price of fa i l u re to invo ke a
p o s i t ive presence of his own is an inability to
boast—that archetypal rapping device cry s t a l l i s-
ing one’s rhetorical manouev res and stylistic
p rowess into a stage embodiment of gravitas and
p u rp o s e .Thus at one point he ‘dies’ on stage,
u n able to respond to a Black audience’s collective
ridicule of his whiteness. He can deal with it indi-
v i d u a l ly, t h o u g h , using his smart mouth to punc-
t u re his opponents’ pre t e n s i o n s . He cuts The Fre e
Wo rld adrift from their roots in Black oral tra d i-
t i o n s , accusing them of empty posing (by copy i n g
2 - Pac—a seminal 1990s MC), rather than engaging
in a genuine process of growth using the wisdom
of the ancestors . Capped with the revelation of
their middle class back gro u n d s , this clinches the
a rgument for the crow d .

B .R abb i t ’s self-era s u re is intelligible, g iven the
historical status of ‘whiteness’ as a badge of auto-
matic (fictional) superiority and (actual) domina-
tion over others . Flirting with the white ra c i s t
d e n i gration of Black n e s s , he insists on the pathet-
ic nature of whiteness, and is content for the
B l a ck audience—as his social equals—to judge.
N eve r t h e l e s s , his rejection of minstrelsy (pre t e n d-
ing to be ‘ B l a ck ’ ) , while important, extends to a
weak integration of style, lyrics and music—he has
no ch a r i s m a , raps with a clumsy, f ra c t u red ‘ flow ’ ,
and his rhymes consistently miss the beat and
wo rk against the rhy t h m . All that remains is lin-
guistic tricke ry fuelled by disembodied anger,
d e t a ched from a coherent pers o n a l i t y, h i s t o r i c a l
a n ch o rage and the sense of cultural continu i t y
implicit in African-American popular mu s i c . As it
h a p p e n s , this recalls the passage of Brer Rabb i t
f rom subve rs ive West African trick s t e r, via tra n s-
gre s s ive fre e - l iving slave , to sanitised cudd ly toy.

W h i t e ,S l i ced and W h o l e s o m e
H aving re n d e red its hero insubstantial, i n o f f e n s ive
and bland, 8 Mile wo rks as a safe, c o n formist nar-
ra t ive of ‘poor boy makes good’ in that long tra d i-
tion of conserva t ive Holly wood films exhorting the
popular mass audience to keep their heads dow n ,
wo rk hard and fulfil the promise of the (white
anglo saxon) protestant ethic. But if the talent to
justify success is now sacrificed to local ord i n a r i-
n e s s , hip hop’s invention and imagination are lost
along with the complex ,d ive rse artistry of its pra c-
t i t i o n e rs . As usual, cinema can only re p resent the
r i chness of lower class life in re d u c t ive stere o-
t y p e s . But the big payoff is that the main attra c-
tion rap offers its audiences—a Black challenge to
the hypocrisies of mainstream society—is fa l s i fie d .

All signposted in the allusion to Brer Rabb i t .
Ritual naming as tra n s formation is a fre q u e n t

theme in Black cultural visions of tra n s c e n d e n c e ,
yet this choice of name marks a space made
vacant by violation, ex a c t ly signifying a lack of
p rogre s s i o n .D rawing attention to their own deceit
is thus the film make rs’ alibi for viewing hip hop
t h rough the lens of whiteness—because a biopic
about any of the Black superstar ra p p e rs wo u l d
h ave re q u i red none of these levels of concealment
and evasion to guarantee healthy box offic e . But it
would have had to tackle an issue that the big
m o n ey behind Holly wood block b u s t e rs is terrifie d
of—the increasing centrality of race c o m b i n e d
with class—a theme familiar in the daily lives of
the mixed hip hop nation of American yo u t h .
I n s t e a d , 8 Mile c o u n t e rpoises class a g a i n s t ra c e ,
just as all shades of re a c t i o n a ry and separatist US
political discourse have consistently done since
the 1970s—mystifying deprivation with
euphemisms of Black defic i e n cy in the fo r m e r, a n d
nailing the prospects of the Black poor to the
i n t e rests of the va n g u a rd middle classes in the lat-
t e r.

