|
'i
|
i
i

Carolyn KRASNOW
Joyce COOK

David BRACKETT

Rick WOJCIK
Steve JONES
John CORBETT

Lawrence S’I""EGEL -




EDITORIAL
BOARD

EDITOR _
Anahid Kassabian -

- CO-EDITORS
 Robert Dulgarian
- Stefano Franchi

- JohnGonzalez
= ':Guven Guzeldere

i :'Sue Dambrau
Pnzzl Escat

--~_'-"i.imernatmnalﬁ.ssomahoﬂ

al appr(mchcs 10 eac
reachmo a nauurmi d.Tld

';Mtranda Jnseph

;:..Tff._\?éﬁ":it.'h't}ﬁle:éf?s'Philharmonic

;WandaCom
-_Reggma Gagmer LI_zr ;



CONTENTS

ANAHID KASSABIAN

HOLLY KRUSE

JOHN SHEPHERD

CAROLYN KRASNOW

JOYCE COOK

DAVID BRACKETT

RICK WOICIK

LAWRENCE SIEGEL

STEVE JONES

JOHN CORBETT

SIMON JONES

GEOFFREY GREEN

MARK FENSTER

OLA STOCKFELT

THE CHICAGO RECORDED
MUSIC WORKGROUP

REVIEW ESSAYS

CONFERENCE REVIEWS

iii

1

17

7

4o

49

61

7

n

103

119

145

153

m

174

193

199

200

Introduction

Early Audio Technology
and Domestic Space

Popular Music Studies:
Challenges to Musicology

Fear and Loathing in the 70s:
Race, Sexuality, and Disco

Mozart in the Car - Korean Opera

Economics and Zsthetics
in Contemporary Art Music

Pop That Coochie: The Video Jukebox
and the Esthetics of Consumption

The Village Store Verhatim

Critical Legal Studies
and Popular Music Studies

Siren Song to Banshee Wail:
On the Status of the Background Vocalist

Crossover Culture: Popular Music
and the Politics of “Race”

“Your Sister and Some Wine!”

Boxing In, Opening Out: The Boxed Set and the
Politics of Musical Production and Consumption

Adequate Modes of Listening

What are we listening to? What are we talking about?
Recorded Sound as an Object of Interdisciplinary Study

Mark Slobin - Ethnomusicology in the 1990s
David Schwarz - Music and Disciplinarity
Romy Kozak - Musicology and Feminism

Larry Jackson - The Malcolm X Dynamic
Tonia Saxon & Mark Girouard
+ Imagining Japan: Narratives of Nationhood

List of Illustrations

Notes on Contributors



Simon JONES

CROSSOVER CULTUR
POPULAR MUSIC anp
POLITICS or “RACF’

POPULAR MUSIC HAS LONG BELEN A
communication across ethnic and racial catee

tion between European and African-derived
music traditions has been one of the central dy
popular music’s development. These traditio
fused with one another in a complex dialogica
cross-fertilization that has taken place over th
centuries.! These interactions, however, have
tral” processes of “free” musical exchange. They
politically charged, complicated by economic ami
relationships, and rendered problematic by ra f'f
I examine some of the cultural and political effy
cesses, particularly within the cultures of young
and the United States.

The profound influence of African-derived:
on European musical forms stands as one of
developments of twentieth century popular
ence, however, has always been at odds with (1
subordination and exclusion and with the r
black musicians in the realm of popular musi
fantasies have long been projected onto blac
cians. White pcr«:eptions have been refractcd :

and culture svmbolme the * EXOU( ” “primitive
pean culture.? Within the mind/body dualitie
discourse, black music connoted the * corporeal»
a Furopf-arl mustcal tradition that reprcsent

socicty lacked, qualities of “passion,” “rhythm,’
nocence, emotion, and sexuality.

Framed by these discourses, black music :
by whites as a sign of “authenticity” and “sexualif
“uncommercial” folk form to be protected sz

through the various subcultural appropriations
reggac, successive generations of whites hav
particular “imaginary relation” to black music.3
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The relations between black performers and white audiences
have rested on a fundamental paradox: musical forms forged out
of the specificities of racial oppression—crucial means through
which blacks have celebrated their survival, affirmed their identi-
ties, and expressed their collective aspirations—have, for white lis-
teners, been merely objects of pleasure and spectacles of “enter-
tainment.™ This contradiction has its origins in the period of sla-
very, when black musicians were obliged to e ntertain” their white
owners, It is a contradiction, however, that runs throughout the
entire history of popular music.

