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Glossary

B-boymng: dancing.

Breaking ; daricing,

B(break)-boy/b-garl : dancer.

Beat-boxing : Drum-kike sounds made by mouth.
Dissing : to issue cngcism.

Dope : work of high calibre.

Graffiti : camnes derogatory connotations for certain hip-hoppers. Generally they prefer

to usc the term “spraycan art”,
Mc/emeee @ singing/rapping.
Piece : a spraypainting or tag.

Wack : means either good or bad, depending on context.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Section A
Hip-hop performance: Place and power

When hip-bop started it was not just for the kids, it was for everybody. It’s Lke...something that was
‘é:éga!irr.. .a brother that was a member of a gang, and he changed the whole idea in the South Bronx fo
something that was positive. He realised that it’s senseless killing each other, now we're trying to do the
same.. . 1o build that same network in South Africa. But with us, we've been brainwashed so much through
onr history, our schooling and whatever. 10's Like...akvays try to put a brother down...you know in your
mind...someone’s at least trying something. .. but just for the hell of it I'm going to put you down. But it’s
because we don’t know our past, we don’t know where we come from. Hip-hop brought that to us, even thosugh
we know there’s going lo be boundaries abead, we're going 1o try to get over those bonndaries. (Interview with
Black Noise member, Garin: October 1997, Fish Floek)

Since the eardy 1980s coloured youths who inhabit the margins of Cape Town have been
using rap music and other aspects of hip-hop culture as a form of poltical strategy and
pleasure. Rap music and hip-hop were initially associated with resistance polhnes and
coloured youths. Today, rappers increasingly embrace issues that are of importance to the
post-apartheid generation, such as naton-building, the car you drive or the person you smaak
(fancy). '

All over the world hip-hop speaks to the concerns of marginalised youths. It s thus easy to
assume that the manifestation of hip-hop in Cape Town is the same as hip-hop among
marginalised youths in Aotearoa/New Zealand, Seoul, Tuntsia, and the USA. Yet, hip-hop in
Cape Town ts not entirely the same as hip-hop anywhere else since its style and politics are a
unique constellation of local and global soctal concems, and local and global musical

elements.



Around the globe hip-hop articulates perceptions of place. The common thread running
through these disparate localities 1s that hip-hoppers use the music, break-dancing, painting,
and control over technology, as a source of strength in their struggle against exclusion from
the domains of power. The power denived from parucipation in hip-hop represents a
concrete demal of the powerlessness expenienced outside the hip-hop community. Their
actions symbolise affirmation and through symbolic behaviour {performance) hip-hoppers
transform themselves from victims to victors. The process in which agency is displayed so
profoundly is cyclical. Barthes’ reading of poetcs ts pertinent to the expetiences of hip-

hoppers in Cape Town. For him, the “poetic” 15 the

“form’s symbolic capacity; and this capacity has value only if 1t permits the form w0
depart in many directions and thereby potentially to manifest the infinite advance of
the symbol, which one can never make into a final signified and which 1s, 0 short,

always the signifier of another signifier” (1986:124)

In this dissertanion | propose that Cape Town’s hip-hoppers, the progeny of coloured people
displaced under apartheid, use the performance of rap music and break-dance, as the
primary means of recovenng and maintaining a form of power in a space of subordination. 1
maintan, moreover, that the process of transformation 1s enacted within a context shaped by
different assoctauons and different strategies. The socio-political environment hip-hoppers
inhabit tnforms the strategies they adopt and conditions in 1t are further challenged by the
power developed through parncipation in hip-hop. The space in hip-hop 1s maintained by
constant dialogue with the outstde. This dialogue is cychcal and uneven. In view of the
above, T will examine how knowledge wielded by hip-hoppers is discursively constituted,
controlled and established as a basis for the construction of Cape Town’s hip-hop
community (Middleton 1990:7). My hypothesis i1s supported by Fabian, who regards
performance as action that flows from 2 number of actors working together to give form to

expetiences, ideas, fechngs, and projects (1990:13).

Hip-hop’s umfying potential 1s one of its strongest sources of appeal among marginalised
vouths. In Cape Town, however, not only does it unify, but it re-inforces boundanes, even

among marginalised youths. Hip-hoppers interpret soctal conditions in their immediate



cnvironment as mediated through the expenences of apartheid and racial hegemony.
Responses to this situation are marred by ideological discord. I therefore regard the study of
hip-hop and rap music performance as the investigation of the tension generated by hip-
hoppers who associate and disassociate with one another. By asserting different identities
and by following diverse strategies hip-hoppers inevitably transform theic space mnto a place
with muitiple boundages. Within hip-hop stself these boundanes create places 1 which
differences exist face to face. Thus hip-hop 1s a cultural space in which differences are

heightened, produced side by side and in compeution with each other (Bhabha 1995:15).

'Lhe struggle of identification and strategic movement in Cape Town’s hip-hop community
adds 1o 1ts complexity. This is manifested 1n the political onientations of hip-hoppers, and 1n
the reladonship between hip-hop and South African society at large. Music, dancing,
panting, and technology are used to construct a landscape 1n which power 1s constantly
negouated, contested, mediated, and appropnated. The tension that flows from here s
revealed 1n the interplay of the political, social and ractal textualities that prevail within the

tap music scenc 1n Cape Town.

‘The main contention in hip-hop revolves around colour consciousness. Since its inception in
the 1970s hip-hop m: the USA has been associated with black nationalism and the black
deaspora. Sumalarly, the presence of hip-hop in Cape Town can be explained, to a large
extent, by the discourse of ethnicity. By identifying and mobilising themselves as coloured or
black, Cape Town’s hip-hoppers have embedded ethnicity in a class struggle of global
proporuons. People in Aftica, and i other parts of the developing world, are increasingly
marginalised by the intensification of global capitalism. This situation has given nise to new

social and cultural movements, such as hip-hop:
LW: How do you explain the presence of hip-hop in Cape Town?

Deon: The whole movement basically enlightens pegple, so there’s a lot of peaple in western countries and
especially white people that are coming to terms with themselves because we're ring in the age of truth now,
where a lot of things are being exposed, so people, or white kids can see how thetr parents hare and forefathers

hate fucked them orer mentally as well Basically what the world demands is that the pegple showld be fair
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with one another on a global scale. White people should come to terms with the evil that they and their
foreparents bave done, and if they truly want to compensate or come o some sort of racial harmony.. .if’s
much more than a simple verbal apology. Becanse you can pay people also on an economical scale becasse there
is not much you can do with I'm soryy and your black arse is still in the gutter. It’s also a visual and vibrant
cultnre, and people like the vibe, they like rhythm. Especially white people, a lot of them don't have natural
rhythm and they struggle fo gance and get into the beat. They're fascinated and they want to be a part of i1.
(Interview: October 1997 Cape Town)

Hip-hoppers organise themselves as crews. My research s focussed on three crews and a
‘number of individuals who have been involved in hip-hop since its inception. Each crew, in
tts own way, unputes the movement with vigour. Prophets of Da City (better known as
POC) has a long and colourful history, POC members who participate in the narratve are
Deoa and Shaheen. Black Noise has dedicated itself to youth and commumity development.
Members conduct workshops tegulatly and perform more frequentdy and more widely than

any other hip-hop crew. Members who availed themselves are Emile, Gavin, and Angelo.

Grave Dhggers’ Productions (GDP) mtroduce an alternative and tense voice mnto the fabric
of the dissertation. From them [ have gained valuable insight into youth and hip-hop politics
on the Cape Flats. While most hip-hoppers assert thetr “blackness”, GDP members assert
theie “colouredness”. GDP informants are Raoul, John, Sparrow, and Ice. T include the
voices of two other individuals. They are Phat (Ashley) and Ferdie. Phat 1s a member of
Brasse 1V annie Kaap (BVK, “Brothers of the Cape”[ trans.]). This crew i1s popular on the Cape
Flats and o the mainstream media. Ferdie has been involved in the hip-hop scene for some

tme and 1s the editor of a hip-hop magazine called “Mobshop™.!

! There are a few 1solated voices not mentioned above. Where appropriate, I will indicate their place within the

movement,
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Section B
Tracking the narrative

One of the challenges of writing an ethnography lies in the process of gradually prying loose
those concems and issues that the researcher, subjectuvely and objectively, tnes to make
sense of. Sometimes this unpicking falls within the realm of existing fieldwork studies;
sometimes the researcher will accidentally stumble upon a field or opportunity overlooked
by others. Issues that appear marginal may become central to the narrative. The study of hip-
hop has presented all of these possibilities, and consequently, a great deal of framing is

requured.
1. Methodology
a. Personal experience

My interest in hip-hop and rap 1s motvated by the close assoctation it has with the struggle
against apartheid and after 1990, with community development. Having been both a
community worker and teacher on the Cape Flats 1 have had the opportunity of combining
my skills as a musician with pohincs. For more than ten years I taught music at secondary and
pomary schools in the Cape Flats and shared with colleagues the difficult task of trying to

teach children whose parents were involved in drug peddiing and other ciminal activities.

[ live on the border of the Cape Flats, in 2 small middle class area located next to a rallway
line, at the foot of the southern part of the Table Mountain range. Dusing the 1980s 1 was a
member of various community arts projects, civic organtsations, and, uati! my departure
from the workplace in the late 1990s, an active member of a trade union for educators.
Dusing the struggle against apartheid, songs of mobilisation and information were written ot
often appropriated from oppressed communities in other parts of the world. Many of these
songs reflected immediate concems such as corrupt housing authortties and the failing
education system. Other songs were a direct challenge to the apartheid government. As with

the civil nights movement in the USA, our music became an act of physical, emotional and
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social commitment (Sidran 1995:17). The music was not escapist 1n nature, as 15 most
popular music, but a direct reflection of the combined experiences of ;r)ppressed individuals.
Rap (and reggae) represented a vital part. of this experience. Rap and other aspects of hip-
hop, such as the break-dancing and painting, were closely associated with the struggle against
apartheid, and many cadres, writer included, tdentified profoundly with the movement. Not

only were its sounds appealitig, but so was 1ts strategy.

[ remember rappers at political rallies, dancing on the streets and spray-pamnting every
available wall with popular demands. At schools where I taught, children often chose to
display their rapping, breaking, and beat-boxing skils during oﬁcn days. Groups of boys
would walk around school beat-boxing, cleanng any space in the classroom to rehearse their
dances for the mevitable talent shows. Until fairly recently, youths at schools went as far as
umitating the East Coast and West Coast conflict among gangsta-rappers in the USA.
Gangsterism 15 nfe on the Cape Flats and youths associate the violence of the conflict
among gangsta-rappers in the USA wath their immediate circumstances. If a hand sign from
an opposing faction 1s used, learners would often physically attack one another. Thus,
although 1 have never been a hip-hopper, I have experienced close contact with the
movement. Through their beats and paint strokes, I feel that hip-hoppers have contnibuted

as much to the liberation struggle as youth in other organisations.

Despite close contact with the movement, engaging i fieldwork opened up fresh challenges,
as 1 was no longer “the teacher, the activist, the observer”. I was apprehensive at meeting my
mformants since I had not had close contact with young adults in a long time. Somehow, [
regarded all youth as existing “out there”, immersed in the material pleasures of the world.
Durng the struggle agamnst apartheid, most black youths were actively involved in
commumity affairs. Perhaps, because of my age, 1 identify more closely with this generation.
As actuvists, we were frequently called upon to reject the trappings of capitalism. Since 1990
the situation has changed. It would appear that youths are more concerned with the
consumption of brand names and pleasure. [ have no objection to people having fun but 1
find it difﬁcult. to relate to behaviour that 1s wholly consumerist. Viewed in this light, the role

that hip-hoppers have chosen for themselves, articulates to a large degree, a different
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purpose. They do enjoy their lives and they do have matenalistic ambitions, bug, at the same

ume they are committed to social upliftment.

Once contact was established, I embarked on a period of intense fieldwork for about three
months. My heldwork was frustrated by the conungency of some of the interviews and
performances. My frustrations were however, dwarfed by the excitement and spint of the
performances. Duning fieldwork I conducted interviews, and attended demonstrations,
workshops, concerts and competiions. Some of these events took place at mght 1n
townships notorious for gang activity. One event took place in Pollsmoor prson, a
maximum sccurty prson and temporary home of former president Maandela, before his

release i 1990,

b. Telling it like it is: Ethnography and popular music

Barthes beheves that narrative 1s simply there, like hife atself (1982:231). Indeed, everything
and everyone has a story. In this dissertaton, the story I tell ts about hip-hoppers whose
lives are enniched by knowledge and the expression of their need to cope with conditions n
their environment. Their lives are, moreover, destabilised, and charactenised, by fadure,
marginaitsation, and denial. | seek to explain and nterpret these elements by describing hip-
hop n Cape Town as a narrauve 1n which the discourse 15 discursively constructed between
myself and informants. I deem the narrauve discursive because it consists of proposals,
representations and sigmifications held apart and together by the tension inpate to creating a
text that 15 essentially mulu-vocal. A text that is embedded n the social relattons of the
production and consumption of a particular musical style. The text will reveal that social

relatons in hap-hop are determined by the exchange and collusion of ideas and strategies.

'I'he narrative 1s a performative process, a story with structural elements such as plot, setting,
place, characters and temporality (Denzin 1997:158). I am one of the characters. The other
characters are the hip-hoppers. Their voices are mediated by history and culwure, and as
interpretations and evaluations of their participation in the movement. This process enables

them to develop the capacity to understand and evaluate their actions (Mohanty 1993:233).
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In the narrative I retain, as far as possible, the practice of substantating whatever I observe
and interpret with as much ‘dialogue as possible. I do so for the followmg reason:
anthropology and ethnomusicology a great deal has been written about how dialogical
ethnographies emancipate {tc a degree) the author and subject from the relatonship of
domination and subordination (see Feld 1987, Grenter and Guilbault 1990, Marcus and
Fischer 1986, Ulin 1991). Hence the kind of polyphony 1 attempt in this dissertation s a
means of obtaining perspectival relativity rather than an attempt at eluding authorial
responsibility (Willis 1997:121-129).

A number of factors inflience the dialogic spint of the dissertatton. Among these I believe,
1s my gender. In Cape Town, hip-hop crews are male; women are largely absent from the
producnve processes of hip-hop. I believe an essential reason why I was granted access to
the intimate views expressed by crew members is that 1 am male. Having said this, let me

add that hip-hoppers vehemently oppose discimination against women.

Second, being black, or “coloured”, means that | share wath the crews a common language
and habitat. | understand their language and know the areas where they live. As researcher
then, 1 am doubly pnvileged. Third, rap 1s an oppositional voice. In the face of political
constraints, hip-hoppers have always asserted the right to freely express themselves. They are
not inunudated by authonty, including my own. Informants wilhngly shared their knowledge

and expenences.

| emphasise that rap music and hip-hop are created, used and interpreted differently by
different individuals and crews. The dialogue 1s not only between myself and hip-hoppers, 1t
flows from the interactions among hip-hoppers themselves. For this reason the narrative will
show the extent to which hip-hop involves collective practices and negotiated identities. 1
will not merely reflect upon, represent or reveal aspects of hip-hop, but also translate and

write about the modalities in and around hip-hop’s performance practices.

Essennally this dissertation is a study of the kinds of messages thar performances
communmcate about the participants, whether performer or audience. Central to the notion

of communication in performance is the preoccupation with the discourse of dialogism.
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Wheeler, for instance, uses Bakhtin’s theory of dialogism to interpret the responsive
interactions between two or more social processes; she examines rap as a dialogic site of
class interaction (1991). She uses dialogism to account for the relationship between rap and
the mainstream media, and, the relanonship arxiong performers. Rap music in the USA is
seen as a response to white dominance, and as a forum for the display of power among hip-
hoppess. Dialogism underpins my understanding of communication and representation in

hip-hop performance.

The other dimension of ethoographies on music 1s that music 1s often used as an explanation
for soctal behaviour and social processes (see Feld 1984, Keil 1979, Coplan 1987, 1994,
Erlmann 1991, 1994, 1996). Stmilady, this study of rap music 1s integrated into a general
understanding of socal behaviour. The hp-hop scene in Cape Town i1s complexly layered
and politcally charged. Studying the performance of rap music and break-dance has opened

up a vanety of tssues, the result of which 15 a substantial volume of fieldwork data.

Last, stnce the study of rap music and hip-hop has hitherto been excluded from scholarship
on popular music 1n South Africa the onus rests on me to develop, first, an understanding of
the social, cuitural and personal meanings implicated in the production and consumption of
rap music, and second, a framework for criticising and evaluating rap music in a manner that

takes account of 1ts specificities (Shepherd 1994:195).
2, Literature review

Although hip-hop i1n Cape Town has been the subject of numerous newspaper articles and
mserts on television entertainment programmes for adolescents, there are, to my knowledge,
no published academic sources that investigate its musical and social importance. Scholars
have tended 1o emphasise the musical expenences of the Malay choirs, to the exclusion of
most other musical activitics in the Western Cape. Generally however, there ts a paucity in
research on popular music in the Western Cape. The reason is that until about ten years ago,
tertiary institutions (of which there are three) in the Western Cape focussed on the study of

Western Classical music.
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In Cape Town scholady research on folk music’ is largely confined to the music of Malay
descendants (see Du Plessis 1939, Kirby 1939, Van Warmelo 1979); the influence of Malay
descendents on Afrikaans Zedjes (songs), (Du Plessis 1935); and, on the relationship between
music and slavery (Coplan 1985).> A second area of research folk music is on Afrikaans
liedjies (sce Boshoff and Du Plessis 1918, Bouws 1958), and séance music in the black
townships of Cape Town (Coppenhall 1991). The latest publication on an aspect of cultural
behaviour in Cape Town: is i\{artin’s comprehensive description of the coon camival in Cape
Town (1999). He 'L:lesc:ibes the musical influences and style, as well as the history and
cultural significance of the camival. Layne’s study of dance bands and jazz in Cape Town in
the perod after the second world war, is another substantive contribution (1995). Howard’s
study of music and identity in the Malay choir (1994) is another contribution to the study of
wradimonal music. Apart from the work of Martin, Layne, Howard, and Coppenhall, 1 realise
that there 1s not enough research on popular music for me to butld upon. Thus I have had to

use research paradigms developed in other parts of South Africa, and abroad.

'This dissertanon 1s essennally about the performance of rap music and break-dance, and its
relationship to the broad socio-political processes in the Western Cape. Erlmana observes
that i the study of performance, South African ethnomusicologists have not readily taken
heed of the changes that have emerged from colonial conquest, dispossession, and
industnalisavon (1991:2). The experiences of post-apartheid South Africa should be added
to the list. Hitherto few scholars have taken up Efimann’s challenge. Ethnomusicological
studies of recent tmes where urban music and performance are described and interpreted
are Coplan (1994), Erimana (1996), Muller (1994), and Meintjes (1997). Coplan describes the
sung poetry among migrant workers from Lesotho who reside m the Witwatersrand. He
llustrates how knowledge and shared understandings are communicated in performance.

Muller and Meintes examine the relationships and experiences of women in music, and

21 use the term “folk” to include the secular and religious music of people who arrived as colonist, notably the
Durch {Jater known as Afrikaners) and slave, as well as those people who were indigenous to the western Cape.

3 In, “In Township Tonight”, Coplan describes in abbreviated form the musical activity in the Cape during
Dutch colonial rule (1985). He points to the relationship berween San slaves and their masters and the effects

of this relanonship on musical style and performance.
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describe how performance culture is mediated as an instrument of identity and self-
affirmaton. Erimann focuses on the performance of isicathamiya in utban KwaZulu Natal.
'The central theme in the four works numerated above is 2n examination of the relationship
between social structure and cultural forms, between historical process and awareness as it is
dialectically constituted mn performance. Much of what these scholars descaibe can be applied

to the study of performance practices in the Western Cape.

There are a number of themes that dominate research on rap music and hip-hop. One area 1s
the descnption and analyses of rap style. In his analysis of the musical elements of Public
Enemy’s Fight the Power, Walser directs his concern away from an analysis of rap lyrics (1995).
He regards the musical elements, such as the thythm, as more important than the rap, and
refutes the clam made by a musician such as Wynton Marsalis that rap s not music. In
addiuon, Walser challenges Epstein’s naive view that rap consists of “simple, syncopated
rhythmic patterns and chythmecally repetinve song structures” (1994:xxiv). While there is no
derailled musical analysis 1n the dissertaton, Walser’s article makes a valuable musicological

contabution to the analysis of rap music and popular music in general.

The nonon of a reinvented black nation is addressed by Decker (1994). He delivers an
account of the recent and widespread emergence of black nationalism within rap music. He
concludes that rappers draw their inspiration from the black power movements of the 1960s
and maintains that the ongmnal stte of Afacan-Amencan cultural heatage 1s ancieat Egypt.
This essay anaiyses tap music’s engagement with the discourse of nation and, more
specifically, through a crtique of hip-hop “nationalism”, it offers a reading of black
nationalism within America. Similarly, Lusane observes that the dominant ideological trend
of the rappers 1s black natonalism (1993). The black nationalist rhetoric of hip-hop
cxpresses disillusionment with the black leadership in America, and serves a “hberating
political paradigm in the face of surrender on the part of many political forces in the black
community” (1bid:47). Similarly, many hip-hoppers in Cape Town are committed to the
“Hip-hop Natton”. [n this case, the nation is a transnational construct where colour, that s,
black consciousness, 13 an important critenion for participaton. However, this dissertation

will show that black nationalism is challenged by those hip-hoppers who emphasise their
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“colouredness”. Hip-hoppers who identify themselves as “coloureds” assoctate rather with

Lannos rather than with Afncan- Amernicans.

"The internal contestaton in Cape Town’s hip-hop is a trend that resonates with the article by
Flores (1994), where he attempts to restore the balance as far as race 1s concemed by
challenging the notion of rap as being solely of black origin. He regards the emergence of
rap as a testimony to the cultural interaction between the black and Puerto Rican
communitics. It teems of race and consumption, Allnson’s atticle on the accessibility of
black sound'to white people, by way of rap, 1s a penetrating account of how white and black
relanons in the USA shape patterns of partcipation within hip-hop (1994). These articles
reveal that the rclatdonship berween music and colour is crucial to an understanding of
musical behaviour. The relationship between ethnicity and power i hip-hop is the key

theme that 1 develop in this study.

Hip-hop 15 about performance and agency. These processes occur within a socral context,
part of which I have already descnbed. I address the social context of hup-hop in Cape Town
more closely in subscquent chapters. Others who examine the social context of rap music
are Danaher and Blackwelder (1994). They compare rap and blues with regard to the social
milieu in which these genres emerged, the lessons to be leamt, and the potental for rap to
provide the catalyst for social change. Mitchell observes that in Italy rap music i1s one of the
main catalysts for a political renmssance spearheaded by oppositional Italian youth
movements (1995). Keyes situates rap music within the context of the emergence of gang
culture, a development that she views as a consequence of the physical deterioration of the

Bronx n the 1950s (1996).

The controversial areas of sex, violence, and racism in rap music are explored by Berry
(1990). These concerns are critiqued in relation to the social, cultural, and historicat reality of
urban black Amencan youth. Rose has combined ethnographic methods with cultural
theornies to produce readings of rap as a set of cultural practices (1994a). She descnbes,
theorises and initiates a criique of the social elements within rap music and hip-hop.
Digging below the noise, the book 15 an account of rap music as socally consututed,
mediated and hived.
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Keyes starts with a history of rap music and hip-hop in the Bronx, and a description of its
ongins in disco music (1996). By analysing rap’s lyrics i terms of its thythmic importance,
she links rap to what is perceived to be its original home, Africa. In keeping with the latest
trends in rap consumption and production she expresses her concern, as does Lusane
(1993), about the gradual incorporation of rap and hip-hop into the mainstream. Previously
scholars have neglected to keep musical change in mind and she suggests that a study of rap
music should consider b8th the socio-cultural and musical changes within which rap 1s
contextualised. Dimutnades descnbes the history of rap, its musical structure, and a theory of
the body in black music and dance (1996). My description of hip-hop in Cape Town aad its
socio-political context resonates with the histonical and musical outhines provided by the

scholars listed in the paragraphs above.

All of the more impostant studies on rap music and hip-hop are from the USA. Exceptions
are the essays of Mitchell (1995), Kopytko (1986), and Torp (1986). Mitchell looks at the
cmergence, style and development of rap music among Italian youths; Kopyiko and Torp
exammne breakdance as an emblem of identity among youths in Ncw. Zealand and Denmark
respectively. Hip-hop has a strong presence in African countnes such as Senegal, Benin, and
Tunisia. Yet it appears not to have been the subject of any research among scholars in these
countries.' This dissertation appears to be the first academic tome on hip-hop and rap music

m any part of Afnca.

Furthermore, Byerly observes that in ethnomusicological research the emphasis on black and
whate musical activities have resulted in the alienation of groups like the South Africans of -
Indian descent, and particulacly the “mixed race comsmunity registered as ‘coloureds’ under
apartheid” (1998:39). The research presented in this dissertation 1s therefore an attemnpt to
draw marginal music expeniences nto the ambit of research on musical pecformance n
South Africa generally, while simultaneously addressing the concem of marginalisaton as far

as colour is concerned. The reality is that most hup-hoppers are “coloured”. The dissertation

1 found the citadons for Totpo and Kopytko in Shepherd, J. et al. eds. 1997. ng.ula:.Mum.&.mdm_A_:x_eﬁ
Intemagonal Bibliography. London. Mansell.



therefore reflects a particular reality, rather than pursuing a “coloured” or racially inspired

agenda.

la the dissertation [ am faced with 2 number of constramts. Unfortunatcly, space and time
have limited the possibility of including mény issues pertinent to rap and hip-hop. I suggest
that these areas be explored in fucther studies. They are issues such as musical analysis,
gender and rap, technology‘and rap, and rap music and the diaspora. At times I do refer to

these issues in passing.
Section C
Clearing the track
1. Colour

The notton of ethnicity as determined along the lines of colour, cosmetic features and
behaviour, was one of the pillars of apartheid and while 1 respect non-racism it is
unfortunately still necessary to label people as “white”, “coloured”, or “black™. In the
dissertanon, 1 will use the terms “black”, “coloured” and “white” for two reasons. First, hip-
hop has to be co%fl%gl‘i";a]ised withtn exssting racial discourses. The dissertation is situated in
first emerged in the “coloured” townships of Cape Town. At present rap music 15 fast
spreading among youth that are not “white”. Given the nature of South Afncan soctety this
trend definitely has racial and class overtones. Hence when I do specify a certain group it is
not to perpetuate racism but to locate rap music socially. At times 1 use the term “black”
genencally to identfy and include all people that are not “white”. For this reason I identify

rap music and the hip-hop movement as one mhabited by youths that are black.

Second, people in any society are divided into groups, be that defined by ethnicity, religious
or political persuasions. The mythical “rainbow nation” touted by politicians today helps us
to experience South Africa as a metaphor for difference as well as imagined unity. Therefore,

when writing about “race” it is to pursue the notion of relativity among groups of people. By
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tgnoring the former analyses of musical activity are rendered less meaningful as political and

social tensions strongly interface with the musical expenences on the local scene.
2. Hip-hop

According to one of the pionecrs of hip-hop in the USA, Bambaataa®, the word “hip-hop”
may be traced to one Lovebug Starski, a South Bronx disc jockey. He was renowned for his
skifls and would spur dancers on with “hip-hop, you don’t stop, that makes your body rock”
(Keyes 1996:23‘1). Hiip-hop emerged as a strect culture and Bambaataa started using the
word “hip-hop” to name this street culture. The name caught on among other followers.
Bambaataa named himself aftee the isiZulu speaking leader as depicted i the Brnsh film of
1964, “Zulu”. Bhambatha of Zululand was the chief of the Zondi who led his people in 1906
in a revolt aganst white expansion. The film depicted black people as savages while the
Brtish were portrayved as a “civilising” force. In Bambaataa’s view, the Zulus were heroic
warnors, He used therr victory over the Bntish to inspire his efforts in responding to racism

in the USA.