Co nve n i e n ce Food for T h o u g ht
N a t u ra l ly, in its cynical ex e rcise of postmodern
i ro ny, the film wants to have it both way s , so the
a s p i rational tra j e c t o ry as well as the pro m o t i o n a l
s t rategy devo l ve onto Eminem. But he has been
ev i s c e rated of his ex h i l a rating deployment of
i n fantile ex c e s s , the shock tactics aimed square ly
at re s p e c t able society and hysterical cartoon ex a g-
g e rations exposing the effects of poverty and
despair on the personal and social fab r i c s .S u re ly
o n ly the ignorance of critics, the gullibility of con-
s u m e rs , and the complacency of power could con-
fuse t h i s p e r former with t h i s ro l e .N ow that is an
u n s avo u ry alliance—albeit one ve ry conve n i e n t
for those to whom culture is simply entertainment
and hence pro fit .

For 8 Mile to fit Holly wood conventions and its
own publicity, the most salient features of both
ra p ’s Black heritage and Eminem are effa c e d ,s o
that the film hides its most serious flaws by tra d-
ing on his re p u t a t i o n . Hamstrung by their whole-
sale collusion in this, the rev i ews we re able to
re c ognise neither the flaws nor the (limited)
a ch i eve m e n t s .6 N ow, the status of critics in the
popular media is often predicated upon the pub-
l i c ’s naive susceptibility to the commercial wiles of
the Brer Foxes of capitalism. But here they unwit-
t i n g ly re p roduce it, o b l i t e rating the distinctions
b e t ween the marketing hype generated around a
c o m m o d i t y, and what the material used might
mean to its audiences. No surp r i s e ,e i t h e r, that 8
M i l e ’s most convincing stereotypes are the hustlers
p i cking over local rap for its juiciest pack a g e ab l e
m o rs e l s , just as mainstream re c o rd companies do
with their raw material. With Eminem this means
c rafting a celebrity brand image that isolates,
fetishises and fa l s i fies each of his attributes as
unique and unsurpassed individual ach i eve m e n t s
of (white) genius, rather than the minor (if inter-
esting) variations on we l l - e s t ablished hip hop
themes that they undoubtedly are .

The Multiple Slim Shady
E m i n e m ’s vision starts from vicious infa n t i l e
revenge fa n t a s i e s , sw i t ching indiscriminately
among targets—his mother, w i f e ,p e e rs ,o t h e r
M C s , the social env i ro n m e n t ,e c o n o my, media or
g ove r n m e n t — a t t a cked for their various fa i l u res to
support his needs and wishes, in moods ve e r i n g
f rom depression and self-disgust to pers e c u t i o n
mania and full-blown para n o i a .The rage is ch a n-
nelled into lyrical anecdotes in the familiar hip
hop re g i s t e rs of lower class teenage reb e l l i o u s-
n e s s , ab u s ive hypermasculinity and gangsta ra p

n i h i l i s m , with video vignettes dressed in the lurid
i c o n ogra p hy of exploitation film genre s ,c o m i c s ,
animation and a general wa l l owing in trash cul-
t u re ,k i t s ch and bad taste. Ice-T—an original
‘gangsta ra p p e r ’ — a p t ly describes him as the
“ Je r ry Springer of ra p ” ,p ractising the art of “ s ay-
ing the most wrong thing possible”.7 This capture s
the sense of a community of gr i evances being
p l ayed out, but misses the psychotic core—a splin-
t e red and embattled self, d e r iving purpose and
e n e rgy in combatting the absence of uncondition-
al love (e.g. respect as an MC) with hatre d ,b i l e
and malice.8

The comic artfulness of the rendering of night-
m a re into narra t ive , and its catharsis as perfo r-
m a n c e , positions Eminem as a tragic clown more
in the comedy tradition (from Lenny Bruce and
R i ch a rd Pryor onwa rds) linking pain, s h o ck and
m i r t h . Wh e reas the many talented hip hop joke rs
h ave tended to play it just for laughs, the feelings
Eminem ex p resses are audibly and visibly heart-
f e l t . And what takes the shock tactics beyond the
adolescent ex u b e rance and sleaze of rap acts mar-
keted as teenage reb e l l i o n ,l i ke the Beastie Boy s
or Smut Pe dd l e rs , is the focus on the dire social
implications and circumstances of his ex i s t e n t i a l
m i s e ry, as well as the conve rging political and eco-
nomic interests that demand it. Put bluntly, t h e
party always goes (badly) wro n g .

