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Preface

It is always difficult to attempt to capture a complex social phenomenon in a few pages, let alone to explain what it means in many different cultural arenas. Hip-hop was something I grew up with as a child in Virginia Beach, Virginia. Hip-hop was popular in my neighborhood, College Park, which was racially diverse. It sits roughly at the corner of three cities (Virginia Beach, Norfolk, and Chesapeake), so movement between different peoples with different experiences and different music preferences was the norm. Virginia Beach is a transient city with large populations of military personnel and tourists, making music and change a daily occurrence because music seemed to always inspire the rhythm of the region.

I grew up with the mid-1990s hip-hop, which includes the Fugees, Busta Rhymes, Tupac Shakur, Biggie Smalls, No Limit Records, Cash Money Records, Bone Thugs-n-Harmony, and other artists. The Hampton Roads region was and remains a hotbed of hip-hop activity, producing Timbaland, Missy Elliott, Nottz, Pharrell Williams and the Neptunes, and many other lesser known but still important artists. These artists played regularly in bars and clubs and on the radio. It would have been difficult to grow up in Virginia Beach and not be exposed to hip-hop.

My father grew up in Pittsburgh, exposed to a complex racial and ethnic environment where different racial and ethnic groups often found themselves in conflict for housing, jobs, and social services. Pittsburgh, a city of vibrant ethnic and racial minority communities, was a city very much in the center of hip-hop’s politics even though we tend not to think of it as a hip-hop city. My father listened to the Motown greats and introduced me to them at an early age. I knew Stevie Wonder and Marvin Gaye early. Ray Charles was common as well. This may have been what most profoundly shaped my hip-hop listening experience. I understood, or at least thought I did, the tremendous problems with urban poverty, violence, and selective policing. Stevie Wonder’s “Living for the City” told such a captivating story that it was impossible to resist its call for considering more seriously the impact of race and poverty in our cities.

Growing up in College Park, Virginia Beach, was exciting. There were many other children around, and they were from all over. They liked hip-hop, the alternative rock of the day, classic rock, and probably some country, although it was not very cool to like country in the neighborhood. Growing up, I was exposed to hip-hop because that seemed to be what everyone was listening to. MTV and BET still played mostly music videos, and many of them were hip-hop. Everyone seemed to pretend that they were a disc jockey (DJ) or an emcee. I would later try my hand at DJing in high school and college, mostly for my own stress relief but also because I was fascinated with creating and knew that the hip-hop pioneers of the Bronx and Brooklyn had parlayed these talents into flashy, financially lucrative careers.

My first memory as a DJ was trying to use a dual tape deck to produce scratching sounds. From there I incorporated Gemini 500s, a beginner turntable setup. I was fortunate in that my best friend’s older brother was a DJ who was actually quite popular in the local radio and concert scene. I was terrified of asking him for help, but he agreed and helped me amass a great record collection. Because most of what I listened to was hip-hop and R&B, most of my DJing utilized these styles of music. I never fully accepted or really listened to electronica and its many derivations. Hip-hop was where my heart was.

Hip-hop, though, was about community back then more so than personal aggrandizement. It brought people together at a party or a barbeque. Lyrics were easy material as we tried our youthful hand at literary allusion. Knowledge of lyrics was a way to test who was cool or who might have a CD or cassette tape that you needed burned. Music sharing was popular then, and much of it happened via burning hard-copy CDs. Now the Internet enables this, much to the chagrin of many record companies but often to the delight of artists hoping to be discovered.

Hip-hop also provided the music to pump up competitors, and I would readily listen to it before high school debate competitions and swim meets. DMX was common in the same ways that people now might listen to Migos (me included) to get excited about their day or amped for a specific performance. Since I realized that hip-hop had this potential to motivate, to amplify one’s emotions, this is probably where I began to think about hip-hop as a cultural phenomenon worth studying.