Bambaataa’s concept of hip-hop s comprised of a strect artitude embodied in the form of
gestures and language. Other signs of this movement are revealed by the type of clothing
hip-hoppers wear, by the spraycan art erched on the walls of the townships and on trains,

the way 1 which they dance, the manner of speaking and of course, in the music.
3. Rap

Rap s an abbreviation for “rapport” and is a term taken from the way that men
communicate with women in the Amenican ghettoes. Historically, the concept of rapping, or
talking 1n thythms layered over music to a beat, can be traced from African oral traditions at
the ume when black people travelled as slaves o the southern states of the USA. Here 1t

evolved into numerous oral-based expressive forms. Pecformers of these traditions, such as

3 The onginal spelling of the name ts Bhambatha. The American Bambaataa, also known as Aftrika Bambaataa,

was born on 10 April 1960, in the Bronx. His name at birth was Kevin Donovan,
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storytellers, blues singers, preachers, and toasters, are praised for their artistic skalls as well as
their abiliues to transmit cultural values and sensibilities through performance. By the late
1920s, southern black mmgrants had transported their tradiions to the urban north and
transformed them in this new context. Rap music represents a culrmination of these natonal

and transnational oralities.

In the Amencan ghettoes, the word “rap” emerged as a form of speech practiced by men to
obtain sexual favours from women. Rapping became a vehicle for re-affirming their
masculinity. Men may also rap to exercise their verbal ability and to prove that they can
exercise control over women (Kochman and Thomas 1990:91). Issues concerming the
representation of women in rap music and the way 11 which men and women boast about

sexual accomplishments and falures resonate with the onginal purpose of rapping,
4. Hip-hop and language

On the one hand, the language hip-hoppers use is a product of the culrural exchange
between the people of Cape Town. They borrow and use words that come from 2 variety of
sources, such as prison slang, township vernacular, and ebonics, for example. On the other,
similanity 1n intonaton and style with American ghetto language strengthens the dialogue
between local and global styles. Hip-hop language in Cape Town is partdy denived from the
language African-Amerncan people use in the streets of the ghettoes in the USA. This
includes the use of slang and code-switching, In the USA the language is referred to as
“cbonics” mainly because of its association with black people.’ It is a creolised language that
reinforces the idenuty of class and colour. An earlier name for this vanant was “black

English”.

In ebonics, there are vanous linguistic codes that are used to cement the relationships

between the inhabitants of the ghetto. A prominent feature of hip-hop language 1s that while

¢ Among linguists there s some contention as to the origin of the term. However, it is popularly accepted that
“ebon” 15 derived from “ebony”, the black wood from Africa, and the “ics” from “phontcs”, meaning sound.

Hence directly translated ebonics means “black sound”.
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the pronunciation may remain the same as in “standard” English, the spelling is altered. For
example, where the first letter of a word starts with an f, it is replaced with a ph. A word like
flow becomes phlow. One of the characterstics of rap music is its phaf bass lines. Truncated
words are used too; for example, flavour bccomcs.ﬂava. Phlow and flava are among the most
important words of hip-hop vocabulary because they descnibe the essence of hip-hop style.
To achieve stylisic competence, the music, painting and dancing must have phbw and flava in
order to succeed. Where they- occur, | retain these linguistic characteristics in my
transcniptions in order to maintain the authority of my nformants. Hip-hop followers n
Cape Town have adopted these linguistic features while adding to it utterances peculiar to
the Afrikaans vernacular on the Cape Flats and a fresh dynamism inspired by street, prison
and world culture. The language hip-hoppers use is therefore a fascinating mixture of street—
wise Afnkaans, Englsh, Xhosa, Arabic, ebonics, and prison slang. In fact, BVK’s renditon
of Afrikaans is being recognised by Afrikaans language institutions and the media as a unique

rendition of the language.
Content

My hypothesis ts concerned with the notion that power 1s asserted and negotiated through
the medium of performance. In the following chapter, I will contextualise rap and hip-hop
within Cape Town’s soctal miieu. | describe the social and political processes of the city, and
how these are responsible for the kinds of associations hip-hoppers construct. In chapter 3 1
describe the origin of rap in the USA, and, the history of rap aad hip-hop in Cape Town.
The fourth chapter includes the biographies of hip-hoppers, as well as the insututional
features of hip-hop, such as the relationship between the Universal Zulu Hip-hop Nation
and the Nanon of Islam. Hip-hoppers are supposed to be united in the Universal Zulu Hip-
Hop Nation. However, the behaviour and expressions of hip-hoppers in Cape Town
lustrate that their participation within the hip-hop movement is contested and negotiated.
In this chapter [ explain the circumstaaces smoﬁnding the dissonances and consonances

within Cape Town’s hip-hop scene.

In the fifth chapter I interpret the utterances and behaviour of hip-hoppers with regard to

the allegiances they display in colour and class. Furthermore, since rap music 1s associated
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with opposition and cthmiciry, I examine its relationship with the mainstream (locally and
trans-locally) in relaton to theonies of domination and subordination. In the sixth chapter 1
employ ethnographic descriptions and references to support my analysis of the relationship
berween power and performance. In the conclusion, I appraise hip-hop and rap music
performance in terms of the content in the preceding chapters, the metaphors, principal

theories, and the hypothests.



Chapter 2
Performance, metaphor, and agency
1. Cape Town: The metaphoric domain

a. The place

Cape Town is Jocated on the southern tp of Africa and is affectionately known as the
Mother City. European colomsers called it the Cape of Storms because of the cold,
blistering, and sometimes gale-force winds from the south-east. Later, when the city
prospered as a commercial center under Briush rule in the nineteenth century, the Cape of
Storms became known as the Cape of Good Hope. Today, due to the violence and crime on
the Cape Flats, hip-hoppers use the phrase, “Cape of Storms”. Cape Town is the commercial

and admunstrauve center of the Western Cape, one of the nine provinces in South Africa.

Metropolitan Cape Town 1s situated on a peminsula that 18 roughly divided into three areas:
the northern suburbs, the southem suburbs, and the Cape Flats. The northern suburbs lie to
the cast of the city bowl and have a distinct rural feel. Before the removal of apartheid, these
arcas were inhabited mainly by white Afrikaans-speaking people. The southern suburbs are
mote cosmopolitan, and are situated along the slopes of Table Mountain and the Twelve
Apostles. This part of the pemnsula is inhabited mainly by foreigners and English-speaking
people. Properties 1 these arcas are expensive and undl the late 1980s, they were reserved
for white people only. With the demise of apartheid, more black and coloured people,

especially those in parliament ot the corporate world, have been settling here’.

" See Bickford-Smith (1993) and Maylam (1995). Both provide reconstructed histories of the apartheid city.
Maylam emphasises the importance of material forces in the shaping of urban segregation and apartheid while

Bicktord-Smith deals specifically with race and its influence on urban planning in colonial Cape Town. For

more extensive reading see Smuth, D. ed. 1992, “The A

Change in South Aftca. London. Routledge.
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The Cape Flats is of particular relevance to this study as 1t is in this part of the penmnsula that
hip-hop has its base. Prior to, and with the advent of apartheid, thousands of coloured and
black families were forcibly relocated east of the ralway line that snakes along the foot of
‘Table Mountain and the Twelve Apostles. Conditions 1n the Cape Flats are not merely the
symptoms of post—apartheird South Africa. Rather, racial politics are fundamental to how
township life is experienced and organised. A brief political history of the construcuon of

places in South Africa provides some context for the continuing attachment to rap music.

Legislative procedures such as the Group Arcas Act of 1950, the Separate Representation of
Voters Act of 1951, the Scparate Amenities Act of 1953, and race classification dealt black
people an economic, polncal and social blow, from which they have as yet not recovered. The
ultimate goal of these Acts was to establish residenual racial punity by shifting groups from
one place 1o another. Communites were uprooted and forced to move from choice suburbs
close w main cities and their places of work, to what eventually became decrepit stums far

from the cty.

Black people were moved from the city to the township of Ndabent on the Cape Flats 1n
1901, while most of the townships on the Cape Flats emerged in the 1960s as a dumping
ground for coloured people who had been evicted from their homes in the southem suburbs,
the arv bowl, and Distact Six. Many coloured families refused to move to what people

generaily refer to as “The Flats” and emagrated instead to countnes like Australia and Canada.

Another factor that contnibuted to the growth of the Cape Flats s that people who sought
refuge from rural poverty settded here. These were people who lived in the smaller dorpies
(villages) outside Cape Town, or those who could not survive in the bantustans.* Although
most of the Cape Flats consists of sub-economic slum areas and informal serdements, there

do exist restdential pockets occupied by a middle class.

 The apartheid government entrenched the notion of separate cultures tor black people to keep them
subordinated and divided. They had 1o live in areas identified as “homelands”. These areas were recognised as

“independent” countmics by the apartheid government and as “bantustans” by the liberation front.
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What docs Cape Town represent to the masses living on the Cape Flats? Since the artival of
the Dutch colonisers in the seventeenth century a legacy of oppression and resistance has
assisted 1 the marking of a fragmented and contested urban space. In Cape Town power 1s
sull exclusive, discriminatory and structurally connected with the perpetuanon of oppressive
and inequitable socral relanons. For mstance, despite offictal rhetone, local authorities
conunue to service communities on the basis of class. la trying to make sense of this urban
space, then, 1t 13 possible to start with a conception of the city as a site of struggle and a
source of structural power. This is an ongoing dynamic and for this reason 1 concetve of

context as process.

While the sprawling slums on the Cape Flats may signify alienation and displacement, 1t 15
nevertheless a place where people establish and re-estabhsh a sense of roots. Heidegger's
anthropological approach to understanding the soaal processes of place construction 18
perunent. He sces place as constructed m our memones and affections through repeared
encounters and complex assoctations tn which place expenences are ime deepened and
memonsed (1973:156-158). Hip-hoppers such as GDP refee to the need to establish roots, a
desire thar s derived from how they expenence relanons with others, from how they
perceive and construct their place. There 15 2 symbolic artachment to place, 2 process

through which they imagine some degree of stability:

LW You mentioned that your niustc gives you a sense of rools. People move arvund so much these days, from

aty o city, or continent to continent. Why is it still so important to hare roots?

Sparrow: Anything that doesn’t have roots will either perish and besides it perishing, it will blow away ke
dust. Roots are your foundution, where you come from and from there you can either grow or hre. I can
definitely relute to where I come from and that’s why 1 can express myself in terms of whether you're referring
to this, that or the other, 1.. can relate and I can express where I come from even if 1 should go to the UK
This isn't a conntry that I adspied, 1 was born here so mry roots is bere. | know where I'm at. (Interview:

October 1997, Mitchell’s Plutn)

Raoui: Roots can also choke what has been nuriured. . .already. The thing is I'm glad bip-bop’s choked the

other things that were in mry mindset. When I met le and Sparrow, I was busy nitly other things. If hip-
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hop. ..if 1 did not start 1o participate in hip-hop at that time | would probably bave been buried long time ago
or in jail Hip-hop’s a good thing in the sense of.. it helps some individuals get rid of thetr frusirations that
they have. The thing &5, if you don’t have roots, it’s like being a botile in the ocean, drifting around. You hope
sooner or later il will go somewhere. It keeps you centered becayse you're abways thinking, okay, net tn iermis

of bip- hop only. . it gives you something there. .. kike gravity. (Interview: Qctober 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

b. The peopie

‘The relavonship berween ethmcity and hip-hop can be accounted for, in large, by where hip-
hop members come from. In the USA, hip-hop first emerged as a social movemeat among
black people and Latinos in the ghettos. ‘Through sound and dance, coloured youths in Cape
Town vigorously attacked the white minonty government and ahigned themselves with the
oppressed majonty of black people. Hip-hop is marked by the allegiances hip-hoppers have
creared. Although cconomuc class 13 onc of the platforms from which they move, colour
conscrousness ulimately directs the course that hip-hoppers pursue. 1'o a large extent this can
be armmbuted 1o the demographic hustory of the Western Cape and the racial policies of

aparthewd.

In Cape Town contact berween Huropean colonisers and ther slaves, most of whom were
from the Far Last, and groups of people indigenous 10 the western Cape, such as the Khot
and San, led to the emergence of a group of people that the apartheid govemment labeled
“coloured”. Since the cathest European occupanon 1a the seventcenth century and up to the

late 1980s, the majority of the people in Cape Town were cither white or coloured.”

There were not enough black people to significantly alter the balance of racial representation
in the ciry. The reason for this situation is that even before the advent of apartheid, colonial
and mumacipal authonues restnicted the movement of black people in and around Cape Town

(Bickford—Smith 1995). In addition, apartheid legislaton after 1948, such as Influx Control

* Maviam observes that Cape Town was a poneer i the implementation of intlux control (1995:33), Before the
advent of apartheid the Cape Town Cirv Council conuolled the influx of black prople through a system of

service contracts, yet discnminatony eacial policics have been artributed solely to Afnkaner nadonalism.
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and the Pass laws of 1952, was designed to restrict black urbanisauon and to secure an
adequate supply of cheap black labour to the nascent white capitahst class. Black people were
denied permanent residential status so as to limit the soctal and politicﬂ problems that were
pereerved to accompany urbamisanon. Stnce the late 1970s more and more black men and
women started migrating to Cape Town, despite the nsk of imprsonment and deportation.
Indeed, Cape Town is becoming more “Afrnican”, as the upheaval in central Afnca s
propelling refugees toward the city.” Thus in a region where white and coloured people had
consurated the majonty for cenwries, there 15 a shaft to 2 more equutable representabon of

racial groups.

In the pages above | have represented Cape Town as a place that s ruptured, and probably
nicher for 1. Hip-hop occupies a space i berween these ruprures. Cape Town 1s a place with
an incoherent idenuty where 1ts mhabitants do not share a single sense of place. People and
places have muluple idenoties. Accordingly, Cape Town can be regarded as a domamn where
difterences and stmilaaues are staged and negotiated. This s manifested 1n the large aumber
of ways people connect the “here” with other parts of the country and the rest of the world.
In the hip-hop scene these muluple positons and 1dentities are both a source of nchness and

conflict.
2. The metaphor

Dunag slavery black peopic were violendy removed from their home in Africa and
transported by ship to the Amencas. In the twenueth century, especially in the period after
the second world war, black people emigrated from the Bntish colomies to the UK and back
to Afnca. On this arcular route they used the ship as the prnimary means of wansport. The
black diaspora was made promunent by the circulation of cultural expressions that spoke to
therr history of displacement, recovery, and commonality. Gitroy regards the circular motion

of the ship as a meraphor for the circulation of cultural expressions on the transatdanuc route

" Under aparthed black pmplc were forced to live in banstans. To escape poverty many of these people,
espectilly black men, mugrated berween the aities and the bantustans, Their tme spent i the aty was limited

and once their conmmcts expired they had to move back 1o their homes, or face imprsonment and deportation.
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(1993). In Cape Town, suburbs and townships are connected and scparated by the train
moving on 1ts circular rattway hne. In this dissertason | have construcied the railway line that
cuts through and circles the Cape Peninsula as the gmding metaphor. For Cape Town’s hip-

hoppers the tran 1s the pnmary form of transportaton:

Raout: POC. does not irarel train ever. We bave to travel irain ereryday. POC has a car but in the video

they say they trarel by train and so on. (Iniersien: October 1997, Mitchell's Plain)

‘The ralway lne gouges into the sand, creating boundarics that are as multifarious as the real
and 1magined boundanies within hip-hop. At this point 1t 15 useful to keep Thornton’s
“muluphiciry of boundaries” that divide and give shape 1o South Africa in mind (1996:142),
for on an immediate level 1t can be sad that the radway hne does the same for Cape Town.
The rulway hine ts svnonymous with not only the simulanon of boundaries, but also the
shaping of the Cape Flats mnto different locauons occupied by people of varying hues and
classes. Fip-hoppers m one towanship use the tran to bang them mto contact with hip-
hoppers 1 other townships. Once contact has been established, they rerurn o thar
respectve townshups by way of the rmlway line. While the rulway bne may divide people, it
serves an amponant mechanism for cemenung relauonships n the hp-hop community.
Ther spray-pamtings on the tramn are not only a challenge to the owners of the train, but also
a challenge to other hip-hoppers to equal or better a panting. Thus on the one hand the bip-
hop community inhabuits an mmaginary space that transcends the borders inscribed by the
ratlway hine, On the other, the space that hip-hoppers inhabit s cnclosed, and connected to

other spaces, by the raslway bine.

At some statons or junctions on the Cape Flats there are multiple sets of tracks and several
platforms that may cause confusion and frustraton. The rathway line represents the ongoing
tenstons that prevad within hip-hop. It divides and unites people, parncularly those who are
not i possession of pavate wansport. Increasingly more of the tags hip-hoppers own are
appeanng on trans, Thetr turf 1s where the tean moves; thetr idenuties are projected outside
the bordees of the townships, and, for a moment, those living outside the townships are
confronted by the other. Their tags on trans declare ownership of public propecty, while

paradoxacally affirrmng the tenuousness of ther idenuues.
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The image of the crreular radway hine 1s a trope that marks the relanonships among hip-
hoppers, and, the nature of the relanonship berween hip-hoppers and thar locanon. Brown
observes that “where the west has made culture a matter of teleological lincanity, of synthests
out of thesss and anuthesis, Afncan and Afncan-Amencan art—pracuces rely on crculary
and flow as a structural principle” (1994:492). As the train moves between destinations, the

feching 1s one of near-perpetual moton, insenbed 1n circles across the Cape Flats.

In hip-hop, circular monon dommnates both m style and symbolic display. For mstance, hip-
hoppers alwavs employ circular movements in therr danang. ‘These vary from minute
gestures to broad movements. Circularity in movement suggests the space of the individual,
and the shared or collecuve space of the crew. The arcle nsenbes the space of the
individual, which connects with the circles of other crew members 1n an even larger arcle,
espectally durning performance. In much the same way that kinship among the Tiv in Nigena
15 demonstrated through aircular patterns, the arcle flags the hip-hop crew as a post-colonial
“famuly”. Keal desenbes how the Tiv conceprualise ther soaal space as an ever-widening
series ot concentac arcles (1979:14). Liach circle represents a particular hineage. In hip-hop
circulanity connotes the uniquencess or sovereygnty of the crew. Iris from this unit that hip-

hoppers began to move.

Seeond, arculanty suggests the ongomng tenstons that exist among crews. There s neither a

politeal pull to the lert nor the nght, only constant vet subhmated nivalry:

Ruowl: Vamily meaning not only your father. piother and all that. amily meaning your fellow b-boys that's
what 1t’s about. "I'he people don't aluays realise that, they abvays saying “b-boy forever”, but you will hear
thepr sayine “looke here, don't go to that brother because he's full of kak(shit), don't do this don’t do that
becasise he's a dinpese(so and o). Look at Narlon-them, we were working on a compilation and behind our
Puacks they were calling s (carbled speech to sugpest swearing) <o and #8%, we went to them and
challenoed them and they were treating us like long lost brothers. They can talk behind onr backs but we will
tell themr in their faces you're a (¥~ POC did not want to pay brother lee, they gare him partial payment
Jor work he had done. Then they told him they put the money in the bank, he checked and there was nothing

ihere. So | confronted one of them and sard ok Dere, you better.. .you don't Know what you're fucking

with. Corure Divoers iv all about the family, you must give the man bis money. you say yoiu've paid the nioney.
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Flere's the fax: nunther 5o fax: us the receipt. Thank you”. . lie is the Art God [ mean. No one gives bim bis
due, he’s one of the best graffiti artists tn South Africa. They take adrvantage of him becanse he is a good

natured brother. (Interview : Qctober 1997. Mitchell’s Plain)

Hip-hop performance 1s the medium through which tenstons among crews and berween
crews and society are enacted and resolutions negotiated. This 1s why crews occasionally will

work together.

Third, the circle suggests the constant dualogue between what 1s contrived 1o be local and
global. The local 1s often mobuised as a site of negotiation with the national and the global in
unfolding narrative. On the local level hap-hoppers tnterpret conditions 1 the township
according 10 the urgency with which the navonal government seeks to address problems in
the towaships. On the global scale, the relanonship with the west s interpreted as one of
dominaton by white hegemony, and the subordmaunon of the developng world, Hip-

happers are constantly aware of these power relations.

Fourth, as Shaheen suggests, circulanty represents the spintual dimension to our existence:

Sptrals bave spinitual connotations. . .a lot of ihe things vould be... [ think. .. spinning looks effectite as well
If you really want lo know how does it fit into a bigger (ype of picture. . they suy things that more spiraily

hare to do with some spinitual 1ibe. If 18 15 then it's cool. (Interview: November 1997, Woodstock)

‘The notion of birth—death-rebirth 15 fundamental to most religions. In the USA hip-hop ts

closely assocared with the Naton of Islam, a religious orgamsauon. -

3. Performance and metaphor

The way in which we behave has a great deal to do with where it is we come from; what we
are mfluenced by, our expectations of kfe, our worldviews. These experiences add meaning
10 our dady toil and pleasures. More importantly, meaning 15 obtnined from the way in which
we employ metaphors as signposts on this journey. This 1s the siwason for hip-hoppers. In

their case, performance 15 the medium for the marking and display of meaning.
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[Hip-hoppers participate in the movement because they have a desire to change the way they
feel about themselves and the world 1n which they kve. Metaphors mounvate them 1o brng
about significant conversions in themselves and deal wirh the world they mhabit. In the
dissertation the train and the aircular track on which it moves are the metaphonic signposts.
Through the use of these tropes the utterances and behaviour of hip-hoppers can be
interpreted 1 such a way that the cause for therr parncipation in the movement can be

supported.

Hip-hop 1s mediated specifically through performance. 1 examine performance as behaviour
that 1s both formally staged and an aspect of everyday hfe 1n which the hip-hopper staves to
have some effect on an audience (NMukerjt and Schudson 1986:50). Hip-hop performances
allow voung people w0 express ways of copmng with an alienaung society. In the bhip-hop
scene of Cape Town recruitment s rooted in communities who expenence a lgh degree of
poverty and cnime, thus all performances can be regarded as socually doven and goal-
onented, Performance 15 a way of dealing with exclusion from pohincal and economice power,
as well as a struggle for the restoration of human digmity. For mstance, i saying “I amr
colured] black [ unemployed/ oppressed”, tup-hoppers draw attenuon to their marginality and they
are simultancousty motivated by their status. These forms of consciousness are metaphoric

assernons that give them the space to move (Fernaadez 1986:6).

4. Power and metaphor

In the process of mobiising and pestorming hip-hoppers show that power 1s potennally
transformauve (Storey 1993:92). At a workshop held in Pollsmoor pnson for mstance, hip-
hoppers demonsteated to mmates the possibility of banging about transformanon in their
lives. These workshops Jast for abourt one and half hour, admitedly not much. Nonetheless,
exposure o hip-hop’s empowerning potennal does simulate and motsvate mmates to work
towards personal empowerment. Partdcipauon by mmates m the workshop revealed that as
agents, they are potenually able to regulate social relations 1a the pursuit of collective goals.
In thus context, power 18 demonstrated as a set of discursive relanons i which both inmates
and hip-hoppers mediate sacial action. b the process hip-hoppers bang to hght Foucault’s

nonon of discrphnary power, the unwn of power and knowledge (Mc Houl and Grace 1993).
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As agents, hip-hoppers have learnt that they can represent knowledge through action
(Fabian 1990:6). Hence performance reflects empowerment as the capacity to transform.
Empowerment is the recognition of an “emancipatory potential and an enablement” through
which hip-hoppers obtain enlightenment about their situation (Cornell and Hartmann
1998:83).

in hip-hop performance facilitates empowerment as performance has to do with the
processes of diélogue between enactors with the purpose of building the capacity within
themselves and others for social action (poetics). It is their participation in the public space
thiat reveals the strategies hip-hoppers employ and the positions they occupy in society and
within the movement. From this awareness sprngs forth a sense of commitment that 1s
translated mto performance. Thus hip-hop performances are symbolic of physical as well as

ideologcal power.

By developing skills for performance and collective social action, hip-hoppers are able to
survive in conditons that appear to be hosule. Hip-hoppers have created an alternative
public sphere that exists paradoxically as a past of, and 1n opposition to, the mainstream.
Common to both tendencies 1s the need for them to hold onto what is theirs, to particpate
in mainstream activines but oot to sell-out. Cape Town’s hip-hoppers are simultaneously

engaged 1n the struggle between resistance to the mainstream and participation within it:

LW: In November (1997) you will be participating in a concert sponsored by a cigarette company. Anti-
smroking adrerts tell us that companies are rot able to sell their cigareites in the developed world and are now
targeting Africa and the dereloping world. Does appearing in a concert of this nature not compromise the

message that you want fo communicate to other youths?

Deon: We can tackle this from a number of angles. Me, number one, I don’t support smoking, I don'’t
condone it. Then if you look from a survival point of view, you need the money but then they might say you're
selling out. You're doing this just for the money. But then there are not much people in our community that
are supporiing us, for giring us that financial backing that we need. If there were sufficient support from onr
communily then it wouldn’t be necessary for us fo do fuckin’ Benson and Hedges, Peter Stuyresant those shit

ot there, but at the end of the day we hare our families to feed so what do you do, and umm. .. we're going
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there to do a show. .. hopefully there will be twenty to thirty thousand people there, that will get to see hip- hop
in person and us you know with alf the things connected to hip-hop, we are basically introducing the art form
to all thase penple and millions more that will be seeing i on television. Doing the show fs more of an
adrantage than not doing it, if you want to promefe the culinre. If peaple can learn lo support us, as white
peaple do and black peaple do with kwaito music, it won’t be necessary. (Interview : October 1997, Cape

Tonnj

In a soacty where there 15 neither social order nor a homogeneous culture, hip-hop
performance 18 emphasised as discursive practice (Fabian 1990:17). Power is generated and
mantaned through the assertion of differences. Informants iterate the importance of being
posinve, thus hinung at the need for empowerment. Those who parucipate in hip-hop
performances emerge empowered and cuphorne. Since hip-hop s mediated through
performance, an analvsis of how mermaphors in performance engender feelngs of
cmpowerment s cruaal to developing an understanding of how these articutations offer
“nch portravals of locallv embedded and globally connected performance pracuces” which

hitherto have been aeglected 1n cthnographies on popular music (Erlmann 1996:12).
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Chapter 3

Rap and hip-hop in Cape Town

i. Rap’s musical origins

Rap owes its musical structure to two African American music forms of the 1970s, funk and
disco.’ Funk emerged in the 1960s; this style is derived from African rhythmic panerns fused
with contemporary musical technology. No single wmstrument dominated. Each instrument
acted as a drum that plays a bref, repeated pattern. These parts are reconstructed into a
tumbral and tonal conversation. Melody is less important yet it may emerge from the mterplay
of the rhythms. Once the song is established it shifts nto another groove, key or speed. The
rhythmic parts arc also re-arranged. Inmtally dance music, recent funk music addresses
expenences of the wmner aty, where the concem s about redemption before annmilason of

the ghetto. [n the USA funk’s main proponents were George Clinton and James Brown.

in disco music prominence was given 1 the record producer and the dj. Disco music’s
contnbution to rap was measured by tts technological innovations more than anything clse. It
consists of a rhythmic section, an underiving bass drum, hi-hat cvmbals and vocals. Keyes
observes that as soon as the music industry, m its quest for commercial success, was able to
mampudate the success of disco music, creativity gave way to formula, and the mnovations
thar black musictans had introduced lost thetr meaning (1996:227). As disco music became
more manstream, (in the USA white culture 18 seen as mainstream) black disc jockevs moved
trom the arena of the disco to the streets of the ghetto. Using speakers they competed with
each other to see who could produce the phattest bass sounds. Therr sound became
increasiagly pohincised as turntables and huge speakers became weapons, tuming the ghetto
into a site of black resistance. Rappers approprnated these features of funk and disco but
unkke disco and funk, rap music emerged as much more than dance music. In the late 1970s 1t

developed into a display of the cultural values and acsthetics of the marginahsed black and

1t See Buker 1991, Brown 199, Keves (996, They discuss the mustcal and extra-musical elements of funk and

thsco in grearer deral than I am able to do here,


http://extr.i-music.il

Latno communities in the South Bronx. Ghetto youths were mobilised through rap music

which affirmed their colour and class positon.