This config u ration fo l l ows the ‘ d e ranged MC’
s u b g e n re—itself derived from the urban my t h i c
‘mad and bad’ Black man.Th e re is even the occa-
sional presence of producer and father fig u re Dr
D re , or Detroit rap crew D12, as a social safety
n e t , as with other famous rap portrayals of lunacy
and inadequacy. But Eminem is basically solipsis-
t i c . Alone in his internal unive rse of confli c t — n o t
alienated f r o m o t h e rs but w i t h i n—he has no
s h a red aim or project for successful perfo r m a n c e
to embody. U n able to take solace and coura g e
f rom a Black heritage, he accepts that the self-
d e s t r u c t ive logic of his abjection promises no
e s c a p e .9 Thus the lyrics lay scattershot blame,
ve h e m e n t ly but without specificity or the ex p l a n a-
t o ry power to conv i n c e , at a system which is mad,
or “ p o l i t i c a l ly incorre c t ” .1 0

Hip Hop Hype
Just as the compulsive staccato processing of lan-
guage in multiple allitera t i o n ,r hyming and
metaphor re p roduces the obsessive repetition of
p s y chosis; so the integration of linguistic elements
into spoken flow and rhythm is likewise fra g m e n t-
e d . Wh e reas what Adam Krims1 1 terms ‘ s p e e ch -
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e f f u s iveness’ is now typical of the most skilful and
i n n ova t ive ra p, m a ny pra c t i t i o n e rs of it are fa r
m o re accomplished than Eminem—both in terms
of the musicality of the vocals (pitch ,t i m b re ,t ex-
t u re ) , and their meshing with the antiphony and
p o ly p h o ny in the instrumental. Failing to align the
voice and poetic metre with the beat hinders the
p l e a s u rable experience of the music with the body
as well as the mind—hence the usual judgment
within hip-hop that Eminem is ve ry far from being
the best rapper aro u n d .12 

But the publicity terms he has been sadd l e d
with—and which he consents to for the sake of a
c a re e r — s ay otherwise, because those who succeed
can then be held up as examples of ‘the A m e r i c a n
Way’ able to transcend their back grounds (of class
and/or ra c e ) — exceptions which prove the rule. S o
Eminem is produced and sold as unive rsal (i.e.
white) novelty pop,1 3 even while coincidentally
undermining various racial stereotypes that nei-
ther he nor his commercial backe rs or critical

d e t ra c t o rs , for their dive rse re a s o n s , dwell on. A
fo u l - m o u t h e d ,d r u g - c ra zed psychopath hard ly fit s
the historic white ‘genius’ pro file; there is none of
the middle class ‘ w i g g e r ’s affected pose of fa s h i o n-
able Black styles; and the depiction of fa m i ly dy s-
function and moral fa i l u re turns on its head the
p o l i t i c a l ly - ch a rged discourse of Black patholog y
hiding behind class rhetoric—the latter being
n o t able given ra p ’s reluctance to tackle this dire c t-
ly.1 4

H oweve r, E m i n e m ’s silence on his pers o n a l
experience of ra c i s m — except individual pre j u d i c e
against his whiteness—shows that he is no ‘ ra c e
t ra i t o r ’1 5.This avoidance allows him to assert the
i r re l evance of ra c e , substituting the wo rld view of
the unive rsal loser—just a “ regular guy”1 6 l i ke
millions of others . If ch a l l e n g e d , he projects back
onto whoever is his enemy at the time—”I am
w h a t ever you say I am”—where the simu l a c ra of
his personae and their progress in the mediated
wo rld preclude any ‘ re a l ’1 7 . His personal route to

s a l vation is instead implied by the honesty and
humility of his engagement with hip hop. A g a i n s t
all the odd s , this gives the gra t i fication of fin d i n g
a voice and deploying a language—a conclusion
common to adherents of hip hop in all its manifes-
tations across the wo rl d .

Hip Hop Hope
If Eminem’s ravings lack the social embedd e d n e s s
to provide historical pers p e c t ive or commu n a l
insight into the nature of the processes which
a f flict people and make them mad—these are pre-
c i s e ly the kind of criteria which have consistently
g iven Black artists the desire and wherewithal to
seek paths to re d e m p t i o n .This kind of ethics has
been a preoccupation of hip hop since the start—
n o t able in Afrika Bambaata’s Zulu Nation;
G randmaster Flash (‘The Message’); KRS-One,
Public Enemy and Rakim; through to hard c o re via
N WA ,2 - Pa c , Wu - Tang Clan and Nas (among thou-
sands of less famous ex a m p l e s ) .H oweve r, e a ch
n ew wave of rap styles has been fa c i l i t a t e d ,a m i d

accusations of dilution, by the
s t e a dy growth of re l a t ive ly inde-
pendent music industry sectors
with a strong Black pre s e n c e ,
s t r iving to influence and moder-
ate commerc i a l i s a t i o n . In this
c l i m a t e , class politics of any
kind have ra re ly been priori-
t i s e d , although a quietly pers i s-
tent strand alongside the mu ch
h e ralded Black nationalism and
p r i d e .1 8