Thus, while popular music has historically been an important
site at which blacks have achieved public acclaim and visibility,
that visibility has always been on specific terms. From the very in-
ception of the American entertainment industry, black music was
commodified, represented, and sold to whites in specific forms. In
the nineteenth century minstrelsy tradition, white performers in
blackface make-up caricatured and parodied the dialect, dances,
and songs of black slaves. Blackfaced minstrelsy swept the nation
in the 1840s to become the single most popular entertainment
genre in nineteenth century America.? Minstrelsy provided a cul-
tural counterpoint to the Abolition movement, attempting Lo ra-
tionalize slavery by presenting Northern free blacks as incompe-
tent “buffoons” and Southern blacks as contented “plantation
darkies” (Dennison, Scandalize).

Minstrelsy established a number of precedents thal were car-
ried over into the twentieth century music industry: white eco-
nomic control of the business of black music, white influence over
the content of black performances, and the reproduction of insti-
tutionalized images and stereotypes of black performers.® With
the transcription of forms like ragtime, blues, and jazz into sheet
music by music publishers, the forms, technologies, and modes of
dissemination of black music became inscparable from the opera-
tions of the capitalist entertainment industry. The emergence of
the phonogram opened up even further possibilities for the mass
public circulation of black music. Black musical forms proved
more compatible with the technological and aesthetic forms of
the recorded medium than with notated sheet music. The electri-
fication of the recording process and the development of the mi-
crophone enabled the subtleties and nuances of vocal and mstru-
mental expression in black musical performance to be captured
more faithfully (Hoare, “Mighty”). Records subsequently became
the principal medium through which black music was popularized
to whites.” Eisenberg suggests that it was through the phonogram
that jazz “conquered” mainstream American culture in the inter-
war period.® Records, moreover, gave white musicians the oppor-
tunity to learn and imitate black musical idioms in a way that had
hitherto not been possible with sheet music (Leonard, Jazz and the
White Americans).

While granting a wider public circulation to black musical
products, these commodification processes also inevitably wrested
control of those products away from their creators. The result wasa
recurring pattern in American popular music, wherein styles pio-
neered by black performers came to be colonized, popularized,



and defined by white performers.? Detached from the cultural tra-
ditions and institutions that nourished them, black forms repeat-
edly became the unacknowledged sources of a “thousand varia-
tions and imitations.”!0

Throughout much of the “jazz era” in the 1920s and 1930s, a
strict racial division of labor operated in the music industry, in
which black and white musicians rarely played together and black
musicians were denied representation by an exclusively white
American Federation of Musicians.1! As a result, when jazz broke
through into the mainstream entertainment industry in the 1930s,
top radio and recording contracts invariably went to white bands
playing a bowdlerized, diluted form of jazz (Walton, Music
Hobsbawn, Jazz).

Up until the late 1940s, black music was institutionally segre-
gated into a secondary “race” market with its own venues, distribu-
tion, and retail networks (Chapple and Garofalo, 1977). In this
system, black musicians were routinely swindled out of royalties
and performance fees, and received lower promotion and market-
ing budgets than their white counterparts. The copyright law in
music publishing, based as it was on Western models of notated
music and bourgeois property rights, worked to the disadvantage
of black musicians (Frith, 1987). Since many compositions in tra-
ditions like blues and jazz tended not be notated, due to the im-
portance of improvisation and the inseparability of music from its
public performance in black musical practice, black musicians
were particularly susceptible to exploitation by unscrupulous mu-
sic publishers.!2 _ ;

In its incessant search for new musical material to maintain
the steady turnover of products necessary for its continued profit-
ability, the recording industry has turned, time and time again, to
black musical forms to re-energize and revitalize itself. As
Middleton argued in Studying Popular Music, capitalism’s need for
raw materials to feed its “expanding machinery” of commodifica-
tion, and to refresh itself in non-productive time, is manifested
culturally in an ideology of “romantic primitivism” and the need
for a symbolic “Other.”3 In its search for remnants of pre-capital-
ist “folk” forms, the entertainment industry colonizes these musi-
cal cultures, dragging them into its dialectic and delivering them
up for bourgeois consumption (Middleton 69).