Financial cutbacks in New York City public schools 15 suggested as another reason for the
emergence of rap music. Having little access to convenuonal musical mstruments, youths
made increasing use of their voices. Beat-boxing and the use of porrable and inexpensive
technology such as the noisy and powerful ghetto blaster emerged i this context. Other
equipment used were the tumntable, speakers and samplers. In hip-hop, mastery over

technology connotes presuge.

Rap music consists of noise organised around the elements of orality and heavy bass beats.
For melodic effect rappers depend heavily on the use of the sampler. In rap music, however,
the emphasis ts on creatng powerful thythms for the purpose of mobilising its audience.
The rhythm of the rap 15 an inzegral part of the whole rhythmue structure. Hip-hoppers blend
local sounds and local social concems with a style that is globally recognised as peculiar to
that movement. Someumes, as 1s the case of rap music 1n Cape Town, these sounds are
local; at other times, local sounds are blended with sounds from other parts of the world.

Rap music in Cape Town thus reflects a collusion of diverse musical representations.

Hybridity is one of the key elements in rap music aesthetics (Keyes 1996, Walser 1995). My
contention is that the hybridity i the rap music of Cape Town 1s really a double-hybndity, a
hybnd of a hybnd. Rappers infuse their lyrics with a number of soctal languages; slang,
Enghsh, Afnkaans, ebonics, and so on. These are blended with a music style 1n which
samples from all kinds of sources are used. The orignality lies in the manner in which these

sounds and the lyrics are manipulated and blended:

John: Hip-hop is mainly about originality.. .using other pieces of mustc and making it your own. . you are
using other people’s language and making it your own lo express your emoiion and feeling. (Interview with
GDP member: October 1997, Mitchell's Plain)

Hybndity 1n musical style 15 a result of the cultural exchange between groups of people. Music

of one community has always been influenced by music of another community; one musician
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has always influenced another. Rap style reflects these dialogical expenences. In rap though,
the dialogue is a deliberate attempt at usurping the voice of the other, and of “making /it your
owr” (John). Rap style is about bringing the outside in. Rap’s doubled-voiced discourse is
based on intertextual processes such that the rap song contans the mflected voice of the other
(Schumacher 1995:265). The “other” can be imagined to be outside the borders of the crew,
township, city and naton. In the popular music of Cape Town there 15 a history of borrowing
and bricolage. For instance, Malay choirs and munstrels have always appropnated sounds from
abroad. Mofe often their appropnanons are blended mnto a style that are parodies of the
ongmnal songs. The aesthetic of double-hybnidity 1s therefore shared among a number of

popular music genres in Cape Town, including rap.
2. Rappin da beat in Cape Town

Emaile produced and 1s disteibuting a booklet called “What s Hip-Hop?”. Included is a review
of the history of hip-hop in Cape Town. With his permission 1 have selected and mcluded

parts of his outline 1n the following secton:

’m doing this hip-hop since 83

‘That's way before the POC ...

Do you remember, huh, back in the days

Pamn it was fun, Saturdays we pack up the Base
The place which we used to come

(POC : “The Roof 1s on Fire” : Ghetto Code}

In Cape Town, films hke “Beat Street”, “Wild Style” and “Breaking 1 and I1” helped to
disseminate mformanon about the social and creative aspects of hip-hop. “Beat Street” and
“Wild Style” fearure spraycan arusts as their mamn characters. These films mtroduced the
movement to a wider audience as more youths were able to view hip-hop in action and in its
soctal context. Elements of hip-hop, such as dancing aad spraypainting, became visible on

the streets of Cape Town mn 1982:
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Sparrow: These were a lot of crews at that lime...things were a lot more positive then. You bad this vast

participation from all who wanted to be a b-boy, a graffiti artist. (Interview : October 1997. Mitchell’s Plain)

Tee: | think everybody went through their phases of different types of music and going to nightclubs. .. al the time
we did not discorer rap mustc. Al of us did breakdancing first and only afier that other aspects. . came into
exisience, inlo our beings...art.. graffiti art was like the last part of hip- hop basically. . it was like a lifestyle
io us. (Interview: Qetober ?5;97 . Mitchell’s Plain)

{0 a large extent the experniences of urban black youths particulariy in the USA are sumilar to
those experienced by black vouths in apartheid South Africa. Youths in Cape Town identified
with racial oppression as experienced by black people in the USA. This 1s one of the man
reasons why they were atucacted to hip-hop. Emile wntes that the first time he came into
contact with other hip-hoppers was in 1982 when a breakdancing compeution was held at a
club called Route 66, in Mitchell’s Plain. The groups thar participared were Ballisuc Rockers,
Hot Rods, Lightatng Kid, Qrontans, and the crew that he was with at the time, Pop Glide
Crew. As a result of compentions and workshops on strects and in parks, b-boys became
more visible mn the townships and city streers. With the growing populanty of b-boying
carntvals and clubs increasingly staged competitions on a regular basts. Clubs used

competitons as a marketng too! to ensure that large numbers of people attended.

Among the other crews that started ar this ttme were Street Freaks, G-Force, Prolites,
Hawain Breakers, Break Explosion, Cape Town City Breakers, City Breakers (a
predominantly white crew), Supreme Rockers, Jam Rock Crew and Ultra-City Breakers:
“The culre back then was new and there was a certain taste in the air about the
experimentauon with vartous moves and the regular batdes that took place. It was always
about compention back then and that caused b-boyng to improve and kept crews ready for
battle at any ume. Most of these battles took place in parks, at Strandfontemn Pavilion, on
beaches, at Cape Town staton, Club T-Zers and at Body Rock 1n Athlone. B-boys took to
the streets of the city centre and because of its novelty and high entertainment value, people
were tolerant of the b-bovs jamming in the central business district. The tolerance ended as

more and more so-called coloured b-boys jomed the scene” (Emie YX:1997).
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Groups of boys that were not whate attracted the attention of those whose sole purpose was
to prevent black people from congregating in public spaces. The apartheid state regarded any
gathening 1n public as a threat to state secunity. Durning the eacly 1980s, acts of political
resistance and protests were intensifying. As a last resort, the government declared a state of
cemergency in 1985. The state of emergency heralded a new stage i resistance politics and
organisations had to re-otientate their political strategies. The government mntroduced new
regulations aimed at crushing black resistance, a movement referred to by then President
Botha as the swart geraar (black onslaught). Resistance intensified as townships became war
zones where residents were cngaged m running battles with the mudtrary. Curfews were
enforced 1n black wwnships and groups of more than five were not allowed to congregate in
public places. As a result, state and city counci officials banned all public performances of
dancing, especially in the city centre. Hip-hop was strongly associated with the anti-apartherd
steuggle; for ip-hoppers, the state of emergency meant subterfuge and consequently meetings

and workshops had to be conducted n secret.

Spravcan art and b-boying became increasingly visible at the same ume. The first spraycan
arusts tn Cape Town were Gogga or Dev 18, Picasso, Da Vina and Baby. The most
productive ones were Gogga and Baby. Baby was a member of the Sky Bomb Masters. This
crew belonged to the South Afmean chapter of the Universal Zulu Hip-Hop Naton
(UZHHN). King Jamo, Shai, TMD, Gee, Muff, Paz, Gorty, Ice and Falco One were also
members of the UZHHN. Members of Sky Bomb Masters were harassed by the police and
had their homes searched on suspicion that they were panung polincal slogans and spreading

anti-government propaganda.

Repression by the apartheid government affected hip-hop because it became almost
impossible for spraycan arusts t© go out and pant their pieces. Members of the movement
had to go “underground” while other forms of resistance in the community continued and
mntensified. Emile observes that “those who were the founders of the culrure 10 the Westemn
Cape, were then faced with the realinies of living in South Africa and hip-hop had to take a
backseat to the boycotts and resistance against the apartheid regyme” (Emule YX:1997). The

following excerpt frames part of Emuale’s political expenence:

41



There was a concert in Greenmarket Sguare. POC performed and we were also there and they (police) switched
the puser off becanse it was qgainst conscription. There was also a show on the parade. .. they alse switched off
the power in the middle of one of our songs. We started off by saying, “this is where they sold our grandparents
and now we sit here and we're celebrating and we're laughing in their faces becanse we're going fo take over this
conntry”. Affer that we did a couple of songs and then the power was cut. (Inferiew : November 1997, Fish
Hoek)

As the paranota of the apartheid state increased, harassment took on other forms. Anything
and evervonc was seen as a potential threat to the already fragide state. Not even young

. chuldren escaped the wrath of the security forces. Emile recalls another ncident:

And then when we were breaking abso.. abont 1984 or 5, during the school boycotts. We would go to the
suhool rallies and the vwens (guys) tn my class were ulso breaking...and we wounld dance before the speaker
came. So one day we're walking home from somewhere and these cops siop us, and this ou says, “you know you
can't be in u crowd of more than fire, it’s illecal”, so we told hins that we're coming from a jor{ {dance). So they
wanted us to dance for them and this we did.. like we also used to break in town and they stopped that also

becanse it was illegal becarse of the crowd. (Interview: Norember 1997, Fish Hoek)

in the mid-1980s, townships became increasingly more milivansed as all community based
structures associated with the government became targets for sabotage. A strong military
prescnce and police brutahity awakened most people to the devastaung effects of apartheid

and mulitasisation; this consciousness mouvated young children to join the resistance

campagn.

Hip-hop enabled youths to show resistance 1 a way that was powerful but non-violent. Emile
recalls how, when schools would gather for mass rallics his crew and other b-boys from
different crews would keep the people entertained by b-boving, and competing with each
other: “We were often nidiculed for doing b-boving when our political participation should be
the priority. 1 remember defending the culture at many Student Representative Council
meetngs when people would artack 1t as distracting from the mission at hand. We always

countered by saying that it was a physical vent for all the frustragon that was built up by trying



to fight military equipment with stones. The mere fact that we were present at most of these

cvents was proof of our dedication to the cause” (Emile YX:1997).

‘T'oday, some members of hip-hop feel betrayed by the very people whom they had supported
in the struggle. While hip-hop is still rooted in the township, many of the ex-comrades have
now moved on and reside in predominantly ex-white suburbs, leaving no role models for the
youth in their old neighbourhoods, a crucial concem for hip-hoppers. They are, writes Emile,
“spending all their ume discussing philosophies with thetr white comrades 1n yuppie pubs and
hangouts i;z which they are the only people of colour. When 1 think back to those days 1 find
it ironic that so many people shouted ‘Free Mandela’ but never ever thought that they would
sce him freed, let alone become president of South Africa” (Emale YX:1997).

in the USA, rap music had become increasingly popular in the black and Latino ghettoes. Rap
had caught the attention of music entrepreneurs Sylvia and Joe Robinson of Sugarhill Records.
‘There was a shift in the control and directton of the movement. Under their influence rap
music soon became a bilion-dollar ndustry. By the 1980s it had become a major profit-
making business as black and Launo enueprencurs handed control over to the white owned

mulu-national music industry,

Mcanwhile, South Afrcan hip-hop received attention of another sort. Those who were
involved with the movement had to contend with harassment from the police and ndicule
from comrades fighting the apartheid regime. It was a pertod when the local media portrayed
hip-hop as a phase. Members were ignored when they appeared in public. In the late 1980s
however, hip-hop surfaced once again in the form of emeceeing.” By this time the apartheid
state was crumbling and with the stare being unable 10 stem the tide of resistance, people

generally became more vocal and demonstrative. Clubs wete promoting rap competitions and

> Rap music started as emceeng(me’ing), “Mc” is an abbreviation for master of ceremonies, and is a form of
verhal accompaniment spoken with a thythrme beat, Emcec’s can battle with each other, an event in which they
exchange rhyming couplets or phrases in a percussive, witty fashion. In one of the concerts I attended
Eavaron’s conversation on the cellular phone became part of the rap. Emcee’s rap in freestyle too. Freestyle is

about the exchange of thymes without musical accornpaniment.
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emcee’s were keen to participate. With the imminent demisc of aparthetd, youths were
rhyming about whatever topic they desired, for a time solo emcecing flourished. Soloists

eventually formed crews as the potentia.l for making a living off emceeing became more viable.

Among the first emcees were Marley, Dean, Emile and Worro, who formed the Chill
Convention. The crew later changed its name while working with a producer by the name of
Mike Hamungh, and calléci themselves Black Noise. At the same time a new emcee called DSA
jotned DJ Ri:ady D (also known as Deon), Ramone and Jazmo to form Prophets of Da City.
Other groups that were around at that ume were Sisters it Command, AK 47, Cool Out
Crew, TMD, MC Revolt, Sell Out Syndicate, Cool Posse and others who regulady changed

their namaos.

Along with emceeing another aspect of rap music, di’ing, gained more populanity.” Dying is
one of the pillars of hip-hop and is an essential skill for the performances of rap. In South
Africa music cquipment 15 expensive. Dy’ing therefore mvolved a small group of individuals
only. The first djs oo the local scene were Rozanno X, Ready D, and Baby, an established
spraycan artist. Presently Rozanno X and Ready D are promunent dy’s in Cape Town. Others

that followed were dy’s like Shamiel X, Enver, Nasty, Arthur, and Darrin of Two Dope Flavas.

In June 1999, the first major hip-hop concert took place at the Baxter Theatre in Cape Town
where the above-mentioned crews were finally allowed to display their talent within the
manstream. This event foliowed the heightened visibility of the movement both 1 South
Africa and 1n other parts of the world. At the show Prophets of Da City launched their careers
with the release of the fiest rap album ta South Africa. The album was called “Our World” and
sold well. Following the success of this event the music industry recognised the potential mn
rap and became more involved. Groups such as Taps, and Intnbe, a crew based
Johannesburg, released an album. Black Noise released an album and it became the second

group m Cape Town to sign a record deal with a major local record label, “One World

" The dj of old is now referred to as “turntablist”, Turntabling has become an independent source for

scholarly research.



Records”, owned by Tusk, a South African company. These groups, however, were not

marketed properly and the rappers felt betrayed.

Local rap groups desired more freedom in the way that they wanted to express themselves
because recording companues in South Afrnica, who had supported the machinatons of the
apartheid government in the past, became increasingly more prescriptive. Emile sees this need
cmerging as a digect consequence of being exposed to the strategies of rap groups hke Public
nemy and other hard-core rappers in the USA. Rather than compromising, many of the
crews 1n Cape Town terminated their recording contracts and funded their own releases. The
addinonal pressures caused many groups to flounder. According to Emile, strking out
independentdy showed “who was down with the culture one hundred per cent and who was

mio it only for the so-called fame and fortune” (Emile YX:1997).

Musicans recorded and distbuted albums at therr own expense. They did not have much
recourse to legal protection, or the finance for promonon. They depended heavily on word of
mouth, community radio stanons such as Bush Radio, and the commeraial stanon Radio
Good Hope RGH), 1o promote their albums. RGH broadcast matnly rap music from the
USA, despite its clum 1o be “the station for Cape Town’s hip-hop nation”. Dunng apartheid
the music industry and commercial radio stations vigorously sought to marginalise the musical
expresstons of black people; especially the expressions of musictans who challenged aparthetd.
Unul 1994 Enghsh medium commercial radio stanons have largely excluded South African
popular music from their playlists. The situaton 1s slowly being transformed ever since the
Independent Broadcast Authority supulated the condition that more local content be included

i therr plavhsts.

In post-apartheid South Africa the relatonship between rap and the music industry appears 1o
be undergoing transformauon. There are a number of independent record compamies, some
of which have been taken over by larger multinatonals, such as Polygram, while others
continue to break even on their own. The latest releases of POC, Black Noise, and BVK, have

all been produced by companies such as Polygram and Making Music Publications', and are

™ An independent producer in Cape Town.
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no longer distributed by the artists themselves. One of the country’s oldest distrbutors,
Musica, is selling Cape Town’s rap music in a section of its shop dedicated to South African
music. On RGH as well, more local rap music 1s being atred. Rap sensation of the late 1990s,
BVK, is receiving substanual arnme. A member of BVK appeared on television m a program
dedicated to music sung in Afnkaans. In December 1998, RGH chose Black Noise’s latest
release as album of the week. Songs from the album were played every night for a week, even

though it was after peak listening time.

The commtment that rappers displayed in the poljtic:ﬂ arcna has not abated. Thar
relationship with the apartheid government was one of resistance. In the peniod after the
unbanning of liberanon movements they have not compromised. They are crincal of the new
state. When hip-hoppers have a problem with government policy they raise their voices,
despite their conunued parucipanon in government projects. In 1990 for instance, they
performed on the parade, a shopping and parking square 10 central Cape Town, to celebrate
the release of Nelson Mandela from prison. The Depantment of Education in the Western
Cape procures Black Noise’s services regularly. Both POC and Black Noise took part in the
government’s dnive for potenual voters to parucipate in the elecnons of 1994 and 1999. In
1999 POC and BVK performed at the Oppikoppi music festival that 1s held mn the Northwest
Province annually. Deon partcipated in an internatonal disc jockey competition. These
developments sigmal the beginning of a new relationship with the mainstream. Rappers realise
that they have 10 make a biving, and this can be obtained by edging closer to mainstream
structures. Yct despite closer contact with the mainsteeam, the struggle to keep hip-hop “real”,

or authentic, adds pressure to the relationship with the mainstream. "

There is another posiove development in hip-hop. At the end of 1997 and 1998, Cape Town

rappers organused hip-hop fesuvals, The festival of 1999 was somewhat erratic due to the

' 1 am aware of the positon that “asthenticity” not be regarded as a musical qualiry. 1 use the term in the
context proposed by Gilroy. He regards the term “authenticity” as an evaluation of music that expresses the
“absolute essence of the group that produced 1€” (1991:114). IHip-hoppers regard aurhenticity as a quality that
reflects everything that transpires in their community, including its hybndity. See my quotanon from the Black

Notse song, ~ladoewha, in the concluston to the dissertation.
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restuctions of Ramadaan. 1t was hoped that these festivals will become a permanent
arrangement. Visitors from overseas artended and partictpated in proceedings. Workshops and
compeutons were held on the Cape Flats and 1n surrounding rural towns such as Paarl and
Stellenbosch. The festavals culminated in a mﬁjor event where rappers and b-boys from all
over the Peninsula and surrounding towns congregated to compete mn the final battle. In 1998
the festival was taken to the black townships of Langa and Gugulethu for the first time.

Clearly there is an interest in these townships that has yet to be developed.

In these townships 1 saw black women rappers on the stage and heard other rappers sing
Xhosa. Hip-hop was first associated with coloured youths and the politics of resistance, then
coloured youths and polincal transformation. Now, in post-apartheid South Africa, hip-hop 1s
at last becoming more visible in the black townships. It might suil hold the answer to uniting

the fragmented vouth populaton of the Cape Flats.
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Chapter 4

Heyta daar, Cape Crusaders

In this chapter hip-hoppers relate their biographies, crew histories and their expenences of
hip-hop. As voices from behind the railway hine their individual tales and expenences express
ownership of 2 movement that helps them to define their “local”. Hip-hop m Cape Town
consuutes a-moment in the circular movement of black culrural expressions around the
Atlaatic ocean, and further, as a symbol of cultural globalisaton. Communication with hip-
hop communiuces in other parts of the world is assisted by membership 1o hip-hop suucrures

that are otganised globally. 1 include a review of the insututional featuses of hip-hop.

Section A

Cape of storms: Adaptation and rapping for survival

Struggle, resistance and negotiation were, and sull are, keywords in the history of South Afnca.
For the past three hundred and fifey vears these forms of interaction have connoted the
relanons berwecen a subordinate and a dominant culture that have always been intenscly actve
and opposttional. The results of these interactions were dectded by the oppressed who
brought to the forum where the struggle ensued, a repertorre of strategies and responses, ways
of coping as well as restsnng (Clarke, Hall, Jefferson, Roberts [1975]1997:103). Each strategy
in the repertoire mobilised cemain matenal and socal elements that were shaped into the
different ways people bived and tesisted. Deprived of any political and economic power,
oppressed people often chose 10 wage their resistance through cultural expressions. These
expressions were contamned within a space from which the oppressor was excluded. Since its
ncepuon hip-hop has been flounshing in a space exclusive to a sector of the oppressed
community. Rappers reside in spaces on the penphery and they use hip-hop as a strategy

agminst vagious forms of oppression.

Rappers have adapted to thewr environment by rearranging expeessive clements and selecting

structural procedures i order o artculate therr posigon, define performance situanons, and
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make statements about their socal reality (Coplan 1985:233). These kinds of performances
have become new ways for those youths mnvolved to preserve some self-respect in the face of
constant humiliation. Thus hip-hop performance offers an alternative sphere of influence

where an inflexible and harsh soctal reality 1s reconsttuted.

Adaptation 1s not merely a process of adjustment to pressures imposed from the outside; 1t 15
also an attempt to create frameworks within which to resolve the confusion of township life.
People on the Cape Flats who had been forcibly removed from their homes during apartheid
were compelled to adapt therr culture, or to adopt new forms of cultural expressions. Rappers,
however, do not merely adapt to an environment. As agents they play a role n the production
and us¢ of the urban context through musical and social pracuces. The environment
determines their levels of parucipation, the kind of musical expressions they adopt, and how
they remnvent these expressions to serve personal or ideological needs. These issues are crucial
to understanding the reasons for the emergence of hip-hop m Cape Town. Globally, hip-hop
18 expenenced as an urban movement; aiues thercfore provide the arena for the movement of
hip-hop from one locanon to another. In hip-hop there are patierns and ongoing processes

that consutute a disunctly urban culture. This culture is fuclled by the power of difference.

In order to further understand eap muste as symbohic of social process, informants reveal their
expertence of life a a township on the Cape Flats. In this secuon our gmdes are Angelo and

Gaving

AAngelo: My name is Angelo and I'mt nineteen years old. Well, I've been breaking for fire years now. I live in
Mitchell’s Plain und it is rery rongh in Mitchell’s Plain. There are a lot of gang fights but U'm trying to lire
posttively. Not ta become a gangster or sonething like that becaise gangsters is fashionable ont where we stay.
Lirerybody wants to be u gangster, Yakees and Americans and so on. The reason 1 joined Black Noise, okay,
they asked me 10 jorn. | breakdanced and 1 ke dancing a fot and di’ing and hip-hep keeps you away front the
bad things. Flad it not been for hip-hop I may hare been a pangster. The area | lre in, all the peaple do is suip
(drink alcobol exvessively) and smoke dugga (marijuana). Erery day, every weekend. Now we're trying to be u

posttive role podel to them. T try to show them that you can enjoy your life without all that. I first came into
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contact with hip-hop at a function at NICRO™ where | saw the people dancing and | thought that this is
kwaat (preaf). Since that day I've been breakdancing. Afier that 1 performied at Westridge Chric where Black
Noise had a concert. So they asked whether we can’t perform there so we thought we can show onr skills, that is
why we practice. After that pluaces like Worcester. 1 travelled with them overseas and 1've fearnt a lot from
them. (Interview : December 1997, Translated from Afrikaans.: Atlantis)

Garin: 1 joined becanse I've seen a lot of rry friends get killed and through hip-hop it’s opened up my whole
mind frame. Not to be the same, it's not that I don’t want to talk to them. They're still my friends. [ grew np
with them. 11’ Jjust, sather look up to me as a role model than to look up to a gangster. I're pot almost fifty
kids lring in my road, and they see these gun fights. One morning a friend of mine was shooting another friend
in front of these kids and be was still shooting into the kid. AAnd the next day 1 told this friend that got away,
look, we saw what happened. It's detrimental not jusi te you but 1o the people liring aronnd you as well And
today 1 can proudly say, he’s part of the hip-hop family. . . because he realised what he’s doing is wrong and most
of bhis gang friends are changing as well. They are poing ont into the comminity. In the new South Africa I just
hape that they're not going to look at bip-hop as being a phase, becanse if hip-hop was a phase I wonld not
hare been here now, | would probably bave been u gangster. (Interview : November 1997: Delft)

Drstricy Sax, an area on the border of the city bow] in Cape Town, 1s probably the most vivid
example and symbol of a displaced community. Freed slaves had started hiving here as early as
1834 and by the end of the century people of all hues, religions and classes, had sertled i the
area. There was an intense cultural exchange as many of the people from different
backgrounds not only lived in close proximity to each other, but also shared 1 other facets of
life. In the grand scheme of things, the fact that one was Muslim or Chastan was of little
consequence, as the emphasis was on shanng, regardless of background. Cultural exchange
took place 1in a cinema such as “The Star” as well. The cinema served as a meeting point
where musical shows and competivons were staged; and, as a window to musical trends

OVOrsgas.,

POCs song, “1 Remember District 67 poignantly evokes the joy of bving m District Six:

¥ Nicro 15 an acronym tor the Natonal nstiture tor Crime Prevennon and the Integration of Ottenders. it is a

non-governmentil organisanon,



I remember the days in Distnict Six
The laughter of adults and litde kids
Hanover steeet and the markets wath fish
Where the music was alwafs the heartbeat
I remember the days of District Six
The sound of the snoekhom and the ouens used to
Break with a lekker song
Ghetto Code)

For people who live'in the townships the most important cultural legacy of this period that
condnucs to this day, are the Malay choirs, and the annual minstrel carnival that takes place on
the strects of Cape "T'own on the first and second days of the new year. Dunng slavery the first
dav of the new vear was usually a holiday for slaves. Minstrcls are known as coons or kdgpse.
Minstrelsy staried late in the nineteenth cenrury after a group of black minstrels from the USA

had visited Cape Town,”

"T'he annual New Year’s Day camival is a way of continuing pact of the experiences of District
Six and at the same time nivalnies of old can be bauled out in competinon. Dunng the camival
displaced people ongmally from District Stx, who are now setded on the Cape Flats, convenc
in the city cenue for a battle of another kind, one based on performance. Trains, buses and
taxas are usually filled with coloucful troupes of munstrels. In competitions the criteria for best
performances include dress and song. Tradinonal Cape songs, such as “Daar kommic Alibama”,
a song about the arrival of a ship named “Alabama”, as well as parodies of old and
contemporary popular songs are sung. The songs are often accompanied by banjo’s,

tambourines, drums, cello’s and guitars. Another example of musical continuity are the Malay

17 In Cape Town minstrel clubs were formed atter a visit by the Mc Adoo’s Amencan Jubilee Singers, a black
troupe from the USA. They visited Cape Town in 1887. Erlmann observes that the paraliels berween Amencan
blick people and South African black people were based on histonical conmct over a period of time, and upon
similar experiences of ractal discrimination and oppression (1991:17). After 1990 more white people are

pargeipating u the unaual camival. See Coplan (1985) for further details.
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choirs that still thetve in the Bo-Kaap area and other townships on the Cape Flats.'® Their
songs, such as the emotive wedding song, Resa, display mnfluences particulardy from the east,
though sung in Afrikaans. For coloured people in Cape Town there 15 a musical and cultural
dynamic so deeply embedded that after all these years displacement cannot diminish its

potency.