S o, C h u ck D of Public Enemy is
s u re ly correct in saying that,
being white, Eminem can tack l e
“issues that Black ra p p e rs are
e n c o u raged to leave alone fo r
m a rketing and commercial re a-
s o n s ” .1 9 But that’s not the whole
s t o ry.The Black traditions have
p e rs i s t e n t ly militated towa rd s
s u bverting oppression by wre s t-
ing its adve rse cultural and dis-
c u rs ive conditions into some
form of social agency and con-
t ro l . Since the ideology of Black
capitalism—popularised by the
Nation of Islam, S p i ke Lee and
Public Enemy, for ex a m p l e —
came to be 
e m b raced by US hip hop entre-
p re n e u rs (and re flected in the
mu s i c ) , economic control has
t a ken centre stage.Thus re c o rd
l abels and management compa-
nies that are (at least partly )
B l a ck owned and contro l l e d
h ave gained commerc i a l
footholds by delibera t e ly pack-
aging the music to appeal to

local Black community markets (in A t l a n t a ,
C a l i fo r n i a ,M i a m i ,N ew Orl e a n s ,e t c . ) ,p a n d e r i n g
to corp o rate media (so-called ‘hip-pop’) and/or
c rossing over to white ro ck and heavy metal (Run
D M C ,I c e - T, Public Enemy, C y p ress Hill, e t c ) .
H oweve r, even the current ‘ghetto fabulous’ fa i ry
stories of wealth and glamour, w h i ch incorp o ra t e
m a i n s t ream pop and R&B, still retain muted ele-
ments of social critique in Blues laments and
l ower class sentimentalism. S i m i l a rly, the Black
M a fia subgenre could be interp reted as an oblique
critique of capitalism a s c r i m e , equating the com-
p e t i t ive riva l ry of the music industry with mob
families who we re once mere street gangs. If so,
gangsta rap might re p resent an underclass corre c-
t ive to the moral sophistry inherent in a philoso-
p hy of uplift through the success of the few — b u t
w h i ch ab s o l u t e ly re q u i re s the continuing fa i l u re of
the many.2 0

S a d ly, if pre d i c t ab ly, m a rketing impera t ive s
wo rk hard to hinder such incipient political poten-

tial from clearing the space to deve l o p.The media,
politicians and major re c o rd companies may have
their pound of institutionally racist fle s h ,b u t
m o n ey sets the para m e t e rs .2 - Pac is a typical
case—his attempt to meld lower class manifesto
( ‘ Thug Life’) and Black Pa n t h e r- d e r ived social
c redo was sabotaged by the commercial stra t e g y
of his lab e l , Death Row, who progre s s ive ly spike d
all but the most nihilistic material.2 1 On the
w h o l e , the tra n s gre s s ive power of lower class ve r-
nacular retains the affiliation of core audiences,
but being presented solely in terms of Black n e s s
sells more widely, engages the pro - c e n s o rs h i p
B l a ck and white middle classes, suits the scare-
mongering of the media and conserva t ive politi-
c i a n s , and fits various agendas of ra c i a l
essentialism and Black unity (hence the furo re
over Eminem’s casual disruption of these
r h e t o r i c s ) . Paul Gilroy ch a racterises the outcome
of this ideological tangle in the cultural compro-
mise formation that is contempora ry hip hop as
“ revo l u t i o n a ry conserva t i s m ” . He points out that
its utterly hybrid and syncretic nature , and the
d ive rsity (especially in terms of class) of its pro-
d u c e rs and users account for both hip hop’s
u n p recedented global popularity and the consis-
tent fa i l u re of public discourses to understand it.2 2

A rts of Re s i s t a n ce
Russell Potter argues that the re s i s t ive potential
of hip hop lies in its continuing capacity to articu-
late contempora ry vernacular subve rsions of domi-
nant culture s , in late capitalist conditions of
i n c re a s i n g ly global and frantic commodific a t i o n .
The significance of African American traditions is
that their particular cultural tra j e c t o ry from slav-
e ry till now has enhanced the ability to cre a t ive ly
s t e a l ,m o ck , honour and re - p resent ideas, wo rd s
and sounds simu l t a n e o u s ly, in order to convey
ex p e r i e n c e ,h i s t o ry, pain and desire in artistic
ex p ression—and have thus been especially we l l -
placed to exploit post-modern forms of bricolage
and rev i s i o n .2 3 So from a core , or bench m a rk ,o f
b l a ck pra c t i c e , hip hop has mobilised the whole
range of cultural material at its disposal, using all
ava i l able techniques and tech n o l og i e s , to suit its
own local and equally subordinated ex p re s s ive
needs—including those of ra c i a l ly mixed and cul-
t u ra l ly hybrid communities and scenes.This has
e n abled its wo rl dwide dispers a l ,t h rough a com-
m o d i fied ‘ wo rd of mouth’, to ove r flow and sidestep
all of the clumsy and misguided attempts at polic-
ing and suppre s s i o n .2 4