Black and “Third World” musical forms have tended, as a re-
sult, to function as musical “colonies,” raided periodical ly by West-
ern musicians and record companies for their musical resources.
This kind of colonization occurred, for instance, in the 1970s with
the involvement of American and European transnational record
companies in the marketing and distribution of African, Latin and
Caribbean music grew. For corporations like CBS, EMI, and WEA,
these forms represented untapped sources of cheap musical talent
that could be exported and distributed to European, North Ameri-
can, and other global markets.14 The marketing of black and “third
world” musical forms to white audiences by Western record compa-
nies involved particular kinds of discursive strategies. Those strate-
gies included surrounding black musical forms, commodities, cul-
ture, and performers with racialized discourses of “authenticity,”
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exoticism, and sexuality.!5 In the marketing of reggae, for ex-
ample, the circulation of various icons, texts, and visual images in-
variably accompanied the marketing of records; advertising copy
and photographs, posters, album covers, and feature films tied into
soundtrack album releases, which offered particular, romantcized
visions of black life and culture.!6 These marketing strategies have
been part of an ongoing attempt by the recording industry to tailor
black musical commaodities to white audiences by making them
available in more “palatable” and unthreatening forms.

White appropriations of black music have not escaped the
legacies of these discourses and power relations. They continue to
frame and render problematic the ways black musical forms are
consumed, perceived, and appropriated by white musicians and
audiences. However, the history of popular music cannot be re-
duced to one of black creativity and white cultural plagiarism.
Such notions simplify and conceal some of the complexities of
these crosscultural processes. In particular, they obscure the ways
black forms have been appropriated and rearticulated by non-
black groups and the contradictory cultural and political effects
that have resulted from these processes.

IN THE POST-WAR PERIOD, CHANGES IN THE PRODUCTION
and dissemination of popular music created the conditions for an
unprecedented crossover of black music to young white Ameri-
cans. Radio, traditionally a key medium through which whites
have been exposed to black music, played a central role in this
process.1” The dramatic expansion in the number of AM black sta-
tions in the late 1940s and early 1950s afforded white youth a new
opportunity to eavesdrop on black music in a way that was impos-

~sible to segregate.18

White youth’s turn towards r&b began independently of the
mainstream music industry and prior to the commercial explo-
sidn.o_f “rock 'n’ roll.” As early as 1950, David Riesman noticed an
interest in jazz and r&b amongst a “minority” group of young
white high-school and college students.1¥ A similar interest in r&b
developed amongst white youth in the Carolinas where a “beach
culture” emerged in the summer of 1954 around dancing to black
music on portable radios and record players.20

For these young whites, affiliation with black music repre-
sented a declaration of non-conformity and difference from the
tastes of the “majority” and a rejection of the mainstream popular
music of the day. Through their identification with r&b, white
youth asserted their newly found cultural and financial indepen-
dence, and signified their difference from the generations of the
Depression and the pre-war era (Chambers, “A Strategy for Liv-
ing”). The lyrical discourses of r&b were felt to articulate their ex-
periences more honestly than the established idioms of Tin Pan
Alley popular music. In its dance movements, emphatic rhythms,
and more forthright expressions of sexuality, r&b offered young
whites a liberating means of displaying private desires whose pub-
lic expression had hitherto been tightly constrained.

The temporary desegregation of musical tastes in the leisure
sphere brought about by “rock ’n’ roll” challenged existing



patterns of black/white relations in a way that was profoundly sub-
versive in the context of the 1950s, This musical desegregation
presaged the movement for political desegregation that occurred
later in the 1950s and early 60s.21 The seditious implications of the
heady connection in rock n’ roll between youth rebellion, sexual
expression, and “race” were confirmed by the moral panic and
public condemnation that greeted the music in some sections of
white America. In the various boycotting and banning campaigns
waged by white adults, religious groups, and representatives of the
music establishment, rock 'n’ roll was condemned as a “primitive,”
“jungle” music that was corrupting the nation’s youth and threat-
ening social authority and moral order.?? In its song lyrics, perfor-
mance styles, and dance steps, it was considered to be sexually de-
based. More problematic still was the fact that its key performers
behaved and sounded “black” or were indeed themselves black.