In a situation where one 1s forced to move from one place to another, a musical identity is one
of the few things that provides a sense of roots and continuity. From an area such as District
S1x, people were relocated and crammed into slums such as Mannenberg, Bonteheuwel,
Mitchell’s Plain, Hanover Park, and Gugulethu, 1 the 1960s. An important development 1s
that those who had gone to live on the Cape [lats developed another life forming new
communities with 1ts own character. With magration they were able o transport at least part of
their cultural persona. A succinct reading of such a situauon 1s offered by Mc Clary who posits
that 1n music the “structures, narratives, semounc codes, among others, may be developed,
negonated, reststed, transmitted, or ransformed  within a completely new  social

arena”(1994:102).

As a cultural movement organised in communities where black people live, rappers and the
hip-hop movement represent another dimension to the music scene of Cape Town. Duning
the apartherd era munsteels were regarded as government coilaborators who conformed with
the racial politics of the state. Rap musicians on the other hand, appeal to our conscience and
our consciousness as people who are subjected to numerous injustices. ‘Through their music, a
rough sketch of a soctety undergomng stressful pressures s provaded, and for this reason, thexr
presence can be considered to be disturbing. It 1s impossible to separate the history of rap

musicians i Cape Town from that of repression and reststance.

In their expressions the older generaton of musicians in Cape Town and the new generation

of musicians symbolise the transition from the old to the new. The social needs of people in

% The Bo-Raap s on the border of the city bow! and is the area where freed slaves, espectally those of Malay
descent, resided. Today it is an upmarker area and fairly integrated. Many Malay descendents continue 1o live

there.



the townships and the nceds of the marginalised, are chaanelled through an important
expressive medium, music. For voung people rap music ts the antdote to the chaos and
confusion of the townships. The music becomes significant because 1t helps them to beleve m
the hammony of the world. In their music, danang and painting, they cxpenence renewal and
affirmation. Hip-hop and rap music are no longer merely about expression. Rather, as more

and morc township youths parucipate, hip-hop mamfests increasingly as a coping strategy.

Section B

L. The brasse (brothers)

One of the important ways people all over the world are alike 1s the way in which they
sstuate and organise themselves socially. Fhip-hop members are orgamsed as crews or posses.
Such a form of organmauon can be regarded as a social unit with cleardy defined codes of
behaviour. To generaie and mawntan the spirit of hip-hop, and o relate effecuvely with cach
other, crew metnbers behave according 1o specific codes of conducet, and paruaipate in

clearly defined groups.

Within the enaircled space of the crew, innate feelings of compansonship, obliganon and
reciprocity are encouraged. The structure of the crew, for example, reflects a need w meet
particular charactenstics required for participation tn the movement. As a result, the crew
has a hmited and specialised soaal organisaton. In hip-hop there 15 a new form of kinship
that precipitates a differeat kund of family uast. The crew must be seen as a local source of
wenuny and as an alternative group support systern. In the following excerpt a hip-hopper

explans why the crew s orgamised the way it s

Phat: The whale thing is this man, what Pre come fo realise is that ererybody can’t be a rapper, but then
daguin nebody's perfect, you see. ~Ind as a lot of peaple can remember way back, with the bushpen and the
Khoi and all that. There was different things man. the droms of Africa. . .what was like a telephone call and
then the care patnters.. which was rery good und that was their form of expression. . and then you have all
the different cultures in one, you see, and here we hure fonr beads working as ane. . withont condemning each

other’s culture because when we mote we more das one, . .we don't move individuwally man. Vhat's why, in our
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group, there's always breakers with us, graffitt artisis, the dj and then you get the mc’s.. .rap is not a selfish
art, it's part of an ant. (Interview : Qctober 1997, Cape Town)

a. Prophets of Da City (POC)

In the following transcriptions two members of POC reveal aspects of their lives and a
history of the crew. The two members are Deon (also known as Akil 1o hip hoppers or as

Ready D, a professional dj), and Shaheen:

197 Why did you choose to name the crew “Prophets of Da City”?

[Deon: Number one, we grew up in gang-infested areas, the area with a high degree of porerty going on...so the
reason why we choose Prophets of Da City is to tell people man...it's easy lo predict what’s going fo
bappen. ..if we get info this whole drug and pang bullshit that is going on. So that’s the one angle...or the one
interpretation of the name. ...-Ind then the other one is basically being witness and paying respect to all the great
people and prophets... from [esus to Moses, all the way 1o the prophet Mobammed, 1¢s very social, very political
and very spiritual. We might get up and give you a message straight in your fuce, or we might speak to your
subconscions. If you lsten to our song ke “Wild Style”, the hyrical format of that song...is a very technical
style of riryming, and a lot of humonr. . but if you Listen between the lines, there s a lot of black consciousness
mressages coming through it. You know, big big time. . .and that is actually one of our most serfous songs we erer
ded, .. but certain people won't pick up on that.. .so we're just using different methods to get the people. . .and at
the end of the day. we're constantly experimenting becanse we see ourseives as scienfists. .. concocting different

sounds. A1 the end of the duy our ntessage is not just for the sipple-minded, or the intellectual but for
ererybody.

LW What is your role in the crew?

Deon: Man...we basically share comments between myself and Shabeen, whenever the whole group is sitting
fogether then ererybody will contribute to the conversation or the question or whaterer, there’s no lhrowing
aronnd of power because al the end of the day we all carry an equal load, Most of the time Il be doing the
organising or the talking. We're sx members in POC. We are fopether as a crew now for nine years {1997).

Three members bare been here frons the start.
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LY Do you hare something like a mission statement or credo?

Dean: The basic principle is just 1o be real to yourself, trying to respect yourself and the culture. That is the
basic principle we operate on. It’s a hip-hap thing, we think of hip-hop before we do anything else. Becanse we
don’t see aurselves as doing hip-hop, we see ourselves as hip-hop because we live this on a day to day basis.

(Interview : October 1997, Cape Town)

Shaheen 1s tlie son of Issie Anefdien, 2 member of the band Pacific Express. This funk group

was popular on the Cape Flats during the 1970s:

Shabeen: When [ was in high school I took up piane for a while. 1 think | was too impatient for it, | was way
loo impatient. Yon need a lot of patience.. 1 didn’t want 10 go through the reading process and there’s a lot of
theory involved und I wunied tfo play man. So that wasn't really enough to carry a person. My futher's u
panstcian and he tauoht me the mentality that something thal is pop 15 nol newessarily good becanse there nsed fo
he like all types of records Iying aronnd froms Santana to Chick Corea. .. and I used to listen to that as well
You wonldn't hear it on radfs. Growing up we were exposed to all types of stuff, from Kool And The Gany to
U farrean but mostly to what is known as black music. So it’s kind of strange becanse not a lot of kids in the
townships listen to Jimi Hendrix.. 5o I think we're at a stage where we're frying to create our own style and
nur own identity. 1 lot of us are Irying by first, to incorperate the language that we're speaking and we call it
ahetto code, the hpe of code you speak where people don’t understand you. But we did get canght in Holland
and Belgirmt when we said that “ja, bulle het ryk geraak van ons” (the people here enriched themselres at onr

expense) and then the people nnderstood becanse they agreed with us.
LW What does being a member of POC mean fo you?

Shal:: Being effective I'd sy, { think POC contributed somebow in exposing hip-hop to a larve part of the
connfry whe didn't know that hip-hop extsted. .. vause we performed in places where there was no electricity
and dust roads and you had to use four or five extension cables to get electricity, and we performed in plues
where people didn’t know that you can use a turntable as an instrument and there was miusic where there

wusn't actially instrments, and the type of dancang, that was the one thing.

LW Wohat are your most ipporfant experiences?
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Shah: I think the kid that was dying. We were approached by.. what's their name...(Reach For A
Direaps)™ pegple becanse it was this kid’s wish to meet with us. We did a performance in bis rooms and all
the pipes into bis body, yo...definitely for me that was the erent that stands out among the rest ‘canse imagine
laying on your deatly bed. There’s all types of things the kids wish for. .. for somebody fo request for ws to be
there is a hell of a thing, U'm sure there’s things like the president’s inangnration thingie and the whalevers

man. .. but that's basicully just persenal gedagte (idea). (Interview : October 1997. Woadstock)
b. Black Noise

Bmile 1 one of the onginal members of Black Noise. He ts the spokesperson for the crew and
represents the crew m negouanons with chents. He was a weacher for three vears and gave it

up to pursue a carcer in hip-hop:
FW: Wy iv the oren named Black Noise?

Lomile: Vhe name bas nothing to do with the colonr of peaple. This puey sed to lire here in Uish Hoek, a white
sy, Michael. He used to produce the music.. he and Patii. They nere sitting and discussing names for the
cem, and the back of the keyboard there were different sounds ke white notse. ..a sound for wares and other
colostrs but there was no black nofse. . .there was not such a sound. The crew then thought that maybe that is
what we shonld call ourselves, Black Noise. And afterwards, the concept of being so valled colonred, being a
mixture of codonrs. . formulates the colonr black. For me hip-hep is like a niixture of ererything, so it was like
ideal and I went aronnd promoting this name everywhere .. newspapers and so on. ‘The guy that staried the
crew proke away and they went on their own. .. the rest of us that were loft carried on. Like when we perform
and people hear the word black. We were in Phillipi and someone went.. ey, but this is then colonired boys.

{nterview : November 1997)

I shared with Emile my tterpretation of the crew’s name. When | tirst heard the name a few
vears ago 1 thought that 1t had to do with the colour of the members of the crew. My
nrerpretation resonates with the crew’s idenufication with black consciousness. In their music

and associated activities the notion of “blackness™ 1s mverted so that black s no longer evil

©Reach tora Dream™ s oan organisanon that helps reamninadly ill childeen.
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but something positive. Choosing a name such as “Black Noise” 1s an 1ronic gesture and a

clever pun:
LIV What attracted you to hip-bop inttially?

Emile: [ was dancng Michael Jackson style, . .und then there was this mustc video ontt called ‘Hanging Oul’,
and this gy was doing what is called ‘Ficking’ and I practiced some of that. A couple of months later...a
Jriend of m‘m.r. e were afl roller skating together. . Lke a club. . this friend’s cousin came from Canada and
she intted me 10 come and mreet bhim. . and | thought, ob, not Canada.. . so I walk inte ihe lounge and 1 look
inty part of the lounge that’s like a dtage and this ou’s (guy) spinning on hic back and 1 contdn't beliere
it...and [ asked him to show me how. I pot there about fire o clock and up to about past one, I was asking
lirm Lo show me more and more and more. By the time 1 [eft there. . and af the same time videos. . with

breaking and beating. . .| recorded und learned from there.
L Why nere you more inferested in ihe daning?

Lmile: "The dancing was tolally different. . and when 1 saw Beat Street.. there was a realisation that it was
more than just the dancing. I think also I wus looking for something to identify with just ke any &id on the
Cupe Flats. Something bke. . .| used to play baseball and soccer but that's like just sporis and there’s nothing
cridtural abot 1. I wonld go out and just watch but not perform. ..and then I wonld go home and practice
there. . maybe go 10 a clibh and perform in a circle but never on a stage. . .and then | met up with guys at school,
one of them saw pre dancing on a street corner with this grys. . we used to soller-skate and break and when the
peoble came home frome work in the evening they would stop and watch. So people became aware and they would
stay and watch. Then vne oy from mry class capre und said that he didn't &now 1 conld dance becanse 1 was
always quiel in class...and then three or four came fo join the breaking.. and we formed the crew sommer
{right} there in the class. By that tine we still hadn’t done o show and it was just fike informal. Down the road
where [ five there’s a hall. a community youth group wsed to get together there. . .and one erentng the yonth group
organised us something. So we did a performance of breaking and they. . it was our first time on the stage and
i was fike.. yo.. nerves, ek sé (I say). One thing about the danding was that it was comferiable, I had 1o get
up on the stage and say we're going fo do this or that.. but leaching is ulmost the same thing. If I hadn’t to do

caching, | wouldn't hare been able to do this, Standine in front of the peaple. . .one on one i ok,
4 8N . 7y



LW What aspect of the movement do you enjoy most?

Emile: Maybe b-boying and spraycan art. Mc'ing is okay but when | write I write more poetry siyle because for
e it's more important for the peaple to hear what I'm saying. It’s almost like the graffiti art, nobody can see

what it’s sqying. | learnt more from hip-hop than 1 learnt in my entire sohooling career.
1.W: Name one of the memorable experiences you've had.

Emile: When [ was in the States in 1994 I ent fo meeting and met this university student, we had a long
discusston and it was like things be nerer knew aboui. Fle 1old me that be’s been looking for answers all bis ke
and in just one affernoon our conversation opened up his eyes to so many things. He was crying in the end. He
realised there is nothing wrong tn being black, that he can use bis heritage and past to feel secure tn socéety. |
don’t think they'll allow me back in the States. We had this meeting ontside this venue and there was this cop

car with a cop instde, taking photographs of us. It's weird.

LW Is what you do important for youths only?

Famile: Parents are important, Like telling them what'’s going on and to undersiand how I'm thinking. Parents
also need to know because I'm working with their kids. I would hare these discussions with my mom.. 1l go
away and come back 1o find her haring the same discussions with her friends. (Interview : November 1997.
Fish -lock)

c. Grave Diggers Productions (GDP)

This crew consists of a group of students, workers, and unemploved young men. They
articulate an ideological posion that is in opposttion to that of other crews. Their credo or
misston 1s: the system keeps telling us what to do, we say fuck the system, we create our own.

‘The mnterviews ook place m Mirchell’s Plain:

LW What is your role in the group?
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Raoul: We all forns part of GDP, that is, Grave Diggers Production and we started in 1992, Basically we'’re
a community-based group. We encompass music, graffiti.. but we're not like vther groups whe claim to be
doing things. We're dotng things and somelimes we don'’t. . .and we don’t get recognition for it.. . lke lce bas
done a lof of things thal he wasn’t getting recognition for. .. besides the other members of Grave Digpers also.
Grare Diggers released a compiiation in 1993 which did get some airplay...but.. because there is these
bitches that are controliing rap music in Cape Town. If you are not kissing their arses, you are not getfing

anywbere. .. basically, Grave Digoers represent the outsiders.
LW fs that as in vutsiders 1o rap music?

Raout: No, no...not to the muste itself.. .the thing is. Other pegple’s atways telling you. . look bere... we're
going fa do this CD now and once we're finished with the CD we can do a lot of things for you giys...when we
do the stiff. we wait hwo three years. Nothing...whereas we told people straight anay... kyk hier(look
berej.. stk wit{shon up)...we are doing a compilation. If you want lo contribute some money 1o the whole
thing, jine. if not, fine. You can still do your suff. great. We do not wuit aronnd for semething lo
bhappen. . hip-hop Is not abont conformity, | like to say hip-hop is like jazs, you try to define it, but you can

neter. . becanse il is always erolving, (Interview : OQctober 1997)
T Wohat kinds of things influence you when you writed

Sparron: Ingpiration, rery important. Basically it’s what fife means to you. What is important to me, I write
about. What I believe wonld have a pesitite contribution or conld be an eye-opener lo the next party. (Interview

» October 1997)
d. Phat (BVK)

Phat 15 2 member of a crew named Brasse ¥ annie Kugp (BVK), they are based in Bonteheuwel.

They released therr first album o Apnl 1998. This 1s how Phat descabes his involvement:

Phat: Okuy. . | was basically about. . .in standard six (Grade 8). And lost as wsnal seeing that the ghelto is
ke a lost oty in many ways...and I was sitting and a friend told me that bis brother has this Run DAMC

albunt and then he brongli this album. . and 1 said I don’t know them. . .and immediately, bang, on tarpet, 1
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thought... . but then [ wasn't into rupping. | was just appreciating and apprecating. . .you know I was just like,
Jan...but then, after a few years | didn’t want to sit around. . lel’s go. . .if was something natural. .. that was the
arltare for me. . .and 1 conld relate to i1, 1t wasn't ke the whole concept of I want to be punfk rocker. ..at least
1 found something that I wanted. . .and { realised then. . yo, it’s expiosive.. .50 that’s how 1 got into the culture.

(Interview : November 1997, Cape Town)

Section C

If I want to motherfuck I can motherfuck.

Rap music articulates the possibihry of reclaming hope and dignity 1 a world of dimimishing
opportunities. [for black youths 1n Cape Town, hip-hop 15 2 way to navigate their way
through, and respond to, their hved context. To achieve this state of mobihty, the hip-
hopper has 1o acquaint himself with all aspects of the movement, with 2 view to

serengtheming himself and the crew.

Informants emphastse the importance of being positive, and of structuning thetr identitics by
way of the relationship they have with thewr environment. Hip-hop buids the individual’s
strength within the collecuve of the crew. Identities are split between the mndividual and the
crew, vet thns boundary 1s blurred when the crew s mobilised, or mobihsing. Since hip-
hoppers organtse themselves into crews, their expressions allude to a form of group
idenufication nurtured by the promise of an empowered self. For them, the producton and
consumpuon of rap music 1s an overt politcal process because it generates feelings and
relationships that enable them to think positively, and behave competently n fields that are

not musical.

Through educating the self, and by subscribing to a set of behaviours, a degree of equilibrium
among members is reached. Mantaining selfhood becomes a means of working towards
consensus within the movement. Members are supposed to adopt sumiar strategies and
consequently, a posiion of surength can be obtaned from where the battde aganst poverty

and violence can be waged. The strength they acquire is used, moreover, as a means of



negotiatng their way in and around the maiastream. In order for the self to be empowered he

or she has to comply with certamn critena:

LW What makes a hip-hopper a hip- hopper?

Deon: Man. . if you want to be a true hip-hop head vr you want to get into the hip-hop culture for real
Number ane, you must do some research into the cultire so you can have a full understanding of what it is
about ‘canse. there’s a ot of people that think if you wear a baseball cap, you wear wide baggy clothes and
yoir're got an attitude you're into hip-hap. It doesn’t work like that, some peaple think if you can just get on the
meic and you can say a couple of riyymes you're a hip-hopper and it dvesn’t work like that. You've got to have a
Jull respect for the whole culture and there are basically five very important points or aspects to the culture.
Number one, the dj, even if you're not a dj...but the respect and knowledee so you at least know abont i, that
Jjust kind of adds foundation and essence into whe you are. That's where it all started, you know, with the dj.
Nuptber two. it's the graffiti art or aerosol art. That'’s very important to acknowledge that. And there’s also the
b-baying that’s known gs breakdancing to some people, which all fall into the culture. ~Ind then obriously the
nic'ing, whieh is being the rapper. .. becaiise then the rapper isn't just discovering Tupac or Snoop Doggy Dog
and it makes yoi a rapper. INo...becanse there is access to the art form on its own. So you need to do a
substanttal amonnt of research to actually get into it and so on. . .and then the fifth element that we are frying lo
throw in the Western Cape is basically gaining some degree of knowledge of self...because if you bure a
knowledse of self automatically you will have an orerall respect for the culture and for other people and other
Sforms of music, because that is what hip-hop is all about.. it’s about experimenting with different sounds,

drfferent nrustes and so on.

LW: What do yosu mean by “knowledee of the self ¢

Deon: Basically we're speaking in terms of history. .. knowing where you come from, thal’s a very iniportant one
and also knowing the hip-hop cudture, where that comes from. .. Because a lot of people want fo argue the point
that it's an American thing but we know it’s actually an African thing. .. becanse it was started by slaves, you
&now, black people that was stolen il of Africa, laken inte America, it erolred there. It basically took off in
Jamatca with the whole regoue style, went off into the Sonth Bronx and then it became what it is today. .. with

the heary influence of Japanese technology. .. becaise you know with the turntables, sound samplers, boom
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boxes, drum machines and whatever you want to call it. . . that’s actually how the whole culture erolved. That is

Just a very very basic underiine of what the culture is about.
LW: Is one supposed to master all aspects of hip-hopd

Deon: If you can master all of them 1t will be a bonus. . . becanse the whole hip-hop culture is quite visnal. 1t’s a
dynanitc art form and you can master each aspect. . it witl make you a dynamic person. ‘Cause number one, to
see g guy spinning on bis head and doing some crasy spins...that's mind-blowing to an ordinary persen
already. Vo see @ df on two turntables doing his thing. To see somebody doing a real creative. . .attractive piece
on the wall. . these graffiti on the wall That's mind blowing. Being able to rap in different styles...get the
different styles of hyrics. . to be able to do bike simiiles, metaphors. . .you can throw it around and se on...it can
be quite impressite...to the normal ear. That's basically what the culture is about and it'’s rery
compelitive. . i’s g rery competitive adinre. Once you rise lo a knowledoe of self ond you bave a degree of
Enowledge artomatically you know... that whatever chemicals they put into a Coke is bullshit and you don't
wani tn be associated nith that. . .or blah blah whaterer, you know...or maybe they'll realise that Nike Is a
whole lot of shit because umm. . how can a person. .. 'cause they got cheap labour going in the Far East and
stnff like that. That's 1ot good for the muainstream. .. so that's wihy there is a whole conspiracy and war going
dgainst this provepient. . becanse the essence of the hip-bop culture is fo 1plift the people because it started out in
Lang infested areas and porerty arvas.. . took people out of the ghetto. (Interview : Norember 1997, Cupe

Touny,
Black Nowse member, Emile, concurs that hip-hop compnises a range of different elements:

How you 1se the one skill mns into the way you use the others and whatever sounds yon wse &5 your own
crealton. Preferably something that's positire. My reason for staying in bip-fop is for South African youths to
wteract, We create a platform for youihs fo express themselres and also to meet others. Hip-hop is a powerful
miedinm to break that barriers between youths. Hip-hop enables thent o fearn and guestion everything and
through this they become fulfiifed human beings. We eren include sports in onr programmes. (Interiiew :
November 1997, Fish Hock).

People have the natural inclinagon to belong somewhcere; they mav form or join a sports team,

or socal, religious and polineal orgamsations:
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LW: What does hip-hop hare lo offer?

Sparrow: The feeling of togetherness, we hare something in common. You can grow in this entironment, and the
part that people must not orerlovk is that it is a platforms where | as an indiidual or.. .my crew. . can express
themselres...and no matter how | feel, If I want to motherfuck 1 can motherfuck, if I want to shit 1 can shit.
Whether 1 hare the hyrical technigue or expertise or not, 1've got my message, whether it’s positive or negatie.

(nterview : October 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

The crew is a famiy unit and as such, 1t serves as refuge, resource and strength. In their
behaviour hip-hoppers display the same kind of support for one another that members of the

convenuonal family uoit maght expenence:

Raonk In hip-hap you don’t just care abont yonr brothers but about others as well. If you see someone’s been
haert you go und help. . _give thent a tape lo listen to wilh a positire message so they can see that hip-hop’s not
supposed 1o be aboui riolence. People hare this thing, it’s going te be hip-hop for kife and we used to ke saying
to be u b-buy you pinst sit at home and do nothing. You must go to the Base at weekends. But that’s not going
1o do anything for you.. you must hare something to fall back on, I mean, you may decde 1o hare a feeling and
you can’t think becarse yon do a couple of shows a weeke that's going 1o cover you for the next month or so. The
sanse thing if you're got a record deal it doesn’t niean that if you're got a record deal now you cun sit back and
relax:, you miist hare a job, Tomorrow you might not be the flava of the month. Some of the overseas artists
actually bare a profession, while some of the laaities (youngsters) here live in funtasy land. What I said earlier
on abont us not haring a culture, hip-hop is providing that cultsre, which means al the end of the day it means
something fo me. AAnd to mry offspring, it puls you into the mind. . if you can’t get ont of the ghetto I must at
keast do something for nry family. Family meaning not only your father, mother and all that. Family meaning

your fellow b-boys. that’s what it's about, (Interview : Ovctober 1997, Mitchell's Pluin)

Rappers feel the need to show leadership in a community where drug lords and gangsters are
the only vistble role models. They assume responsibility for youths who too often end up as
gangsters, doug addicts, or dead. In theirr townships they tirelessly conduct workshops w
which vouths can be mobilised aganst social ills. They see education {(not school based only)

as the poimary means for mobikisatton and survival:
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LW What kind of edncation are you taiking about?

Ravul- We nsed 1o get books on Africa, Malowlm X, religion. . you know. . just trying tv educate yourself.
Those schools we went ta were really messed up. You learn about bistory but it's more about his-story. . it’s

Lourocentric. (Interview : October 1997, Mitche/l’s Plain)

Hip-hoppers and youths in the townships have to attend school, learn their lessons well and
find emploviment. Through cducation it 1s believed that one will attan selfhood. This stage 1s
an afﬁrrﬁation of how hip-hop succeeds as an enabling mechanism. Hip-hop does enable,
bug, it mavr not be scen as the panacea for all personal problems. In the Mebshop of Apnl

1996 Jo-annc implores fellow b-boys and b-girls with the following advice:

If you don’t bare an education, you don’t bare a future, I know of some brothers who walk around in their
Kar! Kani jeans and Tintberlands, pot no job and practically bunges their ffe away. Maybe in - America it
can work that way, but definitely not here. Get yourself an education or a damn job. Vake a lesson from some

of the ruppers in the Stales, sitting with degrees..

However, empowered youths in the underclass can be seen as a danger to the status quo. In
order o mantun control, those who domunate have stercotyped hip-hop members as
Jdangerous, This 13 one reason why the SABC banned the POC song, Ows Stem {(Our Voice
ltrans.]).™ Until the first democratic elections of 1994, the apartheid government was holding
onto 1ts power to control the broadcast media. Ons Stem parodied the national anthem of the
apartheid state, hence the swift banning of the song. Hip hoppers are excluded from domams

where insatuuonal power is threatened:

Sparrou: Becanse (of hip-hop) you can shoud. . .what s a rery inferesting snbject is.. it is an art jorm, so why
dre 5o rany people so biind to jt¢ 1t has been labelled, urban, undesground, bad. If you waich a morte. . .if it’s
a dramu or whaterer. . when they come 16 a crime scene, they play rap there. If you see the darkest scene, they
play rap there, Now you see, it’s like slow poisoning. . .we've pol fo read the message to believe what we want to.

you nand fo wareh o motie. . close you eyey i ' HeUdr THE PN, I‘L', 'ﬁff, now f 3 I pang. SCEHE, TN
If 1 10 walcl lose your eyes and you hear the music, you'll know it’s a pangster scene. .. thal

“The song s on theit adbum Boom Swyle, released m 1991,
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type of treatment is negatire. A lot of people then say they can’t listen to that but they don't lake time to Listen
to the pustc property. (Interview : Qctober 1997, Mitchell's Plain)

Maay hip-hoppers identified Radio Good Hope (RHG) as one of their main obstacles. In
Cape Town there 15 an undeslying tension between the mamstream and the movement yet hip-
hoppers function 1n spite of adversity. Members of the movement conunue to belteve 1 hip-
hop as an alternative 1o the breakdown of the community ia the townships. Phat feels that
hip-hop teaches one respect for oneself and others; respect for others in the community 1s an
tmporant étratcgy because then 1t 18 easter to recruat and mfluence. Ice sees empowerment as
a spiritual experience. He feels that hip-hop can be compared to a rehgion because as soon as

anyone 1s 10 possession of a mucrophone, he or she becomes a god:

For the word is strong and ererliving forve fo be reckoned with which controls the pen and can direct the sword
fa serve the lipht or the abyss. Thus we wield our mics and strain our roices. We pade onr chotces, representing
the sitent vofces. Using hip-hop as a tool and an extension of our consiousness. Not to be worshipped. But

somre choose to misrepresent and we clearly kenow where their path will end. Mobshop, July 1996)
Section D
Towards a global ecumene

Selthood is achieved not only among hip-hoppers on the Cape Flats, but s also mamfested
m the relanonship Cape Town’s hip-hoppers have with lup-hoppers in other parts of the
world. Htp-hop 15 a global movement motivated by common despar, rather than common

wealth. Hip-hop ideology 1s informed by Islam and the social status of s members.
1. Asalaam!