But while these vernacular cultures can pro-
vide the necessary grounds for tra n s gre s s i o n ,t h i s
can easily re s o l ve into mere coping mech a n i s m s
on the part of the oppre s s e d , who remain con-
tained by powe r.This danger is acute given that
the fetishised fashion accessory of superfic i a l
‘ b l a ckness’ in style without content is now offere d
u n re m i t t i n g ly for consumption, including the
p u re ly commercial manu fa c t u re of simulations of
gra s s - roots pra c t i c e .M a ny marketed hip hop acts,
b l a ck as well as white, could be interp reted as
domesticated Brer Rabbits in this sense, s u ch as
Puff Daddy / P. D i ddy (a bourgeois ‘class minstre l ’
and rather bad MC),Vanilla Ice (fa ke ‘ b l a ck’ and
fa ke ‘ s t reet’) or N’Sync’s Justin Ti m b e rl a ke (fa ke
eve rything)—not Eminem, t h o u g h , who is to some
extent honourable even if failing to outwit the
Fox .C o nve rs e ly, various derivations of hip hop
h ave virtually offered themselves up for re c u p e ra-
t i o n , taking themselves too seriously through pre-
tension or elitism. In the UK this might include
the trip-hop and drum and bass genre s ,w h i ch
sought to legitimise themselves in terms of main-
s t ream aesthetic values and the accumulation of
c u l t u ral capital; or the remnants of rave culture s
whose ab s o rption into mere we e kend re c re a t i o n
seems virtually complete. Wh e reas in rap mu s i c
the dense and sophisticated ve r n a c u l a r, the oppo-
sitional stance and refusal of re s p e c t ab i l i t y, a n d
gra s s - roots cre d i b i l i t y, a f filiation and invo l ve m e n t
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combine in ways that, even after more than two
d e c a d e s , still seem to completely confound the
status quo—as the reception of 8 Mile in clueless
c e l eb ration or malicious dismissal suggests.

James Scott has revealed how colonised and
e n s l aved subjects communicate among themselve s
using ‘ h i dden transcripts’ in language and cultura l
a c t iv i t i e s .2 5 These nu r t u re resistance to domina-
tion and keep hope alive , while the explicit ve r-
sions in ‘public transcripts’ purport to and seem to
fit the demands of the ruling groups—to whom
the ‘ real’ meaning is opaque. Scott concludes that
when political action does develop against domi-
n a t i o n , it is the hidden transcripts which prov i d e
the discurs ive and cultural we a p o n ry and ammu n i-
tion which explode into overt ex p ressions of
revo l t .M aybe hip hop’s enduring ach i evement will
be that, in terms of surface appearance in the age
of Spectacle, the hidden and public transcripts are
the same—although the meanings are wo rl d s
a p a r t .The complacent netwo rks of privilege try to
s u p p ress the open ex p ression of the ve r n a c u l a r,
mistaking symptom for cause and in the pro c e s s
revealing the stupidity, venality and complicity of
their cultural disciplinarians. But the politics of
ra p ’s reception provides the yo u n g e r, n ewer stra t a
of colonised, e n s l ave d ,m i grant and surplus urban
populations with the opportunity to bear witness
to the obscenity of the globalised New Wo rl d
O rder and its neo-feudal military economy.

This isn’t politics in the re c ognised fo r m a l ,p ro-
grammatic sense; it’s a set of cultural patterns
w h i ch adeptly resist the hitherto false promises of
s u ch stra i g h t j a cketing—on the part of those
excluded from all other sites and systems of cul-
t u ral a n d political ex p re s s i o n . By the unders t a n d-
ing and generalisation of the details of specific
experience into active ly shared anger, p r ivate dis-
s a t i s faction can be tra n s formed into a rap(t) pro-
d u c t ive engagement when, all aro u n d ,d e f e a t i s t
cynicism is a more intelligible response to today ’s
most unpromising of circumstances (and fo s t e re d
as such as a deliberate tactic to shortcircuit oppo-
s i t i o n ) . As Paul Gilroy stre s s e s , quoting Rakim, “ I t
a i n ’t where yo u ’ re fro m ,i t ’s where yo u ’ re at”.2 6

The question of where you want to go is still open.
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