The “moment” of rock ’n’ roll produced a whole generation
of young white musicians for whom black music was a catalyst to
create their own forms of musical expression. In both Britain and
America, from skiffle and rockabilly in the 1950s to the “beat”
and blues-based rock groups of the 1960s, black American forms
were appropriated and adapted by a succession of young white
musicians.23 Transformed and rearticulated by young whites, they
provided the departure point for a specifically youthful pop and
rock tradition.?4

By the late 1960s, rock musicians on both sides of the Atlantic
were drawing heavily on blues conventions, on its rhythmic en-
ergy, vocal and instrumental techniques, lyrical discourses, and
modes of performance (Frith, Sound Effects; Hoare, "Mighty”). The
conventions and communal sensibilities of the blues were used to
articulate the collective experience of “youth” and the “commu-
nity” of rock. The 12-bar structure of the blues, in particular, be-
came a stylistic lingua franca in rock, eventually absorbed into its
musical and rhythmic fabric, and used by the more “progressive”
rock bands as a musical framework for improvisation and solo in-
strumental work.2?

During this period, white youth found in the blues a form that
reflected their own defiance and rebellion and that addressed
resonant questions of identity, powerlessness, and subordina-
tion.26 Within the counter-culture, black music represented the
antithesis of a white, suburban, middle-class culture that stressed
work, planning, delayed gratification, and the constructive use of
leisure time (Frith, Sound Lffects). It was seen to embody a sensu-
ousness and strong emotional expression that contradicted tradi-
tional bourgeois values of self-control and restraint (Frith, “Play-
ing with Real Feeling”). Black music offered qualities of “free-
dom,” “risk,” and hedonistic pleasure unavailable in the dominant
culture. It was a means through which counter-cultural whites
could vicariously live out a romantic fantasy of “leisure” and “com-
munity” (Frith, Sound Effects).

In Britain this phenomenon was inflected in class-specific
ways. For a succession of working-class white youth subcultures,
from the Teddy-Boys through the Mods to the dance-based cul-
ture of “No:‘rhem'Soul,” black American forms were used not only
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to undercut the dominance of bourgeois high culture, but also to
provide an alternative to older working-class musical traditions
centered around the music hall and folk song (Chambers, Urban
Rhythms). However, in Britain, these forms tended to be con-
sumed at a distance from the racial contradictions and power rela-
tions that had shaped them in the American context. As in other
Western European countries, in Britain these forms came to stand
for general notions of “modernity,” “urbanism,” “freedom,” “re-
bellion,” and “sexuality.”?” Emptied of some of their racial signifi-
ers, their appeal was often refracted through fantasies of a gener-
alized, mythical “Americana.”8 This situation was in marked con-
trast to the relationships between young whites and Afro-Carib-
bean music that evolved in Britain, relationships mediated by di-
rect social encounters.

BRITISH BLACK COMMUNITIES, BECAUSE OF THEIR
relatively small size and dispersed settlement patterns, have always
provided points of access to whites through their cultural and mu-
sical institutions. Gilroy has shown how an expressive black British
musical culture has emerged out of a rearticulation of Caribbean
and African-American musical traditions.®® An indigenous black
musical performing tradition has developed in the areas of

reggae, gospel, jazz and hip-hop, together with a complex infra-

structure of musical institutions and spaces for the import, pro-
duction, dissemination, and consumption of black music.

From the earliest days of post-war Afro-Caribbean migration
to Britain, these traditions were transmitted to whites living in
close proximity to black communities. Among the first groups to
register these influences were white working-class youth. They
“borrowed” and emulated elements of Afro-Caribbean style, lan-
guage, and music. Hebdige found a “phantom history” of post-war
race relations “played out” on the stylistic surfaces of these subcul-
tures. He traced the ongoing “dialogue” between black and white
youth cultures from the mods’ and skinheads’ atfiliation to ska
and rocksteady through to the punks admiration for reggae
(Hebdige, Subculture, 44-15).