[lip-hop subscribes to the prinaples and ideologtes of two organisatons: the Nation of Islam
and the Universal Zula Hip-Hop Nawon. The Nation of Islam emerged in the USA as the
votce of black people and has an agenda that 1s wholly political. It strives to mobilise black

people (more recenty, black men under Farrakhan’s wielage) in the ghettoes against political
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oppression and 1ts vision 1$ 0 build a country where black and white people share equal status.

Malcolm X was the most promnent member of the movement.”

Islam appeals to black people for specific reasons. At the height of European expansion in
Afrnca m the nineteenth century, Islam was deemed the rehgon of Afnica. Islam grew rapadly
as a form of resistance agawnst European colonialism, assisted in its violence by Christianity.
Black people in the USA convert to Tslam because Chastianity 1s associated with the legacy of
slavery and white domination. Black people in the USA call themselves Afsican-American and
they adopt all kinds of idiosyncracies that they percetve as Afrnicamisms. Since there 15 an
historical association between Istam and Africa, rappers deem it appropriate 1o convert to
Islam. POC member Deon has recently assumed an Islamic denuty and calls himself Akil,

though I am not sure whether or not an actual conversion has taken place.

Islam has certain dietary resticnons and maay hap-hoppers in Cape Town refran from caung
pork and drinkmng alcohol. They do not consume drugs and fast foods or soft danks etther.
Apart from the associauon of diet and rehgion, and the mimicing of black strategy 1 the USA,
it 15 on the other hand far casier for Cape Town’s rappers to relate to Islam. Most (coloured)
Chnsnan families have members in the wmmediate or extended family who are Mushm. To
some extent, Islam forms part of the hentage of Cape Town since slaves brought from the
lLast centunies ago were Mushim. Islam s therefore rooted among the social processes of Cape
Town. Ia the case of hip-hop however, adopting or converung to Islam is part of a political

strategy as it remiorces the nowon of place, Afnca, and the sensibility of blackness.

2. The Universal Zulu Hip Hop Nation

The sccond orgamsaton around whose prncples hip-hoppers were ongmally mobilised s

that of the Unversal Zulu Hip-hop Nawon (UZHHN). [ am using the past tense in this case

2 The initil phase of Istun in the USA was a form of the religion based more on emotionalism thun 2
thorough understanding of the Koran. The Nanon of Islam is a radical adjunct 1o the evil nghts movement of
the 19530 and 1960s. Today, many Islimic communities have been estabhshed in the LS, with businesses and
a college ron on lstamic ponaiples. A weakness ar present s that the movement s spht between Louis

Farrakhan and another camp who oppose his charismate portrayal of Fsham.
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because the UZHHN 1 Cape Town has been taillored to suit local needs. For instance, hip-
hop in Cape Town 1s mternally contested due to the different associations hip-hoppers have
with regard to colour and ethnscigsy. There are differences in strategy. In the fifth chapter of
this dissertauon these differences are scrutmsed more closely. In this secuon hip-hoppers
describe how these differences, or feelings of assocratton and disassociation, are enacted on

another level, namely, around how they are organised:

Raotel: If you're laoking at the video, don’t go to Ernile and say “wow, you're the king over here”. Eimile does
not want to be inrolved with the Zulu Nation. There were basically three motements. The Zulu Naiion
started in the eghties and lasted untif about 1993 in this country... Zuly Nation fs worldwide, African
Hip-Flop Movement and the Ban the Base Crew. But they don’t count that much becanse they were a bunch
of tronblemakers. . .and stll are. The Zuly Nation was siarted here by King Jaapie and King Shai.
(Interview : October 1997, AMitchell’s Plain)

In 1973 Bambaataa formed an organisation i the USA called the Youth Organisatton, which
was eventually renamed the Zulu Navon. He encouraged other black vouths o join rebgious
and pohucal organisatons to deter them from gang activity. Bambaataa 1s a former gang
member lumself and has spent ume in prson. be converted to Islam, an act through which he
was able to reinvent his wdenury as a black man with dignity, no longer vicum of the white
man’s religion. Through conversion he remnforced the distinction between “us and them™;

Islam would serve as the boundary that keeps white people out and black people in.

In the USA asserung yourself as a Zulu 1s a form of defiance aganst white hegemony, since
the name “Afaka Bambaataa” evokes feelings of black prde and digmity. The modern Afrika
Bambaataa assumes the role of the prophet Mohammed. He uses religion and muste w0
organise and mobiltse black people against oppression. The Zulu Nation s 2 nation within a
naron, in which Bambaataa’s position is symbokc of the reinvennon of ues with a mythical

past that bears sigmificance for the here and now.

The Zula Nauon has a charter around which new members are recruited and this document is
known as the “Infiniry Lessons 1-77. The organisanon has chapters throughout the world and

its goals are pursuing freedom, justice, equality, knowledge, wisdom, understanding, and “the
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righteous way of hfe”. There are obligations to the Nawon. Zulus are 1o stay away from
trouble and they are not 1o bng the organisaton nto disrepute. They are not allowed to
consume pork, a basic tenet of Islam. When new members are enlisted they are to be educated

about the Zulu Nation; bemng a bip-hop member means living by the rules of the Zulu Nauon.

There 15 a two-tered huerarchy within the movement. The leaders arce the ones who have a
great deal of knowledge about hife and it s their duty to mform the ones who do not have the
same knowledge (knowledge is power!). They also have to teach novices how to deal with
people of all races, cultures, current events and problems that stand i the way of the Zulu.
“The Zulu Nation is a laager and the only weapon that Zulus have is their ideology in which

music has an inportant role.

The Infiniry Lessons desenbes music as the one matter expressing iself in many different
sounds and 1 many different arrangements. Quite correct, but how does st account for the
structural partermungs in rap? The definition allows for a number of nterpretations. My
mterpretaton 1s that stybisuc improvisanon in black music genres, as inferred by the defiminoa
above, should be read as a rejection of the nigidity of white arustuc forms. Improvisauon thus
sigifies the alteniry of black cultural expressions. People can choose how they want to
partcipate 1 the production and consumption of rap music. We brng 0 music all our
wwosyncracies and this means that music 1s always discursaively organised. More so 1n the case
of rap. Although rap may have a recognisable formula, such as a phat groove and “radical”
lvrics, it ts manifested as a form in which the boundaries are conunually negotiated. Stylistic
improvisanon ts the main characteristic of black Amernican musical expressions, as 1n jazz. The

Unwversal Zulu Hip-Hop Nauon’s mnterpretason of music confirms this reabity.

3. Local participation in the global ecumene

Stnce 1ts inceptzon n the carly 1980s, hip-hoppers in Cape Town have been using hip-hop mn
the USA as a model for orgamstng themselves. The South African chapter of the UZHHN

was called “The Afncan Fhp-Hop Movement” and was established in Mitchell’s Plamn. The

Basc in Shorrmarket Street, Cape Town, was the ficst official hip-hop club n Cape Town and
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played host to the organisation. The local chapter of Zulu Nation was started by King Jamo

and 1t soon had many new followers in the comnmunity:

Perdie: { got into it and then Brian X started the Nation of Islam here in Cape Town so we used to go to the
meelings and stuff. We were more militant al thal time and ihe like. 1t helped the people at the time, it apened
their prinds up to a lot of things they didn’t kenow. . .and then, the Nation of Islam died and people started to

do their own thing.
LI What was it like to be part of the Nation of Lslam?

Ferdie: Well, it was mostly educational, Ummi, and...how fo work with pegple man. . . to really go ahead with
whal Brian X wanted to do, becanse. .. he decided that we go to a mreeting. AUl of ns would just sit there and
listen to what Brian had fo say. What 1 did was. . .most of the stuff that he talked. . .1 wondd lke go to school
i the week and 1 wonld basically spread the word. What he told me. .. some peaple didn't tuke it up all that
pell.but I think it belped me, you know personally. It opened upy my eyes to a lot of things...and it helped mie
1o survire in the world. . .at the moment | am nnemployed but I am not worried that I'm unemployed becanse |

can do all the things that I enjoy.. . I can do more things musically. (Interview : October 1997, Rondebosch)

Cape Town’s mp-hoppers are divided in their perceptions of hip-hop. They regard themselves
as members of a hip-hop navon, one n which members age supposed 10 express a similar
vision. Among members of the hip-hop natton however, allegrances are split and subject to
negotianon. Despite this, the imaginary hip-hop nation 15 sull a source of great strength. This
tension imputes the movement with vigour, and it exposes the myth about the Zulu Nation

beng a cohesive whole. Raoul places this tension mio context:

Raoul: The African t {ip-Fop Morenent wus started becanse they did rot want to be part of the Zulu Nation.

AAnd you bare people like Emile who associate themselres with the Zulu Nation but did not want to be part of
i and now all of a sudden he's a Lulu. . becanse he went to New York and met the pegple. This is really kak

(shit), because affer the work we put into i, he’s now suddenly a member. Here we're in Zuln Natton afl these
years and we don’t get recognition. AU the people say they're going to come to South Africa and at the end of

the duy they just want to sell some records. When people discuss hip-hop they don’t say hip-hop is rap
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music...di-ing, breakdancing, sraffili, but they don’t mention the fifth factor, education, as well. (Interview :
Ovctober 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

In conversations with rappers in Black Noise and POC it would seem that they are aware of
the senuments expressed by Raoul. Generally however, rappers aspire to uphold the tenets of
the Zulu Naton in their music and behaviour. Black Notse proclaim 1ts membership to the

Zula Nagon n song.™

Some rappers encourage black consciousness because it confirms thewr status as dedicated
members of the Zulu Nauon and, 1t 15 a form of respect for humankind’s ongnal home,
Africa.” Receatly, crews in Cape Town have started working with each other as well as with
hip-hoppers from abroad. Ermule feels that the mam reason why crews are worsking together
more 15 because they have come to realise that they need to focus on the “common enemy™.
Subscrnibing 1o black consciousness organmisatons will assist o directing members’ energies in a
“positive direcuon”. The future of hip-hop depends oa their construcuve engagement with

these orgamsauons.

Constructing an alternative world ts seen as positive because 1t alerts members to the Zulu
Nation’s message of brotherhood n the hup-hop commumty. Hip-hoppers feel that they are
being abused by the industry and the oanly way to counter 1t 18 by acqurag their own studios,
sound systems, record labels, distribution network and shops, so that they can become self-

suffictent. The difference betwecn Zulu Nauwon members in Cape Town and in the USA 15

= The song 15 a mibute to the Zulu Nation and founders of the movement in Cape Town. It is not available on

record.

= The notion of Africa as home is emphasised by black people in the duaspora. In hip-hop this association
stems in part from the scienntically proven ract that the human race has s ongin in Afnea. See Stnnger and

Camble (1993).



that members in Cape Town are based i Africa. Members do not need to reinvent their ties

with Africa 1o the extent that their brothers in the USA feel obliged 16.™

'The sssue 18 thae rappers do not idenufy themselvees simply as Africans. By propagaung the
notton of Zulu—ness they declare thewr allegiance to hip-hoppers 1n the USA and elsewhere.
On the other hand, idenufying as a “Zuly” means that the term has 10 be redefined. Presendy,
the people referred o as “Zalus” constitutes the dominaar population group in South Africa.
The word “Zulu” can be associated with images of power and cultural supremacy. Thus
among hip-hoppers 1t seems that being Zulu 1s not about language and colour as much as it 1s
a need for hip-hoppers 1 negonate thar way around soaal suncrures. Being Zulu means,
moteover, an assertion of black power and a rejection of one’s margmmality. To coafront the
other and radicahise thetr place, hip-hoppers assume the stance of the noble and indefaugable
Zulu warnor, The plumes and skins of ancient warnors are now substruted with what 1 call

cuerlla chic: camoutlage clothing and accessones that renders the urban jungle navigable.

-~ The amdanty berween hip-hop and Rastafariinism 1s smiking. In Rasratatanism members express the need

rodetend themselves agaunst “Babvlon™, symbel of colonial oppression and capitalism.
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Chapter 5

White coach, black coach: “Simunye, we are not one”

Section A

Wassup?: Marginalisation and ethmnicity

Unul the late 1970s, classical music 1n South Afnca was performed in venues from which
black péople were excluded. Not only were they prevented from parucipation in the
mainstream, they were encouraged to perform their interpretations of western art forms in
the townships. On the Cape Flats there were orgamisations, such as the Eoan Group, that
promoted classical music, mainly opera and ballet, specifically among coloured people®™.
Thev could enjoy classical music, but on the other side of the railway hne. In some of the
mamnstream venues though, management petitoned the apartheid government for special
permits that cnabled black people to attend concerts. Rather than compromusing principles,
such as that of non-collaboration, most black people boycotted these venues. Apartheid
alone did not dictate the impossibility of integrauon. In many quarters, including some
tertary institutions, such as the University of Cape Town and Stellenbosch Unsversity,
classical music was considered to be inappropriate for people who were not classified whate.
In South Africa classical music connoted prestige. It was one of the chanaels through which
white hegemony could be asserted and maintamed. The status of white people was elevated
by the production and consumption of artefacts considered of high aesthetic value. Hence
denying black people the opportunity to participate in perceived notions of refinemeat and

chitism became a means of maintaining racial dominance.

= The Eoan Group was the first organisadon in the Western Cape 1o stage full-scale operas.

# The apartheid government introduced many “reforms” that the oppressed regarded as cosmetic and
placatory, People in oppressed communities were maobibsed to reject these changes. They embarked on a

campagn ot non-colfaboration.



I am coloured, a so-called coloured, a lighter shade of black, black, buman, African. Maay of
these labeds | can and have chosen for myself; others had been forced upon me and were
subsequently rejected by myself. One of these labels, ttke “coloured”, was how the apartherd
government dentified me. At home and school 1 learnt that 1T am human. As part of my
poltucal steatcgy however, | choose to be black. Black represents for me not only an
associanon with Africa, the place where T hve. It 1s a pobtacal category 100, providing a
platform from which I can interpret the world around me and from which 1 am mobilised.
In so dong, | proclaim my membership of the population group that constitutes the
majortty. | gaze ermpathctically not only 1o the plight of other Africans on our continent, but

share w their achievements as well,

Through my allegiances 1 situate myself in a process where antagonustic images compete with
cach other” These different positions vacillate according to social circumstances and they
lustrare that 1 am constructed through differeat categones. Depending on context, they
have the effect of locating me in muluple posinons of marginality and subordinavon, or
Jdominagon. FThese antagonisms do not operate on me m exactly the same wayv. As a resulg, |

am perpetually engaged in Gramsed’s war of posions (Stonatt 1995:169).

Cape Town’s hip-hoppers are sumilarly engaged m a war of positons, one m which colour
consciousness 15 used as 2 medum for the asserton and negodaton of who they want 1o be.
The war has 1o do with how they percerve themselves, how they come to act out those
percepuons, and how ther interpretations and behaviour are shaped by soaal and histonical
forces. Through vartous pracuces such as accepung, cesisting, choosing, and inventing, hip-
hoppers actively participate in affieming  theie identities. This behaviour undergoes a
conunuous assessment and modificanon in response 1o changng matenal conditions and

immediate pressures.

" Bourdreu regards the concept of habitus as an artrempt to understand the unity of soctl practices that evolves
trom the producnon of differentated sers of dispositions, to acnons and interpretations of the world among,
ditferent sectors of 4 populanon (Farker, Maher and Wilkes 19960:204). "the same can be said for the individual,

wha, as agent, and due w crreumstances, constantly has 1o define his or ber role within seciery.



In apartheid South Africa, ethnicity and race were largely the inventons of the powerful who
used them as ways to 1dennfy and keep groups of people apart. Today ethnucity has become
the fierce possession of the dispossessed and powerless. Hip-hoppers reside in communities
that are alienated and powerless. This pardy explans why they use ethniaty w establish
idenuty and distance, and, as a medium in their struggle against subordination. Below I quote

the voices of rappers, cach with different expenences and obscrvauons of racial mequality:

Garin: Black youths van make money ont of kwatio, colonred youths by selling drugs. (Conversation :

Noventher 1997)

Raoul: Nobady's prepared to sponsor rap events. People do not want to pay rap artists, like at the sdence
and technology fair in Khayelitsha™ They say if you get refreshments that’s enough. 1 don't want that, 1 want
money. Phey won't pay becanse we're colonred. If it’s a black artist they will pay, no matter what the guality.

175 fike they don’t want s there, [t's mere fokenism. (Intervien : Qctober 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

Rappers play an agentive role n the constucuon of boundanes. They use their colour and
social starus as cnteda for the mantenance of these boundartes. In the case of the hip-hop
community, boundaries are internally contested. Rappers idenufy themselves as coloured or
black. These are labels that they choose in order to organise themselves along differing
pathways, physically and deologically. 1 regard the term “ethnrcity” therefore as a lived
experience that fulfils the human need for idenuty and group affilianon. Ethnicity provides
hip-hoppers with a space for organising theie subjectivities. These are not oaly fragmented,

they are constantly i process (Brah 1996:115).

For hip-hoppers the new kind of ethnteity, in which class and colour seem to run

concurrently, serves as an organising pranciple.” It 15 in ther daily expenences that the

A township for black prople on the Cape Flats.

= Thompson claims that the “new ethnicity” emerged in the USA, in the 1960s (1989:91). 1t follows the
pracnce of maintaiung, separate boundanies 10 which raoial and ethnie groups could pursue their separate

mrerests, provided such interests recogmsed and respected the nterests of other and different cthnic groups.
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boundaries between crews are often clearly drawn or subty reinforced. In these experiences
hip-hoppers enact their assumptions and convey messages about which identifies are
important to them. The process is an experience where the trajectories of colour, class, and

gender mterface.

In identifying themselves as black or coloured, hip-hoppers remind us that things may not
have changed since the removal of apartheid. Among hip-hoppers who regard themselves as
coloured the perception is that black domination has taken over from white dominagon. Fos
hip—ha‘.)ppcr.s who regard themselves as black, domnation 1s seen globally. Here st takes the
form of class (capitaltst) dominaton and racial (white) domunation. Through the medium of
sOny, dancc and panting, hip-hoppers address the feeling of bewng polincally marginalised

and the discourse of ethnicity is central to their interpretations of relatons of power.
Stokes holds the view that the term ethnieity allows us to

“turn from questions directed towards defining the essential and ‘authentic” traces of
identty 1 music to the questons of how mustce is used by social actors 10 specific
local sttuations to crect boundaces, to maintain distinctions between us and them,

and how terms such as ‘authenticity” are used to jusufy these boundaries” (1994:6).

By imagining the Cape Flats as a space with competing or antagonistic images, 1ap music can
be regarded as authenuc i so far as it allows rappers to emphasise diffening perceptions of
the world around them. Through musical style and performance they employ these
differences as a means of creaung and enforaing boundanes. For instance, rappers in POC
and Black Noise consciously use the music of black Amencans, tradinonal Cape or African
sounds. When these references occur in thexr music they demonstrate the sigmficance of

black culture. On the other hand rappers in GDP use samples for the sake of expediency

Gileay uses the phrase “new ethniciy” o indicate the double consciousness of Atrican descendents in Europe
11993y, He regards them as African and European. 1 believe that m the case of hip-hop in Cape Town the “new

cthreny™ 15 marked by the assocution of colour with socwl cluss.
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rather than symbolic effect. While expediency does not connote reduced tmportance these

stylisuc dialectics none the less confirm the reality of rap music as a contested genre.

‘The radway line has created spaces with margmalised groups of people. 1 regard
marginabsauon as a term used to describe a situation m which certain groups of people are
denied equal access to power. By focusing on the processes of marginalisation, a better way
of realising the systematic_n:iﬁ.nre of the exclusion of some groups of young people from full
participation in socié.ty and its institutions, 18 achieved. Hence the struggles of those who
occupy the margin to seek representation within domains associated with power, represent
the symbolic recovery of space that ts threatened or appropriated by the other.” Marginality
18 a powerful space that exists as a result of the relanons between those who are in
possession of ideological power, and those who are excluded from this doman. It 18 a space

of weak power, but power nonetheless.

Looking west, rap music started among black Amencans as a means of expressing anger,
disillusionment; o address the didemmas of their marginalisation, and, as a form of pleasure.
Simaarly, in Cape Town, rap music ts mediated ia a domain where ethaicity assists m the
figuranon of rap music’s meamng. Behaviour which 1s orientated by colour consciousness
shows how therr identues are generated, confirmed and transformed m the course of
wnteracuon and transaction. Hip-hoppers construct nacrauves that relate the expentence of
thetr statuses. These narrauves are structur_ed ip performance, among conditions that are the
consequences (real and imagmary) of margi‘nali;s*ation. GDP members feel marginalised by
the black majornity government and organise themselves as coloureds. These hip-hoppers are

concerned that with increasing political exclusion, coloured people will cease to exist:

A black and white cloud hangs over my head
Botn and bred

To be camouflage to be like the living dead

* This expenence resonates with Gotrdiener’s observation that ditterent interest groups compete with each

other over control of urban space {1986:206).



Botn to behave like a blank cheque
Born to put your own neck

In the noose

Bormn 10 cook your own people’s goose
Bomn mto genocide

"The gystematic smade

Born to embrace and love genocide
Borm mto a race which seems defunct
Ate we as a race a people defunct

GDP : “Slow Deaths”

There ts, however, 2 twist in this worldview as other rappers, such as BVK members, do not
idennify themselves as coloured, yet through their songs they direct eniticism at the old and
new governments for the chaos in coloured townships. They reside n coloured townships
and it s from this perspective that their songs and umterances may be construed as
“colouredist”. Other rappers, such as members of POC and Black Noise identify themselves
primanly as black people, thereby articulatng a black consciousness view. This gesture

affirms the dialogue between past and present’™:

That’s right the whites raught me
To hate who I am
They labelled us as coloured

But now I know I'm a black man

(Black Notse : “Who taught you to hate yourself” : Rebirth)

M Under the leadership of Steve Biko, the Students Association of Africa (SASO) emerged in 1968 as an
alternative to the white liberal student organisagon, the National Union of South Afncan Srudents (NUSAS).
In the ideclogy of black consciousness the colour “black” referred to all appressed people: Africans, coloureds,
and Indian descendents. Although black consciousness covered a number of ditferent views and tendencies, its

main focus was 3 rejection of white domination in all its forms.



‘The margnalised spaces that hap-hoppers occupy and the places that they represent lead to a
compelling narranve of how ethmaty, by way of performance, mediates difference and
consensus.” 'The signature tune used by 1V 1 of the South African Broadcast Corporation is
“Simunye, we are one”. The tide of this chapter, “Simunye, we are not one”, 15 a lme used by
Gavin during a performance. It shatters the myth of natonal unity and alludes to the
conflicting strategies hip-hoppers in Cape Town employ. The muluplicity of boundaries
within hip-hop, evoked by the image of the radway line on the Cape Flats, 1s inferred by
Gavin's observaton. The rest of this chapter 18 an account of how expedences of place

cnable rappers to build walls that are at once flud and inviolable.