What kept me interested in hip-hop was how I saw it bringing people together. School dances featured more hip-hop than I’m sure administrators felt comfortable with. While middle school was full of awkwardness, high school was full of bump and grind, the rhythmic close-quarters dancing that many parents still abhor. And while the dancing was often sexual, it was also about a freedom of expression and a willingness to test boundaries and think about what the body and sound could do differently. A great beat would be the impetus that people needed to get to know one another, chat, dance, and laugh. Even a bad dancer could feel carried away by the music.

In college, I understood hip-hop and fell in with a group of rappers in suburban Richmond, Virginia. There were frequent freestyle competitions at a cool upstairs spot near what was the restaurant Sticky Rice in Richmond. I was never very good at freestyling, but I learned a lot from my emcee friends about the syntax of flowing. Of course, during this time street racing was also popular, so we would street race, battle rap, and try our best to figure out how someone became famous from hip-hop. That did not happen except for a show I performed in the bar at the University of Richmond’s campus where I invited my rapper friends to perform; the bartender was forced to tell us multiple times to turn down the bass. It was there that I mixed in sounds of Southpark and other verbal jabs and exclamations to punctuate the live artists, earning their respect as a funny if not at least capable DJ.

In law school, I was fortunate enough to meet andré douglas pond cummings, one of the founders of hip-hop and law. I worked as his research assistant for two years. He studied hip-hop as an academic subject. Growing up in South Central Los Angeles at a time when gangsta rap was just what was happening, he had grown to appreciate N.W.A., Public Enemy, Tupac Shakur, and Snoop Dogg. Los Angeles was then and is now a hotbed of hip-hop activity, and cummings brought to law school an appreciation for the ways in which one’s nonschool life could come to bear on one’s school life. I had never really thought of hip-hop as something I could do as a scholar until then.

It was at that time that I began to understand hip-hop not just as the DJing of my youth. It was not simply culture but was also something to study. I worked on countless projects in law school and early in my academic career to think about and help others think about how important hip-hop is. This work also made me feel good in the sense that I felt I was writing and speaking about topics that mattered to people every day and not just in the hallowed halls of academia. I was doing real work in the sense that I was doing work that people would read and would help them understand what they did every day.

Most people interested in hip-hop have a similar story, and that is also what makes hip-hop interesting and relatable. It is about stories. Many of hip-hop’s most memorable songs are stories. Although certainly not the most important, Eminem’s “Stan” is just such a story. The song tells the story of an obsessed fan who takes Eminem’s lyrics to heart, so much so that the fan becomes violently dangerous. The story is of course partly introspective, as Eminem reflects on the violence of his own lyrics, but is also a testament to the relationship that fans have to lyrics and how central hip-hop can be to their lives. Hip-hop stories are often introspective, but they also tell quite moving tales about struggle, structural racism, and the dangers of inner-city life. Ludacris’s “Runaway Love” featuring Mary J. Blige tells the story of a young woman’s harrowing journey through abuse and neglect of all types and her dogged determination to make something of herself in the world. Slick Rick’s “Children’s Story” exposes the dangers of crime and ends in a police chase, showing that hip-hop’s reliance on narrative is one of its most attractive features and what keeps listeners and scholars eagerly engaged.

Although I have read many books on hip-hop, none really capture hip-hop culture or the complexities of hip-hop music appreciation. This book is an attempt to capture some thoughts about hip-hop in culture, which is important and meaningful. Hip-hop has never confined itself to one medium, so a book makes sense just as much graffiti on the side of a train or the art on someone’s burned CD does. Hip-hop is everywhere, and I have felt this in all that I do. No matter where I travel in the United States or in the world, people are talking about hip-hop, and the music is everywhere.

People often ask me to rank my favorite artists or my favorite albums. I like artists for different reasons. Wyclef Jean was always profoundly important to me and was the first artist I wrote about in a scholarly article. I grew up listening to the Fugees, and The Score is still one of the most important hip-hop albums of all time. The Score introduced collaborations between reggae stars and hip-hop artists and featured sound production with beats that still stand the test of time. The album was overtly political and masterfully put metaphor to work. All of this has made The Score a fantastic album. I like both Tupac and Biggie, although I’ve spent more time studying Tupac. There
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