These relationships, however, have a substantive political and
social, and not simply stylistic, history in the long tradition of en-
counters between black and white youth cultures. These connec-
tions were made explicit in the organization “Rock Against Rac-
ism” (RAR), which drew its momentum from the informal dia-
logue between black and white youth that had been evolving since
the early 1960s, and had become particularly visible around the
punk phenomenon. RAR attempted to politicize that dialogue by
building a popular anti-racist movement to oppose the recruit-
ment of white working-class youth by far-right, nationalist
groups.®0 RAR involved a network of local grassroots organiza-
tions that staged live music events in which punk and reggae
bands often played together on the same bill. By mobilizing young
people’s common musical enthusiasms, RAR attempted to deliver
a broad, cultural challenge to racism under the banner of slogans
such as “Love Music, Hate Racism” and “Black and White Unite
and Fight” (Gilroy, Ain’t No Black).



The collaboration between black and white musicians around
RAR and the punk movement bore fruit in the multi-racial Two-
Tone bands, which attempted to use music as a medium through
which to bridge the identities of black and white youth and to ex-
press a shared opposition to racism.3! The Two-Tone phenom-
enon was one of the most visible indications of the unique rapport
between black and white youth that existed in some urban areas of
Britain. An important series of ethnographic studies have investi-
gated the dynamics of these cross-cultural interactions in areas of
London and Birmingham.? These studies have unanimously con-
firmed that mixed friendships are extremely common in these ar-
eas and are grounded in an experience of growing up together in
the same integrated working-class neighborhoods, in the same
classrooms, and often in the same predicaments of post-school un-
employment. These social relations have produced a whole net-
work of crosscultural affiliations. Those affiliations extend into
the leisure sphere: young blacks and whiltes often attend the same
discos and youth clubs, and a sizeable minority of young whites
frequent the black community’s own leisure institutions and cul-
tural spaces (Jones, Black Culture, White Youth). _

Both Hewitt and Jones found that in many of these areas, the
culture of young people draws on a syncretic mixture of Afro-Car-
ibbean, Asian, and regional white working-class cultural elements.
In these hybrid cultures, black style, speech patterns, and musical
practices were invariably the dominant ingredients, functioning as
common cultural denominators for youth from different ethnic
backgrounds. The cultural magnetism of these forms was such
that their influence extended to young whites in areas of sparse
black settlement who had little sustained social contact with young
blacks (Jones, Black Culture). For some young whites, identification
with black music was frequently one clement of a whole relation to
black culture, in which a surrogate “black persona” was adopted
and deployed as a marker of difference from other whites, or as a
paradigm of cultural resistance in contexts such as school (Jones,
Black Culture).

White youth also found their own meanings in the metaphors
and oppositional symbols of black musical forms like reggae.
Reggae articulated a number of resonant themes and discourses
that young whites applied to their own life situations and experi-
ences. In its openness to addressing themes of sexuality and eroti-
cism, its ability to represent gender conflicts from both male and
female perspectives, its egalitarian themes, and its critiques of
work, the law, the state, and racism, reggae was available for differ-
ent age-, class-, and gender-based readings (Gilroy, Ain't No Black,
Jones, Black Culture).

White engagement with, and appropriation of, black culture
was of course fraught with contradictions. Racism continued to
proscribe that engagement and render it problematic at every
turn. The popularity of black music among young whites did not
guarantee anti-racist responses. Social tolerance of black people in
general did not automatically flow from white engagement with
specific forms of black culture and music. Even in the closest social
relationships between black and white, elements of common-sense
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racism often co-existed alongside attractions and identifications.
Contradictions between collective racial identities and inter-per-
sonal relations were played out incessantly, Everyday social inter-
course brought the political and ideological boundaries of “race”
in and out of focus continually (Jones, Black Culture).

In order for young whites to maintain such affiliations and re-
lationships, at least some disavowal of whiteness was called for on
their part. Intimate white engagement with black culture and mu-
sic, particularly when mediated by direct social interactions, could
produce knowledges that disrupted common-sense racism and
that served to deconstruct and demystify racial difference. Among
some young whites, these affiliations could undercut and
problematize their investments in racialized categories of “white-
ness” or “Britishness.” These affiliations could produce cross-cut-
ting allegiances around notions of locality that emphasized social
coherence and attenuated “race” as category of differentiation
(Jones, Black Culture).