Section B

1. So-called coloured folks

Music and the use ot colour as a strategy for survival are not peculiar to South Afnica. This
sttuation prevails among  Afncan Amencans 1 the USA and among marginalised
communitics in other parts of the world. In most cultures where music ts used as part of a
polincal strategy, music ts a point of diviston and mceipient conflict (Kubik 1992:19). Among
hip-hoppers m Cape Town, emphasising your separation from the other 1s a crucial strategy.
Thas strategy 18 divisive and it tronises the unitary funcuon of what hip-hoppers refer to as
the “Untversal Zulu Hip-Hop Nauon”. In this section 1 present one of the strategies

employed by hap-hoppers, “colouredism™

At a vanety show 1n Delft, a working class coloured township near the intemational aitport,
the fourth song Black Noise performs s “Quesnons”. There 18 a verbal mtroduction n
which Emile chudes the audiences for their racist actitudes. The audience 1s largely coloured,
and 1n the community where the performance takes place there 1s a stroug anu-black

sentment. o Delft fears of a swarf-geruar 1s compounded by the fact that coloured people

2 | use the word “colour™ to signify a state of awareness and “cthniciny” for when this awareness is translated

INTG ACON.



have to compete with black people for housing. The lecture ends with Gavin parodying the

slogan of channcl 1 of the SABC, “Simunye, we are not one”. (November 1997)
For GDI’ members “colouredness™ 1s their sanctuary:

Raoutl: 'y live in a ghetto is an economic prison. You're going 1o stay there forever tf you don’t make a way
ouet. That’s why Um pissed off with coloured people that are out of the community and bas nothing to do with
the community. They can set up businesses or funds for coloured persons. Their idea of doing something for the
community is coming lo a litile shop and buying something cheap and then saying they support the community.
Coloured people just don’t want to help their people oret. (Interview : Outober 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

According to Raoul black artists are prrvideged and coloured artists are marginalised by the
new democracy. Moreover, the coloured laager 1s fraught with tension since “wlnred people
Just don’t want 1o bep their people ou” (Raoul). While many may regard ethnicity as a background
factor, ethmeiry becomes an wmicgral and dyaamuc aspect of Raoul’s self-consaousness and
everyday discourse. Raoul and other members of GDP do not demonise black people. They

sce themselves as subjugated but they do not retahate through racist inavendo:

Raoul: If you look at Madonna and you iveke at Cher, they sell sex books and they say nothing abont it but
us soon as they start talking abont rap music and they talk about sex, then i's a big thing, when they talk
about ticlence, it's a big thing, you lhok at corporate America, they sell all these metal and crusher music.
They talking about raping a nun and putting a cross through ber beart, and they're selling that, they're
making lots of money ont of that. And what does white America bare lo say about that... “they’re going
through a rebellions stage”. On the other hand, when it comes to black music and they talk about Um going
to shoot that whife bitc or don't light that white bitch up when you're talking abont a cigarette, it's a whole

ractst thing. People have the wrong idea about rap music. (Interview : October 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

'The kind of awareness Raoul articulates represents a response to social situations, as defined
by considerations of social status (Kubik 1992:38, Montague 1997:82). Another member of
GDP ambiguously frames “colouredism” as part of a political struggle on the one hand, and

as something that vacillates between black and white:



Sparrow: The political side of it all is an interesting point. Why wonld any coloured label or cover themselves
nnder an umbrella with something that has been classed as black? The answer is that we have alvays been
the nuteast and we are stif] the ontcast because you cannot grow if you hare been uprooted...where are our
roots¢ Um partly black, bonky-tonk, whaterer. I're got a choice.. .| can choose where I want fo be. .. white
today, black temorrow. . . there are a lot of other peaple that can’t choose. There has only been two struggles in
this conntry. Black against white. . .and the so-called coloured strugple. ‘They'll say, “we notice you, but we
won't gire you the time of day”. (Inlerview : October 1997. Mitchell's Plain )

For many vears now the 1ssue of not having a “culture” has been a burning pownt for many
coloured people on the Cape Flats. An explanation for these feelings can be accounted for,
wm part, by the forced removal 1 the 1960s of thousands of coloured people from an
established area such as District Six, to the sprawhng stums on the Cape Flats. In Cape
Town displacement has taken people to an area down the road, on the other side of the

radway track. Dhsplacement has resulted in feelings of rootdessness, even after all this time:

Fragments of truth, stolen vouth

No roots, scattered past

A jelly cast

Can come 1 any shape size ot colour
So 100 are our people of colour

No culture no past no tongue

A brain no voice no tonguc

GDP : “Fragmentanon”

Today it is populacly believed that black people have their “culture” and white people have
thewr’s. Further, if one considers the diaspora as bemng mainly a process of displacement, then
the ubiquitous sample 1 rap music s a metaphor for displaced people (Chifford 1994:305).
In rap music sampled sounds are taken out of context, recontexmualised and moved around
with the assistance of technology. Thus in hip-hop personal expenence and musical
expression facilitates, along with the use of technology, a process of re-contextualisation,
rather than mere imitation (Decker 1994:104). For young people who identify themselves as

coloured, hip-hop is a culture that fills the void left by the absence of a “culture”. “Culture”
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is seen not solcly as “hived experience” but as a means for articulating feelings of belonging.
By substimuang for feehngs of loss and alienaton, it cemenrs the ruprures that they

expertence 1n thetr daidy hives:

feer | think another angle of loking at hip-hap us well, and at. .. the places where we come from, the so-called
shetlos. . 15 the so-called coloured peaple as well. . becanse the problem is among the colonred people and not so
among the black people. . unfortunately it has the appearance. We can relate to the culfure in a betier way
bevanse fup-hop i a soft(¢) cilture. We don'’t bare much of a culture to look back onte. Whaterer cnlture
we're pol.. .15 without tradition. We don’t knew where onr roals are, like the coon carniral can be seen as a
show betng pri on for phite people...and whalerer yonur mother doesn’t like, you like. You are also an
indiridual. . 11’5 nol Just a maltler of the sheep following the flock. . it’s a positire form of expressing yourself

(nierview : October 1997, Aitchell's Plainy

The uaerances hitherto verbalise how secuonal wdentines reatfiem realice 10 a way that
enables the group 1o mamntan 1ts separateness 1in the underclass (Woolfson 1976:185). GDP
members” concern s that the new government had betraved coloured people despite the
large support @iven by coloured people 1o the hiberanon struggle. This theory accounts for
the emerpence of several organisattons that lobby the coloured cause. Maay coloured people
feel left out by the new government and believe thae they have no opnon but to rerurn to a
coloured fold where they can resurrect a coloured deatry. A popular perception is that after
the elecnons of 1994 power was divided berween white and black people with no thought of
coloured people. Instead, coloured people could be used as pawas by politseians who needed
0y ensure a victory at the polls. Sice they do not want 1o remain outside of the political and
soctal life of the country, many coloured people feel the need for an organsation that will

represent their interests.

Since 1995 three organsanons and a polirical party for coloured persons have emerged to
address the problem of the coloured guesuon. One such party 18 “The South Afnican
Coaliton Parmy”. I faled dismally in its campaign to participate in the electtons of 1999.
Members of this party beheve that there 13 no place for the coloured pesson m the new
South Afnica and heace, 2 home has to be created i the communiy where people who

believe that thev are coloured can find support and sympathy for thetr cause,
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‘The sense of belonging ts nurtured by hip-hoppers who continue to fill previously assigned
categories with thetr own content, telhng their own histones m their own ways and putting
forth thar own claims a8 to what therr identites sigmfy. This process 1s mouvated by the
experience of margmalisanon. Being excluded from what they percetve to be the domain of
power 18 one of the reasons for their participatton in hip-hop. Hip-hop enables them,
through performance, 1o bring attennon to therr plight, and, to tentatively move away from
their status as vienms. Jt enables them 1o symbolically challenge those in control of the
power dented them in the mamstream. Thus parucapanon in hsp-hop leads to a situauon
where thq-' derive a sensc of power that is rronically not the power to change things; rather,
performance provides them with a capacity o inuate and sustain a sense of self worth m an

envitonment of denial,
2. Baby it’s good to be black

My race 13 black as the night

Whie vou stand and laugh,

vou raped our people wath vour power.

You’ ve forgorten about the day of reckoning,
my weapon s my mouth

And it wil explode ke a bomb

(POC: “Ons Stem”|Our Voice, trans.|: Boom Style)

The percerved hostility between black and coloured people 13 congruent with the onc
expressed by other coloured people who believe thar pohcies such as affirmanve action, for
example. denies them equal access o emplovment.™ The paradox becomes more complex as
within  the primanly coloured hp-hop community, most members emphastse  thew
“blackness”. Black consciousness s the platform from which Black Nowsse and POC

members speak:

“* 1 use the rerm “black™ not 1o refer to prgmenncon only. In South Afmea “black™ 15 2 hustoneal category und

aulural category.



LW: You mention that you write and perform from a buman perspective, but also, thal your message is

Larpely 1o promote black conscionsness. What is the relationship between the two?

Dean: My interpretation of black consctonsness is basically being humanist, becanse the way I riew black
vonscionsness is being conscions of yourself, your community, who_you are, where yo come from. So once you
hare peace with yourself and you are elerated fo a position where you can call yourself a higher being,
antomatically, you'll be abie to work with the masses ont there. You first hare fo establish yourself before you
can establish anything else antong the people. Once you reach a conscious level you antomatically move through
a spiritual sransition. ¥ ou basically meet up with your maker, once you're on those different planes
auntomatically you can communicate with people, work with people, and antomatically, your ego et chucked
out by the door, you don’t think on an emotional level anymore, you start thinking mathematically. (Interview

s Qutober 1997.)
PV So is coloner not as important ... ¢

Deon: Okay. . .well us a group, we don’l rap as coloureds or from a colonred perspective. Al the end of the
day we rap fromr a human point of tiew and we speak abour whaterer influences us and our socdely beconse
that is where we're situated. That's our babital. . .50 we speak abont our survoundings, whaterer affects 1,
whether it's on a hip-hopy lerel. a social, a political level That's basically the angle that ne write from. .. and
wlso like hip-hop basicully, has done so pruch for me on a personal level It made me go beyond the colonr line,
You see where the whole ideology comes from, the wlonred factor, or the colour factor in general, you
know. .50 that’s basically the pornt where we come from.. . the angle that we write from, produce from,
perform from and that’s just the way we are. .. becanse the whole hip-hop culture monided onir mentalities into
what it is loday. AL the end of the day, what hip-hop taught me was to be a good student. . .10 be a student of
life itself. . . that's basically what bip-hep taught me. (Interiiesy : October 1997, Cape Tonn)

Assurnng a coloured identity becomes the ground for censure by others. For mstance, a hip-
hopper who regards herself as a lighter shade of black, but black none the less, reprimands

fellow hip-hoppers for their colour prejudices:

Jo—anne: No there ain’t no finkin’ coloureds, ‘canse that’s a whole lot of bulishit some of us beliere. That is a

label some of ws got stuck with from Uncle Sam during 1906, The se-called colonreds do not accept the fuct
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that they are actually a lghter shade of bluck, but they are and it's about time they star? accepting that. The
“Lolosreds” kabel their own black brothers and sisters “kaffir” derived from an Arabic term “kaffver” which
mieans non-believer. The lghter shade of blacks are so ashamed of their own colonr and are denying any
relation between the two shades. So being black is not what I'm trying to be, it's what 1 am. (Letter 1o the

Mobshap of Angnst 1996, Al punciuation marks are hers)

Before the elecrions of 1994, the songs of POC and Black Noise already displayed pro-black
onecatagtons. With songs like Rooss and Onr World Dub, POC strongly express the poctics of
black oppression. Simdarly, Black Noise’s Colonr Ain’t Shit and Black Facts denounce racism,”
Black consciousness, as proposed by POC and Black Noise is about colour as much as it is
about the fight for jusuce and equality. In this sense, POC and Black Notse ate mouvated by
the pulse of restonng digatty to black people. In thetr song Da Struggle Kontinues POC keeps
the fervour of the anti—apartheid strugple alive and reminds us that the struggle for black
people to achieve justice s by no means something of the past, neither 15 1t a struggle of local

mport only.

'T'o mobiise oneself and others along ethmic lines imphes that ethnic actvities are bound up
m power relatons. Deon identifies himself with biack solidanity agamnst white, caprtalist
hegemoay. He sees the black struggle as being an international one. The relationship that
South Africa has with the west 1s one of dependency and subocdinagon. In his own symbolic
space Deon chooses performance as a means of restonng a sense of equibbnum with the

autside.

A degree of tension exists between the crews since there s a difference tn political strategy.
tlip-hoppers have different perceptions of therr status i society. As mdividuals who literally
hve next to cach other, they hold different perceptions of the same envitonment. The matn
posinon however, is one of confrontanon between those who oppress nad those who are

oppressed.

MO Black Nowse's song, So-cuibd colonred folks, expresses the dual idennges which many coloured people

EXpLrene.
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The colontalist master and slave syndrome has assumed a new form. It 15 nterpreted as a
local struggle for GDP, while POC’s and Black Nowse’s interpretanon of power relauons has
a disunct trans-focal umpetus. Through their utterances and behaviour POC and Black Norse
propose black consciousness as a rejecnon of a coloured denuty, They announce the
important artifice of their cultural identity and s ditference with others. In the process they
make of their oppression a common cause with global ramificauons. Therr ecumenical
thythms remind us of the crucial engagement between “mask and identity, image and
denuficanon, from which comes the lasung tension of our freedom (as black people) and

the lasting mpression of ourselves as others” (Bhabha 1994:64).

Gilrov,” like Bhabha, sees the notion of a black cultural identity as a stringent political
development. He wrntes that throughout the black Atlantic world one funcnon of black
nauonalism has been w arcumvent nanonal categones and 10 rum aatonal MINONUES 1IN
vlobal majorities (1986:156). By affirming solidanty with other black people around the
world POC and Black Noise share with disponce Afnicans and with those on the conunent
the use of internanonal frames 10 remedy navonal frustratons. Vor eappers with a black
consciousness atutude a relanonship with black people n other pants of the world 18

proposed by what they percenve to be a global struggle against white hegemony.

For "OC and Black Nose, black 1s not merely a ¢olour bur also a state of mind that stresses
allegmance among all those who are oppressed as a socwo-economic class. It s therefore
impassible 1o separate raal pohidcs from class consciousness since the majonty of people in
the underclass will always be black. In post-apartheid South Africa the significance of the
relanonship berween colour and class is ws abidiy 1o demonstrate the inefficacy of statutorny
change. In a straufied society such as South Afnca’s class remains as once of the prunary
means through which hegemony s arnculated. The situanon i South Afnean society shows

that class s not an external social reality. As something that is lived it becomes mtegral to the

 Gilroy speaks from the vantage pont of a western metropolis. e coned the reem “Black Adanne” as a
reference to black culrure expentences i Englsh speaking Britun and North Amenca. He paradoxically
excludes detuled discussion on Atmea itselt, T cite him m this case for the relevance of lus discourses on black

struggle and black culture.
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processes whereby individuals interact, negouate, contest and collude with the msuruttons of

sociery (Wyn and White 1997:26),

In South Africa most youths are burdened with the legacy of deprivaton and denial. Black
vouths, in particular, who had participated in the hbcration struggle are often referred 1o as
the “lost generation”. Living 1 the townships meant that it was mcumbent upon them to
parucipate 1o the siniggle for liberanon, at the cxpense of losing out on an already

impovernshed educanen system.

ffurther, these days voung people have 1o contend with the fallure of most economies to
provide employment. The result 15 that significant proporuons of young people are unable to
sustain a legitimate livelthood. The struggle to live and survive, historically the burden of the
majority of South Afncans, connnues to be central 1 the struggles that hip-hoppers are
cngaged 1. Betnyg black and oppressed justifies the struggle for the restoration of human
digmiry. It ss part of a class struggle and as black people they become more exclusively
wdentified with a particular class positon. ‘the waportance of race as a category ts on the

dechne,

Biack consciousness should not be regarded as the sole alternative to “colouredism™. Not
completely convineed about his “blackness”, Phat feels he would rather not construct an

identity where colour 15 a determinant:

Well 1 don’t regurd myseli as a colvired person because that for me, is u deropatory statement. s a black
person, sommt. . Lte still got doubts about that ... you see.. because see that rry roots are entwined into many
rany colotirs at present 1 rather say that Pm a born 2frican o the ¢ yoit see ... wm ... and not try and be
the partial one and say 'm a white person vt a black persen 'm a colonred person, or fry to be Indian
person, so yoit see, | see mryself as a e South African, African to the 1, that’s how [ see myyself as ...umm
oo A see mryself as a buman being first ... African second and then once agatn, a hwman being. (Inferview :

Janunary 1999. Benteheunel)

Through engagement with the notion of place, Phat affiems the next strand that hinges on

biack consciousness, [is position 18 that place, rather than colour determines how one can
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describe oneself. e compensates for the controversy surrounding colour by emphasising
his African-ess. He 1s also a “human being”. A posiuon that 1s rather vague as 1t does not

commit him to the determinist struggles of class and ethnicity.

‘This 15 a strategy that diverts from that of the other rappers whose pnmary vehicles for
mobilisation are colour and class. Choosing to idenufy himself as African means that Africa
docs not necessanly imply “blackness”. It is a place that accommeodates people of all colours.
He suggests that cotour 1s not as important as the fact that you are Afncan, In the 1990s one
of the 1ssues that surfaces regularly in the media n South Africa 1s whether or not white
people can claim to be African. Phat’s positon is congruent with the reconcthatory politics

of post~aparthesd South Africa, namely, that evervone 1s African,

In the secuon above | have included the discourses of humanism and Africanness as part of
black consciousness for two reasons. First, nformants regard the struggle of black people as
one for the recogmitton of their status as heman bewngs. Given the history of oppression of
black people 1 South Africa, rappers scek to mvent the nonon of the black person as victim,
or non-human. Black consciousness cappers hacbour humanist ideals. In recognising and
developing consaiousaess of ther class and colour, they beheve that poverty—sericken black
people will eventually be able to hiberate themselves from the sugma of berag oppressed and
margnalised. Human dignuy would have been restored to all. Second, the history of people
labelled black 1s the history of Africa itself smce most of the people living here are black, or

shades of black (Jo-anne),
Section C
Utopia

Lor tup-hoppers belongng topether s a consequence of acting together. Thus collective
wmerests do not simply reflect or follow from simulanties and differences between them.
Rather, they encourage ethnic dentfication. In terms of collecuve acton, then, this sense of
cthnie commonality 18 a form of socal closure that defines membershsp, chigbibiny and access

{Jenkins 1997:10).



tHip-hoppers share with other sectors of the community the common trait of needing to
organise their socral lives and m this regard their behaviour 15 by no means unigue. Within
the crew they relate cffecti\;cly with each other, identifying themselves and those around
them as having similar goals, Dehave according tw roles composed of speafic nules for
acuon, and participate 1n clearly defined groups (Rynkiewich 1990:177). Organising their
Lives and social roles along ethnically drawn lines then means that a hmited solidanity and

common purpose § ¢nsured.

The deployment and reinforcement of ethatcity 1s tred up with the ssue of difference and
the secking of an identity that appears to be threatened by changing social circumstances. It
15 also a relic of a period of intense conditioning where people were constantdy reminded
about their colour 1 order for a racist system to funcoon. The apartheid government was
aotorious for its system of social engincering, It saw the implementation of immense and
violent displacement of much of 1ts populauon 1 terms of a4 master-plan according 10 which
the differentation of spheres of life based on race and culture was enforced. Thomton
observes that this “master-plan was accompanied by a master-narrative taught i all the
schools, portraved 1n monuments, recited at churches and performed 1n the sacred rwals of

the state” {1996:142).

'These differences infiltrared music.” Music for the white Afrikaans speaker dealt with his
rootedness in Afnkancrdom. As a result of media policy and thewr commitment to
“englishness”, white English speakers adopted white Anglo-American popular music as their
own. Black musicians were encouraged 1o entrench trbalism m thewr music and music for
and by the coloured person was an early hybnd of east and west, with the stark exclusion of
overt Afncan influences. Sunply read, Cape Town’s rappers perpetuate a tendency initiated

dunng colomahsm and entrenched under apartherd.

* see Hamm, €. 1991 “The Constant Companion ot Man: Separate Development, Radio Banwu and Musice.”

Popular_ Music 13, 4, 147-174 Tomasell, K. and R. 1985, Aledia Reflectons of ldeology. Durban.
Contemporary Cultural Studies Unit. These scholars analyse aspects of the wdeological tuncnon of the

biroadeast and print media under aparthed,
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Sites that hip-hoppers occupy remnforce the notions of difference and soctal boundary.
Through their music and other expressions, rappers do not merely reflect realsty. Ther
cxpresstons are the means by which the hterarchies of place within hip-hop and society at
large are conunually being contested, negonated and wansformed. As seen mn the Black
Noise song quoted eatdier, hip-hoppers challenge dominaton, they are black men after all.
‘They refuse 1o be categonised by the other. In Cape Town hip-hop represents the aspirations
of an age group of a particular class. As members of the Unsversal Zulu Hip-Hop Nauon
hip-hoppers are supposed to foster cooperation and group loyalty among crews. POC and
Black Noise plaved a pivotal role in the strugple agamnst apartherd because of this strength.
Subjected to the whims of censors and harassment by the police, they were nevertheless
able, through song and dance, to articulate the mnterests of the community of which they are

part.

What does the deployment of cthme strategies in South Africa sigmify for the shaping of
denuties on the eve of the nest century? The post—apartheid government encourages people
1o construct narratuves of represeatauon. For mstance, along with land resttutton claims,
ndigenous peoples formally classtfied as coloured are now asserung their own identines as
Khot, dan, and Griqua. They want to be recogmised as separate groups who mhabit vast
racts of land away from cach other. Here they can re—member their separate and distinet
“cultures”. Ownership of space mves them a sease of belonging, and the desire to control
therr own desuny. ‘The 1denunes that hip-hoppers have chosen for themselves cannot be
seen as ones created in a vacuum. In fact, a part of constructing identies mnvolves situating
the crew in the context of those relations with the state and other crews, and specifymng its
position m a set of relatonships and statuses. Thus in hip-hop denuties are constructed as
heterogeneous and parnally connected. Through subjecovity hip-hoppers make sense of
thetr relauon to the world. ‘They occupy a site-in-process through which their identities ace

signified and expentenced (Beah 1996:115):

LW: Can you explain why people in the Western Cupe chose to adept a morement that originates in the

black: ghettos of America, given all the anti-black sentiments that “coloured” people barbonr?
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Raoul: The misconception Is that rap pnsic is black...wrong. . .rap music is a black and Iatino thing.
Peaple don'’t emphasise the 1atino part which means bronn skin. We associate onrselves more with brown
skin. bt there s also the nrisconecption that it started in merica. . old oral traditions of telling stories,
105 nat an American thing. They just fook semething that the Watts Propheis were doing. Gill Scott Heron
was doing or.. from the fifties.. . with beat poetry and all that. They are the originators of rap music in a
sense because they were doing poetry fo music. 1t pot labelled as a black thing. The Latinos don't get their
due, vrer bulf the original hip-hoppers were [atinas. Look at the b-boys themselves, Latinos. . graffits artists,
Latinos.  The funniest thing when il comes io hip-hop...1s that people say we are anti-white. Look at
Lurope, all the b-boys over there are white. I was lalking fo this black gy about rap music, how it’s been
changing over the years and wha's the best and he mentioned a group called 1louse of Pain which is three
white persons and they are one of the top groups in America. | was talking to this black gny and he was
saying that while people are taking over hip-hop but hip-bop is already taking over the corporation if you
waand fo take ot an alburt over there you do it through your white agent. 're got nothing against them. This
anie piey sines that 11itker did the rght thing and 1t is these people that sive Lip-hep and rap a bad name.

(Intervien : (tober 1997, Mitchell's Plain}

Deon: I wonld say that the “coloured” community had opportunities that the other communities did not bate.

1% hd rudio, we bud television, so we managed to witness it first, and alio, being canght up in the middle of
race poltiics. . you tend fo experience things first as a so-called black community, becanse the poverty lne is
much greater on that side. I think that is part of the reason why we managed to book onie it so easily,
becanse we hare the gpportunity and another thing is...we can identify with the cdlture. A ot of the kids
doing if in the States are the bluck kids and the 1 atino kids and the people look excactly like ns. At the end
of the day 1 wonld say it's just a territorial difference. that boundaries differentiate us, onr way of iife, our way
of thinking, our geneitc features are exactly the sume as the people in the USA. Because if you take it buck
twenty thousand years or tiwenty million years it alf comes back to Africa, so we're all Gnked in o certain way
s we hare that ratsral aliraction 1o a cuflure that is as signtftcont as this, or any black aiture, for that

matler. (Intervien : November (997, Cupe Toun)

‘the embrace of coloured and black identities and the asseruon clamng them as therr own
suggest that South African society s marked by continuing dispanitics in wealth, power, and
status. Lthnic categones simphfy the uncemantes of post—apartheid South Africa. Crew

members see their ethate wentity as an important feature of thetr fives, and depending on
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the extent to which they mteract within and across boundanes, these feelings of associauon
or disassocianon evolve mto pracuces parucular to the group. Their battleground 1s still the
coloured or black townships girdled by the rallway line, and for this reason the crews will
probably always be organised along ethnic hnes. The utterances of hip-hoppers illustrare the
polites of living identity through difference and sameness, constructing in the process what

Cornell and Hartmann call “thick ethnicities” {1998:168).

South African identities cross-cut cach other in multiple ways and in multiple contexts.
Bhabha’s noton of contesung and compeung images are experienced within these contexts.
‘T'he hip-hopper 15 compelled to strategically organise himself as hus art continues to be used
as a weapon, a means of expression, and an arbculation of personal convicton. More
importantly, this onenraton has always and contmmues to develop 1 response to the

changing social and ¢conomic circumstances of South Afnica.

thip-hop 1s fast becomung a global ecumene and hike the railway line on the Cape Flats, it
smultaneously  unites people while emphasising  their  difference from  others. Thus
transnational allegances present in the hip-hop movement suggest the emergence of a new
iternauonalism where ethauc sdentues are staged and contested. However, the diffusion of
hip-hop across local, national and internanonal borders ts not only as a result of ethnic
wdenuficanon. The visual and musical wexts of the movement appeal strongly to the creative
and aesthetic needs of vouag people. Ownership of the movement enables them to pursue

wcological, polnical and arusuc agendas.

In present day South Africa, where racism stll thrves, hip-hoppers can be accused of
msnganng racial polincs. Among Cape Town’s hip-hoppers the nonon of ethascity appears
> embrace 2 “strougly ideologically onented program which 1s prescoptive to mndividual
bchaviour on the basis of fictuous ‘ethmic’ groupings i whose formation both the
communities affected as well as thewr opponents have a share” (Kubik 1994:43). Hip-
hoppers wdentfy themselves as coloured, black, human, African. The strength Les in being
not only able 10 choose for themselves, rather, power 18 derived from choosing and acung
with convicuon. In assuming some form of ethmicity they assert the power to define

themsclves and the other. At the same ume the power of the other to categonse them 1s
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dented. Having the least amount or no access to economic and political power means that 1t
s partly through ascnibing labels that rappers are able to exercise some control over their

situaon, and o appropnate a part of the other’s will to domunate.

The pracuce of using colour as a means of categonising others and oneself provides for the
negotauon of how one desires to be recognised. For instance, some black American rappers,
such as Niggas With Amitude (NWA), idenufy themselves and other black people as
“niggas”. In this sense the word “nigga” lends isclf to more than the power to define
onesclf. The ebonicised spelling of the word suggests re-appropaauoen and by identifying
themsclves as “miggas”, they usurp the authonty of the other. The other 1s stripped of the
power 1o classify, the racist connotations of the word are re-defined and lavered with a street

edpe.

Cape Town’s hip-hoppers are motrvated by the symbols of commonality and rules of
exclusion. Without otherness and without clearly articulaung the difference berween “us and
them™ they will cease o cxast or place at nsk the distnctton which sets them apant from
others {Bamyeh 1993:32). There 15 constant negotation expressed m the power relanons
between “us and them”. The dialectic of “uas and them” dlustrates that the other now
occupies a discursive space, a negouated terrain, and as such, hup-hoppers engage strateges

that are open-ended, vet goal-oricated.

Among hup-hoppers there 15 not only the consaousness of “us and them” as determuned by
colour, but also the apparent awareness of “us against them”. In the context of Cape Town
rof instance, hip-hop members who cxpound their “colouredism” feel they experience reality
differently to black people. For the hip-hop members who regard themselves as coloured
and as a subordinated group, South Africa 1s 2 countury where black people perpetuate
mequity. Black people no longer exist outside of everyday life and they form an identficanon

with another form of repression.

T'he difference in being black or coloured i contentious and shifting. Difference forms part
of a  strategy negouated 1n the face of a common oppressor, global, and often racial

captialism. As a group of people labelled “coloured” hip-hoppers occupy the border
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berween the other two major population groups.” They can choose to be black, coloured,
others can choose to be white. By using colour as part of their strategy hip-hoppers attach
meanings to thetr wdentities. Using colour thus, performance mediates difference and
consensus. Colour consciousness helps to determine the dynamic of the mythical Hip—Hop

Nation. Imagination tself 1s a source of power.

Secnon D

Rap, ethnicity, and hegemony

Farher this century Gramsci cotned the term hegemony as an explanation for the culrural
and tdeological means whereby the dommant groups in socety try to mamntan ther
domnance (Stnnat 1995). Hall’s interpretanon of  hegemony  resonates with  the
ambrvalences in the relanonship between hip-hop and those who dominate m society. He
regards hegemony as a poliies of the real or the magnary (Clacke et al[1973]1997). The
“real” s consttuted by the way in which the marenal conditions of the mndrvidual are
affected. “Imaginauon” 1s the recogmuon of the self as subject/subordinate, and
wdentfication or non-idennfication, with those of sumilar disposinon. Thus, hegemony
occupies a “discursive space which ts not exclustvely defined by the history of either the
nght or the left” (Bhabha 1995:7). Tt 15 a process of steration and dsfferennation 1n which

Jdominanon and resistance compete,

Using Flall's interpreration of hegemony, popular culture holds significance as an area of
cxchange and negotianon of vested interests between dominant and subordinate forces in
socicty. Through his dialogical 1maginavon Flall views popular culture as a site where
“collecrive soaal understandings are created” and negouated (Storey 1993:5). 1t 15 about how
people consume and reproduce the texts and pracuces of the culture industnes (1bid:120). In
this context popular culture denotes specific patterns of social mteraction and the expressive

forms of people’s social and matenal ives.