SINCE THE MID 19808, RAP HAS BECOME THE SITE OF
similar kinds of cross-cultural dialogue among young people in
the United States. Rap and hip-hop have acquired a populist ap-
peal far beyond the New York subculture that originally spawned
and nourished them in the 1970s and beyond the African-Ameri-
can community in which they conftinue to occupy a central posi-
tion in the 1990s. Since at least the mid 1980s, the majority of rap’s
audicnce has been non-black. Popularized through film, radio,
advertising, selected exposure on rock radio, and especially music
video, rap began to “crossover” into mainstream rock and pop
markets in 1985 /86. That crossover was facilitated by the music of
white groups like the Beastie Boys, who combined rap with ele-
ments of punk and heavy metal, and by black groups like Run
DMC, who sampled heavy metal riffs in their rap songs. They
helped bridge the taste gap between black rap culture and the
white rock market—the heavy metal riffs provided an entree into
rap culture for white youth.?* With the commercial viability of rap
sccured by the mid 1980s, major record companies moved in on
the music, signing up important acts and scooping up indepen-
dent labels with distribution and licensing deals.3¢

Music video has been a key factor in this crossover process,
providing access to black musical culture for whites in much the
same way that radio did in the 1950s with r&b. The acceptance of
selected rap groups for airplay on rock radio, and on the hitherto
almost exclusively white MTV, paved the way for the airing of
shows like “Yo MTV Raps,” which by the winter of 1988/89 had be-
come the channel’s single most popular program.? Music video
remains the principal medium through which rap (and its full
panoply of icons and symbols) reaches white audiences. In the
face of continued spatial and cultural separation of black and
white communities, not least in the leisure sphere, music video is
one of the few widely available points of access to black culture, es-
pecially for suburban white youth.

As Stephens argues, rap’s “double-voiced” symbols and rich
intertextual qualities enable it to function as a discursive and




musical “crossroads” that can be inhabited by different social
groups.® In its original New York incarnation, rap was always a
multicultural movement, embracing large numbers of Puerto
Rican youth. The resonance of rap and hip-hop for Latino/a youth
has continued in the 1980s and 90s with Mexican-American and
Cuban-American rapperslike Kid Frostand Mellow Man Ace claim-
ing a space for themselves in hip-hop culture by pointing to the rel-
evance of rap to all subordinated minorites (Stephens, “Double-
Voiced"). Young whites, as a result, have been able to find their own
meanings in rap’s symbols, inflecting and rearticulating them to
their own specific needs and experiences. This process has been as-
sisted by the universalist, non-race-specific discourses that run
throughout rap and that offer a discursive entry point for white lis-
teners. Through its analytical diagnoses of the ills of urban
America, its incisive critiques of the dominant culture, its flamboy-
ant transgression of the codes of the "moral majority” and the cen-
sorship lobby, and its bawdy, anti-authority stance, rap has tapped
into the disaffected and rebellious sensibilities of significant num-
bers of white youth. If, as Wheeler suggests, rap is the “CNN that
black kids never had,"7 it now also appears to be functioning as a
similar kind of didactic and discursive resource for white youth sut-
fering from unemployment, miseducation, and the effects of
deindustrialization. Some commentators have suggested that the
music of rappers like Ice Cube gave white youth in areas like Ne-
braska a rudimentary framework and set of critical knowledges
through which to understand the riotsin Los Angeles, a framework
that was, for the most part, unavailable to their parents,?® Engage-
ment with rap in this sense can sensitize some white listeners to the
social forces and historical conditions that produced rap itself. The
results are a substantial section of young whites who feel more in
common with rappers like Ice Cube and Ice-T than with the popu-
lar cultural icons of white society and who regard such performers
as personal hero figures or respected public spokespersons.

There are, of course, a number of significant contradictions
inherent in white appropriations of rap. Inevitably, such appro-
priations are to varying degrees circumscribed by the linguistic
codes and discourses of the genre itself, which can block and con-
found white comprehension. Part of rap’s purpose is to address a
race-specific community of listeners through elliptical discourses
that are couched in a constantly shifting vernacular, a vernacular
that can frequently confound non-black listeners. Such discourses
are predicated, partly, on the exclusion of white listeners. Nation-
alist and race-specific discourses in rap, moreover, that dwell on
the specificity of black experience or that articulate explicitly anti-
racist or pan-African positions can also pose serious challenges to
white listeners. The “limit case” to white identification is perhaps
best represented by the radical “pro-black” rhetorical strategies of
groups, like X-Clan, who portray whites as the inferior descen-
dents of cave dwellers and the bearers of a diseased state of con-
sciousness. Even these groups, however, have large numbers of
white fans who have a variety of strategies at their disposal for ne-
gotiating these discourses: the potential remains for them to
deflect, screen out, or misread such discourses, rather than to
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engage with them in critical selfreflection.