¥ Pogt-apartheid South Afmcans of Indian descent call themselves the “sandwich flier”™. Being neither hlack

aor white they feel excluded from the previous and present domans of power.
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The relatonship berween the dominant and subordinate classes 15 open to an array of
manipulatons. For mstance, rappers in the USA oppose white hegemony and yet rap music
has been disseminated throughout the world largely as a result of white—owned media
corporauons. These strands of dommation and oppositon are woven mro a fabnc tha
resonates with the expenience of hup-hoppers on the Cape Flats. On thus side of the Atlantic,
maost hip-hoppers have moved away from an anu-apartherd (hence anti—state) poswon o
one where they regard themselves as custodians of black pnde. They have aligned
themselves with the post-apartheid black majonty government. Other hip-hoppers are
reststant to the new government. They are not prepared to cross the radway hne. Cape
Town’s hip-hop scene 1llustrates how dommanon and resistance 1o 1t; whether local or
slobal, 18 waged through the articulaton of difference and simdanty. Hegemony works in

and around these aruculations.

In the expenence of hip-hop in Cape Town it 15 not sumply Althusser’s “Ideological Starc
Apparatases” that exercise hegemony (Strinag 1995:149).% Hegemony can be viewed as a sct
of ditferences operaung m a complex umty. The South African music industry 15 part of this
complex structure. The music industry plaved an mmportant role in the marginalisanon and

abuse of black musicians:

FIE: What is your relationship with the industry like? b ropr when you started up to the present moment.

Shabeen: | think, no.. . know, we nere very naive in the beginning. We thought okay. here’s something new,
something free and the first problem we had with the record company was. . they were saying peaple are into
s, drugs and rock and roll, People don’t want fo hear anything abont no lo drugs or pangsterism and stuff
like that. People want to party and crap fike that. We said no, we're not changing anything. We erentnally
somelow ol a deal und stuff and. . with Teal.. they meren't so bad at feast because they weren't sure of how
10 deal with us at the peginning. Canse we didn't give off a very... "l didn’t Jenon what's up” keind of
altiyde. We were like, yes. we know what’s up bt we didn’t xnow nhat the hell is up. .50, just dealing

with rartous other record companies and stuff like that. has really been a pain in the butt. We got problems

* Althusser calls the insntunons of civil society and the state “1deological Srate Apparatuses” (L Clarke, eval.,

[F973] 1997:102), This rerram 1s a stre of class struggle and works in part by ideology.
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from the censorship board, the record compantes, A & R people.. .50 you see a lot of sif] that burt us.

({nterriew : November 1997, Woodstock)

The discurstveness of hegemony 15 apparent within the domain of popular culture for here it
1s assumed that audiences passively consume the cultural power of dominaung classes. As a
form of popular music, however, rap takes on special significance. It 1s a genre grounded in a
sphere of aruculavons stemming from the dialectics of oppression and resistance. Rap 13
mediated as a structured terrain of cultural exchange and aegotanon between the forces of
mcorporation and resistance: a struggle between the attempt to universabise the mterests of

the dotmunant against the reststance of the subordinate:

Sparron: Because now you can shout.. .what is a very inferesting subject is. . .if is an art form, so why are 5o
riany peaple so bitnd 1o it It has been labelled, “urban”, “underground”, “bad’. If you watch a morie.. if
5 4 dramd or whaterer. . when they come (o a crime scene, they play rap there. . if you see the darkest scene,
ey play rap there.. now you see, 15 like slow potsoning. We've pot to read the message fo belteve what we
want lo...4f you want to watch a morie. . .close your eyes and you bear the music, you'll know it’s a gangster
scene.. that 1ype of Ireatment is negative. A1 lot of peaple then say they can't lsten to that but they don't lake

time to fsien to the music properly. (Interiien: October 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

ln this disserranon 1 demonstrate how hip-hop provides marginalised vouths with
jstifications, convicnons, and moral fercour. Thus hip-hoppers are not mercly
“rranshistonical and umeless” (Lipsitz 1994:100) enuties but acuve producers and consumers
of popular forms through which thev define their social space and construct images of who
they are. As a group with controversial positions and radical views hip-hoppers test and
confirm the dominant realine, Tn 1997 Gavin atiended a conference for arusts hosted by the
Department of Science and Culture 1 the Western Cape. The experience he relates shows

how language for mstance, can be used 1o mamntan dorminance:

Garin: Ampway, | went there and | said I represent the African hip-hop morement and | represent Bluck
Noise and they went fike, o, what has ihat got to do with art?” | explained 1o them, hip hop is a
ailury. . .made up of different facets.. .and the kids in the community are practicing these facels.. fike I'm a

professional ariist. 1 started graphic designing but graphic designing is not bringing e anything. Fip-hop and
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the artform knewn as graffiil is bringing me minre nioney. 1 don't see any of your organisations active in our
community and I five in Mitchell’s Plagnn, und | can speake becanse 1 haven't seen il You can go ont there
and you can see my purals, beantifying the community. S, we have our own media, we have everyibing, we've
oot onr own magasine. ..o if You hare any more guestions, you can ask me”, and they were guiet. They were
tatking in this meeting lanpuage and 1 understand if. but 1 was saying “look, everybody here is talking in this
meeling langiage, you are supposed to be donn 1o earth people. people that serve the community. A lot of kids

and prown-ups dow’t understand what you are saying, or what you mean”. (Conversation: November 1997)

in hip-hop agency 18 a chromic feature of dady conduct and the man basis upon which the
competence of parucipants is determined by others.” Marginalised people can dream of and
work towards socl change. The use of music as emouonal support or ouder mhabits
strongly the history, or lived expertence of marginalised communittes 1 South Africa. For
mstance, FErlmann observes that for black South Afncan migrant workers who had been
Jdecentered, fsfcathamiya 1s an expressive symbol that alfows them to reconstruct their universe
it terms they can understand and control {1991:158). In the same wav break-dance and rap
music performances te-center vouths. Through hip-hop performances they are able to work

vut and work through the natural tensions of being an adolescene.

In South African vouth poliucs, behaviour of this kind, is not new. The vears 1976, 1980 and
1985 are mulestones it the history of black South Afnican vouths for in these vears learners
and unemploved vouths took to the streets to show resistance t0 a racist, mikitanisuc and
capitalist state. Opposwmon to the state, however, was not only violent. Many youths used
performing and visual arts as weapons; street theatre and community arts ceatees flourished
as more and more youths realised thar their canvasses and musical expressions can be used

ro i form and mobilise.

Ree Giddens (1979575 For Bourdieu agency s contined to the “constramts of the habitus which embodies
the history of the group or cass 1o which the agent belongs™ (Fiarker, Mahar, and Wiikes 1990:204). Fls
concept of “habius™ elucidates the agennve roles plaved by hip-hoppers in Cape Town. Further, Ricoeur’s
view that the actions of cach uine o us 18 fused not only with the physical course of things but with the social

course of human acnvine fpertormance) can be seen to aperate within the contines of the “habius”.(1992:107).
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The visual encrgy and music grooves of hip-hop, embodied mainly mn the resistive gestures
of Prophets of Da City and Black Noise, became deeply embedded in the domain of youth
culture.” In Cape Town many of the hip-hoppers who championed the liberation struggle
have now taken 1t to another level. The media m South Africa and elsewhere regulardy report
on the high wncidence of crime mn Cape Town. Cnime wreaks havoc with township
communities, vet it provides gang members with status and presnge. In more cntical quarters
the high rate of cnime 1s seen as a symptom of poverty. Emile denttfies cnme m South

Afnca as a long-term effect of apartheid:

In 1994-5 e went to all these crime meetings and I was telling the people that all the problems exist because of
upartheid. We can’t just forget the past because there were people sitting there and saying we must forger it and
curyy on willy the future. Now peaple are coming fo me and telling me that what I was saying makes a lot of
sense. Althonel they disagreed they went home and thought about it. That album called “Pumpin lpose da
jrice” is more realtstic now than when we wrofe it because peaple were thinking that we were being racist, And
now espectatly older people wonld come to us and say it'’s great so people don’t really buy the album but listen

more tn the concepl. (Intervien: November 1997. Fish Floek)

Rampant ciime has turmed the townships mto battdefields where aival gangs violendy guard
their turf. s i the ghetoes of the rest of the world, conditions here are unsafe because of
gangstenism, high uncmplovment, widespread drug abuse and the disintegravon of famuly
structures of old have given way 1o what s referred to as “dysfuncuonal family units”, These
problems have always been part of the expenience of kiving on the Cape Flats, but at that
ume the struggle against apartherd was deemed more tmportant. ‘Today hip-hop members
present the most sustamable challenge to gangstensm, drug abuse and the umnformed
chotces youths make with regard to their sexual behaviour. As the marginalised youths of
post-zpartherd South Africa hip-hoppers have an unpromising pohtical role. This role they

perform mn a situauon they resent.

* Although these crews were formed in the late 1980s members have been acnve in other crews and as

individuals within the movemnent a fow vears prior,
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The situation sketched above symbolises a world of depnvation and alienation; moreover, it
allows voices of opposition to be articulated within the context of hegemonic forces that
somenmes successfully conceal thetr agendas. As agents occupymg socially determined and
pre-given positions, hip-hoppers make history under structurally constramed conditions.
Given these structural and cultural restrictions placed upon the choices available to young
people, attempts are often made at a subcultural level 1o resolve the dilemmas which
confront them (Brake 1985:5).* This usually occurs as a result of “the construction of
specific kinds of symbolic wdenuty, which are both unique to the group vet consutute a

central bond for cach member” (Wyn and White 1997:76).

Youth socal movements such as hip-hop should therefore not sunply be scen as imnagmary
solunons but also as symbolic resistance, countes-hegemontc struggle, and the defense of
cultural space on an deologcal level (Clarke 1990:83). Flip-hoppers choose o wage ther
strugpde through ethnic awareness and mobihisanon. The strategic deployment ot ethnscity
among hip-hoppers demonstrares that 1t s not something that they have, nor some thing to
which they can belong, Rather, ethacity and culture are complex repertoires which they
experience 1n thewr dasly lives, within which they construct an ongoing sease of themselves

and an understanding of ther partners or the threatening other.

Among charactensucs such as parody and hvbndity, hip-hop style 1s about improvisation. In
therr music for example, rappers borrow and approprate grooves and samples from vared
sources. These are manipulated further to suit their ideological needs. Hlence boundaries in
rap music and hip-hop are, paradoxically, boundless. In this regard choosing an identity
based upon colour s an articulation of the freedom that hip-hop provides. The strength hes
in the fact that ethmcity s deploved as a basis for the mediaton of expressive forms.
Performance provides rappers with the capacity to represent place as a site where they can
assume and live thetr ethnictties. The process 1s a mantfestation of Barthes” poetics. The
sssue is that cthatc awareness and mobilisagon are constrmned by the borders which rappers

have constructed for themselves. The atempts made a1 challenging the status quo is

 Hhp-hoppers wennty hip-hop s a movement, or culture, rurely subcultre. 1 would prefer to deseribe hip-

hop as a movernent medated in performance.

98



confined to the borders of the crew and the locations where they live. Place appears to be a

crucial component of ethnic awareness and mobilisanon,

Thommton posits that “one of the most remarkable things aboutr South Africa 1s - the
mulupkcity of boundaries that define 1t, divide 1t, and thereby give 1t shape” (1996:142).
Apartheid was synonymous with the making and marking of differences that are contaned
within and across boundanes. These boundaties were not only geographical and ideological;
they divided people 1n terms of colour and caused a lack of knowledge about the other. On
the Cape blars this situation has given nse o widespread hawred of the other. For many
white and coloured people in Cape Town black people constituted the “other”. Thus race
hatred 15 not only denved from feelings of racial domtnance and resistance 1o 1. It evolves,

moreover, from how soctety s organised.

A s not lost. Up w the late 1980s the apartherd regme vigorously sought to crush all
opposinon. At the ume rap music became a convenient vehicle for mediatng the concerns,
fears and reststance 10 oppression that vouths expenenced. Through the performance of
dance, music, and pamnung, hip-hoppers conunue to mediate ways of countenng dominance.
Hip-hop crews have emerged as a source of alternanve wdentity formauon and social status
for vouths tn a community where sutunons (ncluding the tradittonal family unit) designed
o foster a sease of community struggle to exist. Colour and ethmiaty have become
important tools 1 the construcuon of Cape Town’s hip-hop comrmunity. 1o this sense hap-
hop 1s a soluton that can be scen as a response to the fragmentaton and loss of status of a

townshtp culture.
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Chapter 6
Hip-hop is as hip-hop does

In previous chapters [ identified hip-hop as a movement that 18 host to a wide range of
expressive possibibues. In this chapter T consider hip-hop as a medium for mobthisatuon and
resistance. § examune these within a particular context, the performance space. This 1s a space
m which contesang idenuues or images are mediated. As such, behaviour displayed by hip-
hoppers during pertormance reveals the extent to which power and the will o control
becomes the ground for contestauon. A study of hip-hop m Cape Town shows how
pertormers encode such struggles, and help us to understand that they attempt to

communicate these struggles in thewr performances:

Foontle: Sometimes we perform al shows and | wonder what the fuck am 1 doing here. like the show for the
Mymipics | didnt support the bid but we were performing there and I was so welicred when ave didn't 2ot i1,
(e uppear in the shon: becanse they pay us and we didn’t care a fuck. . it is just our money amyway that they

blew fike that . fife wonld hare been sunbearable in this place. (Intervien : November 1997, Fish Hoek)

Performance 15 a signifier that “mediates between heterogeneous worlds by constructing
socal spaces 1n which the coherence of the tived expenence is re-cstablished” (Edmann
1991:3). The nonon of space as the conduit for agency is crucial because 1t connotes issues
related to the structuning of relanvites and the subsequent negouadon of idenuty. Creative
space denotes the exastence of a sphere of influence where socal relatdons prevalent in
soctety are symbolised in human acuvity that is organised around expressive goals. Within
this eleological framework hip-hoppers 1 Cape Town are able to construct alternanves to a
soctal landscape that apparently miugates aganst thetr empowerment. This landscape is
chaoug, to say the least, and performance provides one of the few areas where vouths are
able to construct a soctal universe where a semblance of order 1s achicved. In this chapter
the concerns that will be addressed are: what does hip-hop performances say abour power
relatnons between members of the crew, between the crew iself and s audiences, and,
berween the crew and its lived contexi? Further, how are the modalives of dominance and

subordimanon communicated ta performance?
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A number of scholars refer to analyses where a single performance 1s seen as the symbolic
representation of the entire culrure®™ (Clifford 1992:98, Cohen 1993:125, Tyler 1992). To
avoud the problem of undec-representation this chapter contains a number of ethnographic
scenes and references through which 1 address the concerns above. These fragmented
descaptions are representanons of hip-hop; by no means do they dlustrate hip-hop in 115

enurety,

Section A

The performing body as social text

One of the key observations to be made about hip-hop i Cape Town s that 1t reflects the
stereotypical role gender has 1 South Afnican soctery. In the following scene men are

porreaved as confident and women as trmd:

The club 1s shaped like a horse-shoe with the bar forming the center of the “u”. Hard-core
rap music explodes from the speakers. On the one side of the bar a group of young men
watch others b-boying on the floor. Legs swirl m the air at full speed, and bodies rotate on
the floor while the bystanders stare, cheering and laughing at what appear to be “mistakes”.
On the other side of the bar, next to the dj’s booth in the corner, there are young men
danciag a a circle. A group of young women stand at the other end of the bar and quietly
watch the men dancing. 'They share the same space with the men, yer they seem to be
removed from them as well. Eventually they start dancing on their own, in their little ciecle,
when Deon plays songs that are more commercial, as opposed to the hard-core rap music
plaved carker (November 1997),

Prior o the 1980s, the study of body movement as a component of musical action was
neglected. ‘This neglect has compromised anthropological research as 1t pespetuated biases

aganst the body that can be found throughout the history of Western phiosophy and within

* Erlmann holds the view that wn anthropology emblematic performunces can no longer be regarded as

svmbolic represenranens of the whole, for an unage of 1 system cannot emerge from the observaton of one of
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social theory (Farncll 1994:1929). Closer nspection of the body i hip-hop performances
therefore represents a departure from the presumed wndency 1o consider only the process
of the performance as text. This progression signals a recogmtion of the role of the

performer ag body and as agent.

In aseribing socal signtficance to the body there emerges one major focus: the human body
as agent in a spanally organised world consisung of ambiguous meanings. In hip-hop
perinrmances the body structures s presence by s relanoaship with others; 1t moves within
a soaal context. Fhp-hop focuses on the male body. As performer the b-boy plays a prvotal
role 10 the expression of the diverse facets of the movement. Of importance in these
expressions 13 how the hip-hopper uses his body 0 aruculate his social consaiousness as a
vehicle for estabhishing his personal wdenury. The successful hip-hopper 15 one who s able to
juxtapose bodv movements with ourward appearances, which ulnmately construct meaning

in the performer’s soaal space (Wheelee 1991:203).

In hip-hop the body s the wol of the art as well as the art product itselt. All acthon 1s
mediated through the hip-hopper’s body. [is body ¢ the “medium for the mnternalisation
and reproducton of soaal values and for the ssmultancous consututon of both the self and
the world of socal refattons” (Bell 1992:97). A focus on hip-hop performances dluminates
the arrculanty 1 the bode’s interacuon with the environment. [t generates the soaal context
and 15 shaped by it in return. By virtue of this circulanty, “space and ume are redefined
through the physical movements of bodies projecung organising schemes on the space—-ame
cavironment on the one hand while reabsotbing these schemes as the natuge of reality on

the other” (1hid:99).

1. Place and performance

Below 1s a desenpron of part of a workshop held at Pollsmoor prison:

s components 199 115 See dso Clifford {1992:08) Cohen (1993:525), and Tyler (19920
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Joste, a hip-hopper from Britain, makes his second appearance on the stage. Hhs intention is to
show how rap music and body movements can say the same thing. Voluntecrs are called for
and the same two that volunteered cathier approach the froat. Josie recites the lyrses and
demonstrates the movements. ‘[he lyrics are about coppers and black oppression mn the UK.
His movements and gestures are deliberate, his booted foot stamps down fiercely, suggesting
the annshilation of an enemy. Josie uses arm, hand, leg and foot gestures to emphasise, to
anstmate and interpret. the lynics. The movements are deliberate and driven by an imaginary
pulse. Josie’s. arms and legs are bent at shght angles and he moves forward. He breaks the
sequence into three sections and rchearses each secuon with the volunteers. To eliminate
“mastakes” cvery section s repeated a few umes. When the volunteers appear to have
mastered the enure sequence, it ts presented to the audience. This scems o be the highlight of
the workshop because the reaction by the audience 1s averwhelming, The importance of this
exeraise 18 1 how, through imitaton and repetiuon, the youths are able to acquire at least

some of the skills avadable to hip-hoppers. (December 1997)

Parnell observes that duning performances “waves of feelings are generated in the body and
berween bodies, and discrete sequences of tempo and patterns of movement can be
discerned, analogous to the ¢bb and flow of the music (1994:14)”. A pattern of interaction
and movement cmerges between the performers themselves and between them and the
audiences. This results i a kind of tension that takes shape from withia the body. This
tenston is directed by flows of energy that move beyond the dancers’ conscious attempts to
manipulate the sitwagon. Within the coatext of hip-hop dance can be seen to transmit
messages that affirm the constructs of place and soctal identty. Audiences are entertained
and informed by the dancers” overt and subliminal codes within particular contexts that fix
both audience and performer as dialecucal emphases, These emphases are transient since the

same format s continually relocated in different arenas.

The performing body 1 1deologically significant because 1t denotes a symbolic way of life
and 1s recepuon by others draws together those who idealise it, and alienates those
unfarmibiar with it. In the performance of rap music and dance this positton generates a
complex web of watricacies that requires two levels of unpacking. Fiest, 1n a visual context b-

boving may be examined through body image and a style of movement that contain codes of
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meaning related to culturally-bound practices (Sherlock 1985:41). Dancers usually hold their
bodies in posinons that seem to indicate defiance. What are they in defiance of, one may ask,
especially since thts gesture s contained and only expressed during performance? More

importantly, why 1s this resistance being waged in the performance arena and nowhere else?

Second, most of the movements are cvclical. In dance the cyclical gesture becomes a micro-
wrutation of natural phenomena, such as seasons and so on, as well as the ntes of passage we
partictpate 1, from one gencraton to the next. In hip-hop the circle seems to indicate the
establishing of a terntory m which the imbs nscnbe circular boundaries m space. In his
rcvisio-nar}' exarmunation of African oral poetrty Brown observes that the panciple of
crrculanty 18 charactenistc of many poems and stonies (1998). As symbol then the circle s
not only traditionally “African”| the place 1s imponant here because hip-hoppers identify the
movement as mspired by the conunent. In additon, the arcle 1s a harbinger and metaphor
for the sancuty of the crew and the mdividual b-boy. It marks their turf. Indeed, ther
circular movements suggest individual space on the one hand while on the other the extent
to which this space 15 mmuntained 15 subject to negotiation. Negounating the boundanes of
personal space 18 enacted onlv among fellow hip-hoppers. This process 15 selective and not

open to just anvone.

The boundaries hip-hoppers nscribe denote the flexibility and temporalicy of space.
Through generaing and sustaning boundanes exclusivity of the performing body 1s
maintatned. Yet the display of similar behaviour by other b-boys in the same context renders
it a communal expenence. As b-boys explore the different ways of being in collective
contexts, their active participation becomes the forermunner to important social action. The
performance space 1s the arena where battles are won and lost, 1t 1s a place where the b-bov
18 able to transform himself from victim to victor. The performance arena is surrounded by
the imaginary bosrder that keeps the outsider out. Power generated by and through the

pertormance helps to maintain these borders.

Flip-hoppers have come a long way, from performing n the streeis and challenging the
police during apartheid, to being recognised and accommodated by the institutions of the

new government. The skills and expenence they acquired over the vears have become the
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vchicle for mediaung their bodies as instruments of power within a larger, and more
powerful domain. This domain s the discursive field in which power circulates. This process
brings to mind the ambigmnes of power relauons. For nstance, in the workshop held at
Pollsmoor prison the temporary appropriaton of institutional space has to be recognised as
the resistance exerted by disadvantaged young people, not only aganst manstream
institutions, but a struggle for a place within them as well. The utterances and behaviour of
hip-hoppers seem to refer directly, and indirectly, to the constant negotiation, tensions, and

contradictions played out in this domain.
2. Language and performance
VI Wohat is the hip-hop Bfestyle abont?

Sharvon: 175 the way you lalk. the way you walk. . .whaterer you do is hip-hoppified. (Interview : October
1997, Alitchell’s Plainy '

Having tdenufied pecformance space as a place for the negotation and assertion of power, |
want 1o contend further that performance allows those who inhabit this space the power ©
create and evoive cultural pracuces of their own. Some of these pracuces are borrowed from
the manstream. While these processes evolve as a direct consequence of the relations
between the margin and the mainstream, they emphastse those features of the margin that
influence the character of that particular movement. In hip-hop these processes are
manspulated to affirm identities, structure relationships, and, provide the impetus for
agennve behaviour. Communicanon through the use of language facihitates these processes.

The use of language 1s not oaly reflexive, it constitutes human experience as well.

Language enables hip-hoppers to key ther performances i culturally-convennonal and
culture-specific ways. Language 1s mediated as an additional form of communication. Since
performance ts a social activity, it shows that language 1s 2 social and collective construction

with performative qualities.
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Language plays an important role in the way that its adherents structure and manipulate it.
The verb “pla}-’s” helps to define the role that hip-hoppers have created for themselves. For
in using language thus they dertve a sense of control in performances as the language is most
often a hybndisation that reduces unfamiharity and awkwardness. Moreover, “play” means
pleasure, hip-hoppers use 2 kind of language that reflects the history of and tensions among
Cape Town’s people. However, a great deal of pleasure 15 derived from inverting the

seniousness of the situation with jokes, teasing and boasting,

Hip-hoppers bnng mnto their performances the language of others and their own. It 1s
through the applicaton of language that the other’s language and sphere of mfluence is
relocated and rendered discursive, as it comes into play with the language hip-hoppers use
for the structuring of their own identities. In this kind of reflexivity hip-hoppers create for
themselves a language that 1s essennally hybnidised. By hybndisatvon 1 mean that they
combine a number of socal languages within the arena of the performance, the rehearsal,
and ordinary mnteracuon. Thus the performance or rehearsal arena can be read as a place
where a hybad lingusstic expression suggests authoritatve power. It is in this arena where

linguistic consciousnesses collude and interact.

Rap music provides a forum for the exchange and collusion of linguistc codes. Tur it up, jou
tekker ding, EF Bali Lakhé, Dallah Fft are tides of songs by POC and Black Noise. On reading
them they elicit not only literal interprerations, more importandy, they signify to a large
extent social processes such as ethnic diversification and collusion, structuring and
onentation with regard 1o place, and, linguistic reflexivity. These processes may be accounted

for by the polincal history of Cape Town, and South Afrnca.

In the first chapter of the dissectanon | deseribe Cape Town’s hip-hop language as a hybnd,

and as an expression of voices from the margin:

Emile: We get the same thing. ..we performed at the Arena with Positive Black Soul and we got the sane
rebe.. . you Know, with the kids orer there. I took adrantage and said normally they won't ket me into a club
dressed like | am now and ererybody just langhed becanse | was speaking Afrikaans and this one friend of

mine..also came there with an accent and satd that don’t you know the Afrikaans market is cornered by
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POC. There's no fucking market.. 1 speak fo these laaities (youngsters) like | speak to my crew...und
when | speak on the Cape Flats that’s how | normally talk. If they feel ashamed of speaking like 1his then

it’s their problem. (Interview : November 1997, I'ish Hock)
In BVKs language style processes descnbed in the first chapter converge:

Phat: Urtnt, basically. . onr musical style is basically a format. . .that can relate to many a people and what
we fry fo establish is the way we speak as lanpuage, you sve...imm, becanse a lot of the people tend to say
that the way we speaks - lfrikaans is not the proper way of Afrikeaans but 1 beg to differ becanse the way we
speake Wrikaans is the proper way. It was (clears throat), it was speken many many many years ago. . you
see. ..seeing that wmme. . Afrikaans i 05 i i totally broken, but thew again umm. .. garbled speech, not
e . bt then onens can tell me your work is not original but then 1 can tell them yours is not either
fecuise Yo (ot certatn words in so the way I see...our music is like direct through the people through the
proble and i#'s more o learning channel you see. becanse you can’t put a langnage in a dictionary. Becanse
vrery duy a new word derelops man. irvespective fropt which gense it comes from, il does develop. . .it's like, '
iike a buman. Vrom baby to hild, from child to man, from man to old person and erentually the word goes
nul man yoi sce.. but it's alyays there in the nitty-gritty, that is eur music you see, it’s abont fife. (Intertiew

: January 1999, Bonteheuniy

The language hip-hoppers use 1s a crystalisavon of the situated choices and combrtnations of
possibilines provided by the varicues fully or parnally avalable to them. The language 1s not
merely a way of speaking, but also a way of acting and being. Everything ts bip-boppified
(sparrow). In so domg language provides the metaphors by which the individual connects to
hip-hop. Performance is a commumicatve process and 1s effective when performers display
competence i physical and verbal utterances. Competence, however, 1s negouated according
1 the terms established by the group duning performances or rehearsals. To what extent

Joes the use of language flueace degrees of competence in pecformance?