There are inherent contradictions, too, in the consumption
of rap through mass-mediated channels such as music television
and video. Music video inevitably involves a more distanced and
mediated relation to black culture than more direct encounters
through shared social and leisure space. In watching videos, white
viewers consume very particular constructions of black culture
and music, constructions that offer them fantasies of an zsthe-
ticized urban “street” culture. This is partly an effect of the heavy
promotion of “gangster rap” records to young white male consum-
ers; for some of them, the appeal of rap turns around an attraction
to images of black masculinity in which black male artists repre-
sent models of invulnerable “cool.” They see these stereotypical
images of self-aggrandizement and being “bad” as positive charac-
teristics to be emulated. Such forms of identification frequently re-
affirm mythologized notions of blackness and reproduce black
culture in parodied forms.

In these instances, rap becomes yet another example of black
music functioning as an idealized, imaginary “other” for white
consumers. The danger is that, in this context, watching rap vid-
€os can become a kind of “visual tourism” for whites who lack any
sustained social relationships with black people. Rap vidcos offer
fictional substitutes for such relationships, substitutes through
which the difficulties of sharing leisure space with real live black
people can be circumvented.39

The emergence of white rap groups, however, has also high-

lighted clearly the contradictory dynamics of “race” in the ficld of
rap. The musical and discursive positions occupied by these
groups have tested out the political and ideological boundaries of
“race” within the rap community. Thus, while a performer like Va-
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nilla Ice has come to represent the acceptable and marketable
“white face” of rap for the mainstream music ind ustry, he has been
the object of intense criticism from the black rap community. Sus-
pected of fabricating his biographical credentials to gain legiti-
macy within the rap community and scorned for his inaccurate
use of rap vernacular, Vanilla Ice has been seen as a latter day
white “minstrel” and simply one more example of the long tradi-
tion of white artists expropriating black musical forms (Nelson
and Gonzales, Bring the Noise).

The image of Vanilla Ice has contrasted somewhat with that of
other white rap groups like 3rd Bass, Young Black T eenagers, and
House of Pain who have managed (o gain more respect and accep-
tance in the rap community by remaining “true to the music” and
attempting to addressing issues of racism in their own music.40
House of Pain, for example, have attempted to construct an Irish-
American ethnicity in their music in dialogue with, and partly in
answer to, black rap’s Afrocentric discourses. Young Black Teen-
agers have claimed that their name, and their performance of
songs with titles like “Proud to be Black,” acknowledges their affili-
ation with black culture and reflects their “black” urban roots.4!
The group recognizes that they are caught in the contradictions
between their whiteness and the black culture they embrace, be-
tween being seen as cultural expropriators by blacks and “race
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traitors” by whites. They have attempted to articulate these contra-
dictions in their music in songs like “Daddy Kalled me Niga cause I
liked to Rhyme.” As one member of the group pointed out:

I get my family saying stuff like, “what’s with all the
nigger music” and some blacks saying, “who do you
think you are stealin’ our cullure? . . . There’s a lot of us
living between the racial lines right now and we’re into
exploring that in our lyrics ™2

The members of the group negotiate these contradictions by in-
sisting that blackness is not a “skin color” but an attitude and a
“state of mind.”3 While such attempts to “claim” blackness by
middle-class white youth might appear somewhat precocious
given the stark realities of racism, it is possible to detect in such
strategies an attempt to forge subject positions that subvert fixed
definitions of “race” and that refuse to reduce “culture” to biologi-
cal characteristics. Such positions, I want to suggest, are merely
one instance of a much wider process that is occurring in popular
music, a process in which ethnic and racial categories and their
boundaries are being reconstructed from both sides (Wood,
“Who Saysr”). The music of black hard core and heavy metal
bands, such as Living Color, Fishbone, Bad Brains, and Body :
Count, have reclaimed black musicians’ stake in the rock tradi-
tion, and the collaborations, on tour and in the studio, between
bands like Jane’s Addiction and Ice T., KRS1 and REM, Run DMC

and Aerosmith, and Public Enemy and Anthrax are mutually rede- - STANFORD
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IT IS CLLEAR FROM THESE CROSS-CULTURAL MOVEMENTS THAT
popular music remains an important site at which “racial” and eth-
nic identities are expressed, negotiated, and rearticulated in new

CONCLUSION

syncretic and hybrid forms. Genres like rap are now at the fore-
front of emerging forms of polyglot cultural and musical creativity
among young people. These processes are occurring, for the most
part, beyond the scope of simplistic notions of “inter-cultural com-
munication” or “race relations.” Such discourses have been un-
able to explain adequately the complexities of these new cross-cul-
tural formations, many of which have been developing on—and
not simply across—the very borders between ethnicities, Their ef-
fects have been concealed under the massive weight of public dis-
courses that have viewed “race relations” as a “problem” of cultural
incompatibility and “natural” antagonism between discrete racial
and ethnic groups. These cross-cultural identifications and syn-
cretic processes clearly problematize such explanations. They un-
dercut absolutist definitions of “race,” “culture,” and ethnicity,
whether as monolithic, homogeneous entities or as fixed “vari-
ables” in interpersonal interactions between individual represen-
tatives of ethnic and racial groups.

Such ideas have been articulated across wide areas of public
discourse from “liberal” discourses, such as “multiculturalism,”
through to popular racist ideologies founded on notions of cul-
tural difference. These notions, as Carby has warned, have even
found an echo in academic discourses:
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We must ask ourselves at what poini theories of “differ-
ence” as they inform academic practices, are lotally com-
patible with the absolutist frameworks of segregation and
ghettoization at work throughout our society (Carby, 178).

Perhaps we need to be more wary of discourses that are preoccu-
pied with “difference,” particularly when “difference” begins to as-
sume the dimensions of an absolute social, cultural, and political
division. These cross-cultural processes in contemporary popular
music suggest that racial and ethnic categories are more malleable
and fluid than notions of “difference” sometimes imply. These
processes are, perhaps, a useful reminder that “culture” is not a
homogeneous, solid, impermeable “block” fixed to particular ra-
cial or ethnic groups but a syncretic, heterogeneous process of
making and remaking. As Stuart Hall has argued, racial identities
are best conceived not as mutually exclusive, discontinuous phe-
nomena, nor as stable attributes that subsist throughout all inter-
actions, but as symbolic resources, constructed, negotiated, and
put into play in complex articulations.** In the very constructed-

ness and fragility of “race” lies the potential for its borders and

boundaries to be destabilized and rearticulated.

1 do not want to suggest, however, that cross-cultural move-
ments in popular music offer a general panacea for racism. Close
identification with black music by young whites clearly offers no
guarantees of generating anti-racist responses. We must always
caution against the tendency to “read off” anti-racist subjectivities

__purely from musical tastes and affiliations. The political potential
of these processes will always be limited if they are considered sim-

ply in terms of narrow “text/reader” relations. Song lyrics, musical
forms, and video images are clearly not enough, on their own, to
undermine “common-sense” racism or to rearticulate identities in
a non- or anti-racist direction. The potential of such relations will
be insignificant if they are not connected to systematic, alternative
discourses and formations in other spheres of social and cultural
life, including the production, practice, and consumption of
popular music itself.

There are important differences, moreover, in the dynamics
of these cross—cultural movements in the United States and Brit-
ain—differences that clearly also determine their political poten-
tial. They are the products of different historical, social, and eco-
nomic relations between black and white communities. Such dif-
ferences in, for example, the dynamics of class, or in the degree of
de facto cultural, economic, and geographical segregation, may
suggest more pessimism about the anti-racist potential of cross-cul-
tural processes in the U.S. than in Britain currently.

Nevertheless, [ want to suggest that these processes do provide
the potential groundwork and starting-point for anti-racist prac-
tices among young people. In the U.S. context, in particular, it
seems that this potential has been largely untapped. Perhaps these
processes represent a small counterweight to the effects of con-
temporary racisms that reproduce inequalities in “difference”;
perhaps they point to new cultural formations and suggest possi-
bilities for new kinds of political connections.
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