There are two levels at which hip-hoppers engage language. irst, there is a language for the
w-group. They speak this language to no one else but the crew. The moment they come into
contact with cach other they exchange greetings and gestures that are learned among the

crew. They gun some of their power through word-of-mouth and learning 1o speak the
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language becomes a ritc of passage that allows them entrance into the inner sanctum of the

crew. Crews are male, and the language they employ effectively seals the brotherhood.

[ lip-hoppers use their language to mark their borders and protect the crew agatnst outsiders.
The language 1s flavoured by slang, and coded abbrevianons. Slang is typical of small and
close-knit communiues that shate knowledge and interests. It emphasises the values,
atutudes and interests of hip-hoppers; it marks social and linguistic idennty. The use of slang
connoLes a powett:ul experience since its use among hip-hoppers deftes linguistic and social
convention. This power is related o the high level of confidence embedded in masculimty

(De Klerk 1995:267):

Shaheen: s far as that goes 1 think that belonging to POC we contributed a lot in that sense and, being
involved with school tours. ~15 far as the media and that bype is concerned it means absolutely nothing, 1 find
mare joy if somebody comies fo me and say that. “the line you used in such and such a song where you used
alliteration infe a metaphor info a simile inlo a pun, Lke in two knes, yo, that was kwaal (great)”. So, if
somiebody comes up to me with that from whererer. Then 1 think, yo, somebody actually kstens, djits (great).
Then somebody comes along again and shouts “wow! that was great” and then I think, bull, man. If
sontebody can comment on what they’re done creatively or what they try to get across in an artistic manner
then you really feel wow, shit somebody’s listening. 11's just the teeny-bopper type of mentality, that's crap.
(Interview : October 1997. Woodstock)

The utterances that are often perccived as slang have evolved into a distinct and cleverly
coded language within a language that those unfamiliar with the Cape Flats argot have a
dhfficult ume trying to understand. Meanings of words often follow moods and expediency.
Interpretason that 18 contexmally derived s a kev towards understanding what particular
words mean, especially i relanon to performance style. This 1 discovered as the field
became more familiar. Outside of the performance arena their slang can be regarded as a
social dialect within a regional dialect within a language. "This may be seen as a contnbution

to the inguistic pool that ts unique to Cape Town,

Code switching 1s another feature of language plav among hip-hoppers. For instance, at the

demonstration in Mandalay hip-hoppers spoke to the audience in English and Afrikaans, as
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they are populardy spoken on the Cape Flats. Code switching can heighten attenton to
competing languages and varienes to such an extent that idenuues, social relations, and the
constituton of the community itself become open to negounation (Bauman and Briggs
1990:63). In verbal exchange code-switching and code-mixing are unconscious practices
where speakers are playing with the languages, juxtaposing elements from each to create a
particular effect (Mc Cormick 1995:93). None of the parucipants notice where switches
occut. This happens because frequent switching is part of the normal way of talking not only
outside the hip-:hop community, but inside as well. In hip-hop 1t 15 a marker of the
community’s sense of place and identity. In their songs however, the choice and mixing of
codes 18 debiberate. Through ambivalent practices of the language they remind us of their

power to control its course.

The second area of linguistic prominence is displayed during performances. Here too the
crews demonstrate ingmsue ambivalence for the language they use 18 determined by the
social contest. For instance, they train or rehearse in thar own language but in performance,
communication is tempered by the type of audience they encounter. In the workshop held at
Pollsmoor pason, members of Black Noise speak in the language used by prisoners mixed
with the language that they generally use. At a concert in Wynberg, a middie class suburb not
on the Cape Flats, the performance was reserved and performers lacked the usual desire to
engage the audience. Dialogue was restricted to ntroductions and in a style that suggested a
social barrier between pecformer and audience. There was very littde verbal dialogue, even
from jungle group Nine, their peers on stage. It appears then that hip-hoppers can read a
crowd and adjust thewe vecbal interaction accordingly. They exercise linguistic ambivalence.

Hip-hoppers use therr language strategically:

So step up if you don’t know what DSA means
Or x-plodes many tricks and then he picks a mix
More accurate than 1026

Or when he kicks ballistics

I drop kinguistics on this mix

So stay back ‘cause U'm a manc

Time to back the ones who say that

169



The prophets cannot really drop 1t

(POC : “Hard Time on Stage” : Boomstyle}

"I'his guarantees the unity of their language and its compsehension by all the members of the
hip-hop community. On the other hand it guarantees the discursiveness of their language
and 1ts incomprehensibility to others. Enactment through a spectfic language means that
Cape Town’s hip-hoppers constitutes a speech community. One 1n which they have
constructed their group idenuty by making usc of a set of disuncuve communicatve means

from among their resources (Morns 1994:26).

3. Clothes and performance

wince the incepuon of hip-hop clothing has been a strong means of idennficanon:
LV Wiy da you wear military clothing?

Hamma: This is actieally from one of onr sponsors, “1looligan’, that want us 1o promole their clothes, It’s a
British company. This vlething was more of a fod but is here 1o stay. Some people say that the clothes are to
symbolise the fact that the township or urban areas is like a war Sone. You hare fo be rery alert and anare.
When Public F:nenry dressed like this they said it was becatse they were liring in a state of emergency. They
wanted to project the image of people that are ready for nar, not just physical but in a mental and spiritual
way also. Other people wear the clothes just for fashion and they don't care what it means. (Conrersation with

menmber of BI'K : October 1997)

Raoul: The corporate world take from bip-hop. Adidas used to be fike North Star or Amo. The laaities
said the clothes are lekker (sreat) tight Jor breaking, they pui it on, they do their thing in the road or house
party or block party and the ouens (dudes) wonld say that’s phat gear and the grys go buy ft. Adidas saw
that, Nike saw that and they started making the stuff more expensive and started bigger lines and look at

them now. (Interview : Qctober 1997, Mitchell’s Plain}

An associauve reading shows that m the performance of dance and music meaning 15

conveved through additional channels such as clothing style, for example. In performance
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the chief concern 1s with the cultural processes and products that are externahisations and
extensions of the body i vamyng contexts of verbal and non-verbal communication
(Blacking 1977:2). If one 15 to understand subcultural style as the “expressive forms and
rituals of groups that are signs of identity and sources of value”{Hebdige 1983:2), then it 1s
through their clothing and language that hip hoppers project another form of confidence.

This style 18 communicated along with their music.

Clothing 15 a primary non-verbal site through which hip-hop members convey meaning.”
They accept the centrality of consumption and commodities i contemporary culture and
they assert their prestige as innovatively as possible with the approptiation and bricolage of
brand names and expensive street fashion. Through their apparel hip-hoppers express a
cultural 1dentity, and visual communication is established long before verbal interaction

transmits whether verbal exchange 1s possible.

Diess signifies the individual’s allegtance, and n the process the indtvidual 1s simultaneously
differennated from the rest. These significations are condensed in hip-hop performance. The
indnndual 1s part of a specific group and outside of another. B-boys wear expensive training
clothes for pracucal reasons mainly, but the labels they choose 1o wear show that they are
setung trends. A form of solidanty ts expressed in the way they dress and this behavtour
“becomes not only an answer to the guesuon of who one is, but how one is” (Barnes and
ticher 1993:2). Therr clothing style has soctal meaning and it contributes to the performance

acsthetc,
Section B
1. The rehearsal
Phat:: I befiere a rebearsal and a live performance are the total opposite. A rebearsal is planning, lre

performance is attention...and at least you know it’s done. What happens at a rehearsal bappens, rappers

rehearse here, dancers and dj rebearse there and when the show happens the two combine and the whole stage

*1In one of ther songs Black Noise sings about having thetr Adidus stolen.
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crack inte fwo basically. .. becanse we're excited becanse we're together. (Interview : October 1997, Cape

Town)

Break-dance requires a great deal of preparagon. The emphasis s on rendenng a
performance that 15 unique. Whale 1t has to mclude tradiional actions and moves, style is
largely determined by how well dancers tmnovate. B-boys push the boundaries of
convenuonal break-dancing style. They receive recogniton from among their peers and from
the audiences for their abiliry 1o emulate tradinonal movements as well as for theic abnliy o
be mnovauve. These innovatons render cach performance unique. Respect for the dance 1s
stmulraneously demonstrated through innovation and a regard for traditional gestures and
movements. Morcover, it 5s through performances of these dances that conventional codes
of masculimty are deeply affirmed. 1 descnibe below a rehearsal 1n which Black Notse s
prepanng for an internaonal break-dance compenton to be held in Germany. Each
partcipating country has ten mmnutes to perform; part of the sequence s to be performed to
music that they do not know. The venue 1s a recreation centse on the border of Mitchell’s

PPlasn:

There are five crew members. The fiest thing they do 1s chaage from their normal clothes
into clothes destgned for rugged physical actviry. Emile introduces me to each member. The
rehearsal starts with cach member domg warm-up cxerases. There is light banter and
conversauon m-between. After the warm-ups are completed, the group divides mto smaller
umts 10 order © practice specific steps that will eventally be joined to budd the enure

sequence.

They start the sequence with basic walking steps, knee-spins and walking. One of the
dancers is left standing alone as the other four, divided 1nto units of two each, practice a new
and seermingly complicated manouevre invented by Emile. The new movement, like most
other movements mn break-dancing, 15 cvclical and st involves partner A holding partaer B
from the rear, fiemly under the shoulders. A rotates B at waist level while A swings his legs
over 3 with each rotation. Of course the pracuce round starts slowly and the speed increases

s they become more confident with theie moves. The movements seem laboured.



A then releases B and with the resultant momentum, B is flung to the side where he
pecforms a windmill” and a flare at terrific speed. This scgment ends with B sitting in a
squatting position. The new movement 15 not merely an invention but also a signature that
would customisc the ceew’s performance. The new movement appears to be quite dangerous
and [ am sure that only experienced dancers would be able to attempt 1t without risking
injury. The expenence 1s painful because one of the dancers contorts his face and rubs his

shoulder blades after every practice round.

'The mood during the rehearsal 1s informal vet fraught with the desire to obtain competence.
"There 15 an air of confidence that 1s taken for granted since it ts assumed that the partners
can trust cach other. The dancers need first 1o have bult murual trust anyway smce many of
the movements require confidence of the self as well as of the partner. As the moves are
rehiearsed there 13 a great deal of cnuque and ¢ncouragement among crew members.
Gestures are 1solated and its potential within the sequence 18 discussed. There are many
suggesaons as sometimes, more than one member may feel that a partcular move or
approach 1s nnappropnate. There are moments of comic relief when a mistake 15 made or

when a member appears to be out of character.

When the cchearsal for the enure sequence starts the moves are pracuced without the music.
‘The dancers position themselves mto two rows, three m front and two in the rear. Before
the dance starts, they prepare by counting: 1 23 4123 4. Once the actual dance starts, they
stop counung and all one hears is the sound of squeaking shoes and abbreviated prompung.
One of the dancers seems to be unsure of the sequence. He fumbles around while the
others, seemingly oblivious of his msecurity, continue. However, the sequence 1s abandoned
when corporate loss of control appears imminent. The objective of the rehearsal 1s to budd
coherent and collectve thinking for a common result. This 15 of course compromuised

whenever control 15 lost.

Once they have reached 2 level of reasonable competence the dancers decide to practice the

enre sequence, first without the music. Later, when they feel more confident, the music 15

* In this move the dancer rorates while lying on hus back. While rotatng his spinning legs are held i a v-shape.
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added. Mistakes are made and this interrupts the flow of the sequence. They stop aand start a
few umes but eventually they stop completely since they are unable to make reasonable
progress. At this point Emuile mvites me to offer some critique. T felt a litde uncomfortable
since 1 had just met some of the members a short while before. Furthermore, at this stage
my knowledge of break-dance was inadequate, [ lacked the confidence to evaluate their style

(October 1997):
PV You don’t rebearse regularly for performances but are there any other forms of preparation?

‘5‘).'ufr:’m.: Well. . there would be like one rare rehearsal every six months or whaterer and then becanse we
performed a lof orerseas, fike two gigs o day, one in {lolland the next in Germany on the same duy. The
rvibs are so crappy there so once you go on there and you feed off one another and you dick, so you wonldn't
rehearse bui maybe there's something that worked in the previons show and we didn’t eren discuss it and then
vone Just find it fn the rext show becanse a person Jelt it went down lekker fwefl). S0 a Jot of it has to do with
tie vare canise tf yoir have a smoothly worked out show, but If you do that orer and over and over it’s not
qoing fo hare the same 1ibe. 1t's going to be like a set gedagte (idea) and you're going to lose a bit of whaterer
fecatese there's gof ta be some formr of shontanctty or smprotisation somewhere for the compressed 13be fo vomse

throngh. flaterrsen : Outober 1997, Woadstock)

1o avord performance death fhere’s gof 1o be same form of spontaneity or improvisation (Shaheen).
There 1= 3 grear deal of improvisanon mn the content and presentation of hip-hop. Some of it
is insuncrve or expenconally denved. Hip-hop performance 1 not a lawless form but a
process with mnternal structute. Where does the process begn? With orgamsanon, and
orgamssanon begins with the rehearsal. 1t 13 through rehearsal that the b-boy begins to
srructure his world, The rehearsal 1s a process that 1s aruculated as a result of the fit between
the consnruent parts of the whole. Assembly of the performance starts with the rehearsal,
the area where thoughts and personal persuasion are manipulated to cffect appropnate

behaviour.

The behaviour demonstrated in rehearsal 18 not only collective, but 1s also coded and bound
by conventions formulated through a history of personal involvement with each other. In

other words, behaviour displaved dunng the rehearsal ts spontaneous as much as it reflects
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rules that are communally araved at. In rchearsal social interacuon takes place withm a
structured context that is mumetic of everyday hife and within a vanety of social groupings. In
the rehearsal there are certan pracuces that suggest the imitation of what 18 someumes
nercerved as a democratc sociery. Not only 1s verbal participation among members almost
mandatory, but as an outsider 1 was drawn into and made part of the rehearsal, albest as

cruc.

Iow does communicanon duning the rehearsal atfect parucipauon? Fiest, when a new move
15 introduced all instructions take place through demonstration. The process becomes a kind
of gestural “call and response” as the leader demonstrates the new movement and the others
follow suit. The new movement 15 subject to further manipulanons thar are denved from
how the other hip-hoppers wish to mterpret it. Inevitably mistakes are made and this would

mean that the others have to repeat the movemeats unul consensus 1s reached.

Sveond, cnuque and assistance takes place through demonstrason mded by verbal

communicatton. Communication takes place purely 1n the vemacular. For iastance:

Lomle: Hosh, pazilam! fFlelfy brother)

Phat: oozt my brad (How are you, brother)

Crew members are cnucally engaged 1 the process of structuring their rehearsal, The
efticacy of a particular movement s discussed, and depending on its viability, the movement
s altered, accepted or rejected. As the daancers rehearse they observe each other. In
cvaluaton this behaviour 18 essenual for thetr discussion can be objecuve, as well as

complementary.”

In general, their verbal communication s fragmentary, yet cleardy understood. Brief verbal

exchanges are by no means a shontcoming for through the discursiveness of the rehearsal

1eld idennties cvaluanion in performance as a process based on mterpretive moves (199487, The asscssment

of asound event s arren based onan interpretanon of competenee,


file:///imile

process emerges a performance format that 1s cohesive. Furthermore, no attempt is made to
write or record the rehearsal or conversations through other media. The crew members rely
entircly on their memory and repeation. Hip-hoppers do not acquire their expernse and
wisdom solely through what we know as study. Through verbal mteracnon and rehiance on
memory they express their commonality with cultures where oral forms are valued as sources

of informanom and used as a means of fomenung social cohesion.

The crew deploys the maximum of resources at its disposal. As in a recording studio, 1t 1s not
only the behaviour thar s colleetive, but also the composinon of the performance. Through
the rehearsals dancers seek o refine thetr expressive behaviour as a mode of communicauon
i order to render a performance that 1s unique to hip-hop. On the other hand, a great deal
of the paruculariues of break-danciag are w a sense borrowed and appropriated from other
sources. Crew members leamn by inumate apprenuceship; by hstening, by repeaung what they
sce and hear, by emploving gestural idioms and learning ways of combining and recombining
them, by asstmilaung other bits of wisdom and as Shalieen infers i the interview above, by
pacucipatage in 4 kiad of collecuve recall. Parucipation of this nature feeds on the inamacy
nf face to face contact and as m many normal conversauonal pracuces, dancers use gesture

0 accentuate their words and sentences.

My ampression of the rehearsal 15 two-fold. The way i which the hip-hoppers communicate
shows a willingness to learn that has hetde to do with ego (duaing rehearsal only) and a great
deal 10 do with promoung their movement as a collecuve. The deology of the Universal
Zulu Hip-FHop Naoon s constructed by way of symbolic, verbal and physical exchange.
‘Through parncipaton, hip-hoppers show commitment to expressive behaviour chat one
would not normally encounter among maay voung people. The rehearsal becomes not only a
rechearsal for a compeunon or concert, but also a forum for exchange and negotiaton.
Behaviour duning reheagsal faciitates the practice of mamtaining constructive decisions that
tactlitate collective behaviour because thev ace reached through negotiation. 1n addition, a
collecuve vision mediates between the composiuon and realisaton of the performance.
Through co-operation a sease of loyalty and reciprocity s imitiated and maintained. These

ties define membership and closure.

116



2. The competition

It is a hot December evening a few days before Christmas. The eatire day spraypainters have
been busy painting the outside walls of a might-club. For two weeks pnor 10 the compettion
workshops and demonstratons were held in townships all over the Cape Peninsula.
Tonight's competiton 1 Mitchell’s Plan 1s the culmination of the two-week festival of hip-
hop in Cape Town. There 15 a lot of acuvity tnside and the club is filled with youag people.

‘The dj plays loud club musie. A group of people are dancing on the floor:

T.1¥: When you dance, you most often don’t use rap muste. What kind of music is 11¢

Limile: 165 what they call “old school electro funk”. It was created during the period of the birth of hip-hop
and with the kids. But of that is not araclable the kids witl dance to amything, But it's a more byped-up kind
of minsic. 1 fot of the dancing is borrowed from everywhere including tribal dancing. 10s given a street edge, a

ot vf porwer tnle the moves. (Lnteriden: : December 1997, ltlantis)

An announcement s made for the b-boys to prepare for the competition that will
commence shortdy. There are a aumber of crews from Mitchell’s Plam, Kraaifontem and

stellenbosch. They have names ike Ghetto Crew and Azanian Flames.

Berween the stage and the dy's cubicle a rope 1s arranged 1n a square to demarcate the arena
where the b-boving competition is to be held. The audience and nval crews arrange
themselves around the arena. The b—bovs are dressed in their branded gym clothes and
running shoes. Some of them wear woollen caps with padded tops. They wear this headgear

to execute the headspins and prevent scalp bums.

Before the actual competition, the three judges, from the “old school” (founders of the
movemnent in {ape Town) approach the dance arena to give an impromptu demonstration.
They move around clumsily and 1t appears that they are out of practice. They complete their
sequences rather quickly.  There are visitors from abroad who have been attending and
assisting with arrangements for the festval. It is their tuen o dance. Their appearances are

boef and once these spots are over the compettion begins. The crews will be given ten
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munutes cach. Gavin 1s emcee for the night. He remminds the competitors that they must have

style and rhythm, without which their dances will be mere gymnastics.

One of the crews enters the arena and the members line up next to each other. Some of the
¢rews have up 1o ten members; many of their members can be no more than eight years old.
The music 13 hard-core rap with a fast tempo. From their positions wa the hne, each member
comes to the tloor 1o show oft his skill. Their gestures and movements are well prepared.
Speitbinding sequences of headspins, twicding legs in the air, alt add to the excitement. Their
sequences mclude the usual hap-hop steps as well as their individual signatures. B-boys from

lare crews are able to dance n groups of twos and threes as well.

Once all the members of a particular crew have finished their individual sequences, the enure
crew takes to the flooe 1a a final unison dance. Dunng the dances audience members
vesniculate waldlv and encourage the dancers. The encouragement becomes more enthusiasuc
when the dancer executes 1 movement that seems dangerous and new. Some of the
movements appear 1o be exiremely asky, The dancers seem mtent on impressing the

audicace as well as thewr rivals, the rowdier the audience the more encrgenc the performance.

Audience reacuon scems 10 sumulate the level of performance. When audience members
paracipate 1o the groove it enables them to communicate with the performers as well as with
therr peers. Unrough cheening and gestuning they aruculate their sentments, and 1t 15 1 their
arnculations that success or talure can be measured. This 15 the first cound of the
compenuon, The judges wil deade who tie finalists are and they will then be called upon
tor the final round. Members from other crews watch their avals closely. There is no verbal
communicaton vet the postures they maintain, with a kind of “come and get me if you can”

arttude, seem 1o suggest confrontason and anticipauon:

L What are the best kinds of performanies for you?

Fomile: The best is probably at schools and at the same time plaves where nobody expected to see any
breakdancing. 11's the first time that they see it und their minds and eyes are not aecustomed to what they're

woine, 1y fike a magician’s tricks. When be poes slower and stower you can make out what’s going on. The
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schood again becanse the kids enjoy any form of entertainment. They check that they can also do it. When [
write songs and becanse of the teaching. . people must learn from what I'm saying, If the song is about
enjoying themselves it must be interactive. . .that’s why, if 1 can shock people then I'm happy. If they want me
(0 do sumething just for the sake of doing it then I don’t want 1o do it I don’t beliere all cronds are the same.

A lot of times [ wonld do the same thing for two different cronds. (Interview : December 1997, Atlantis)

Next on the ggenda is the emcecing, Thus part of the evening takes the form of an open mic
session where anyone can come up to the stage and sing. The visitors from abroad have
joined  up with  Davaron and their stage name for the evemng 1s the “[irotic
Hermaphrodites”. Ialco is the mixer at the turntables and after the musical introduction on
the backing tape, the singing commences. Each member of the group has a microphone.
The wvisttors are from Sweden, Germany, France and Australia, and they sing 1 thetr

respective languages.

This part of the event tums out to be more display than participation. Members of the
audience are invited to o the singers on the stage with ther own thymes, and to battle
with other emeees, m what 1s called an open muc session. [lowever, this session can hardly
be called an open mic session. While rappers are singing, the audience responds feebly. Tt s
hard to imagine that this audience is the same one that had participated enthusiascally a few
minutes carlier. The music scemtagly has no effect on them and I was wld later that the
audience was not really a hip-hop crowd. The audience’s behaviour is cause for fusther
speculation. What, T wondered, s the barrier: language? What the audience saw on the stage
15 a group of white men singing rap in foreign fanguages. The music has a2 dance groove and
one expects a posiive physical response to the beat. By witholding their applause the
audience exercises 1ts power to marginahise hip-hoppers even further. This mouvates the hip-

hoppers to work harder:
Hamma: When [ get on a stage 1 girve everyibing, It depends on the crowd. . .1 give more. If it’s a dull crowd |

put in more and I try to get them to respond, 1f it’s a good crowd [ stifl put ererything into it. (Conversation
with BVK member. uka Roger : October 1997 )
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Unless the audience 1s what performers describe as a “hip-hop crowd”, responses at concerts
are often poor. A while before this competition I had attended 2 variety concert n Delft
where the audience reacted in the same way. At this show there was a great deal of applause
for those artists who did covers of American songs, yet the response to the performance by
Black Noise was relauvely feeble. I asked Emile to interpret the response at the Delft

concert:

It’s ke fighting a losing battle becanse you can't make contact with the crowd, With that performance, I
knew already what the croud s2as going to be like. Whenever we do a show most of the peaple always do these
COVET tRTSIONS, rhat's Just the reality. When we go onto the stage we think, yo, what’s the crowd going to think
but after a while we don’t give a shit. Black Notse has nothing to prove anymore. .. we've proven by now that
with the work we've done, we deserre fo be on the platform. And we can say what we want 1o say and §if
people don't like it then it’s their problem. People are different, like and dislike are varions. That's another
thing that the group gets wpset with me about. .. becanse I would say, this is a rock “n roll crowd or a covers

oad.
[W: Conldn't you negotiate where you wanted 1o be placed?

Emile: We did actually. We wanied to go on immediately gfter interval becanse we knew that wonld be after
a fresh break...and then one of the managers came along and said his group won't be long, but they carmed
on forerer. I think be wanted to position hinselres there becanse be knew that affer we were on people wonld

think it an anti-clhimax. (Interview : December 1997, Atlantis)

Sometimes hip-hoppers do make a concerted effort to engage the audhence. Although the
tormats of the performances themselves are fairly consistent, there are differences in the way
that crew members tnteract with one another and with their audiences. Some of the
performances are nigid and controlled. On one occasion however, T attended 2 workshop
where the performers’ behaviour was spontaneous. This is my observation: When an appeal
1s made to the audience to participate, they might be reluctant and fal to respond. On such
occasions, the crew or a member of the crew will quickly demonstrate a dance move or sing,
This can be seen as an opportunity for the artists to demonstrate their improvisatory skills as

well as their technical expertise. Improvising sustains the tlow and is in keeping with the



aesthetics of hip-hop and rap music. Behaviour such as muxing a groove on the spot,
appropriating sounds from a myriad sources, and displaying one’s dance signatures, suggest
that spontaneity in performances may lead to the success of a concert or workshop

(December 1997).

After a while Fmile makes an announcement that the final round of the b-boying
competition s about to start. Theee crews have made it to the final round. The arena 1s set
out on the dance tloor and the crews line up outside the rope. ‘The procedure 1s as follows:
two out of the three crews combat each other at a ime and the two crews that deliver the
best pert‘ormaﬁce will stand against each other at the end of the round. Each performance s

allocated ten mmutes.

As with boxers m the fighting ring, the crews sit or stand on opposite sides of the
competinon space. The music starts and the final battle commences. A member or two from
one crew enter the arena. approach the members of the opposing crew, dance in front ot
them, and challenge them to a ducl. They mamtan their ordinary dance routines but these
are now embelhshed with gestures that appear to be insults and obscenities. They pomnt
towards their rear ot gromn with a wiping gesture and then throw their hands m the faces of
the opponents. The lyric s about “scrubbing 2 pussy” (“pussy” 1s the colloquial word for

women’s genitals).

The battle seems not only to single out the best dancer, but to mark terntory as well. At one
stage, two dancers from opposing sides become entangled because neither 1s prepared to
aive the spot to the other. Gavin intervenes and one ot the dancers s forced to retreat. The
audience has awakened from its apathy and 1s now choosing sides and providing support to
their favourites. The dancer 1s one of the more prominent symbols of hip-hop. Due to the
high dramatic content of his performance the dancer communicates more ettectvely than
the singer. Most members of the audience are not able to pertorm many of the movements
themselves, though being mesmernised by the dancing becomes a way of sharing the dancer’s

physical (e)motons without needing to dance themselves.
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The dancers continue, oblivious to the crowd. After all, they have urgent matters to settle -
nside the arena. Their entire beaning and attitude seems transformed. They are warriors and
there’s a battle to be fought and won. From the dj’s booth the music plays unceasingly and
the spint of the music seems to complement the tensions on the floor. Dancers enter and
leave the arena, occupying it temporarily. Legs spin, bodies spin, the music throbs. As far as

Gavin’s counsel 1s concemed, there is no shortage of style and thythm.

This 13 how the competition proceeds until the winning crew is chosen. All the crews have
pertormed con FLdéhﬂy; 'and [ imagine that the judges must have had a difficult time choosing
the winner. What 1 find striking in these performances is how dance articulates, through
physical motions, feelings of domination and subordinaton. The dance arena seems to be

the place where relations of power are most vividly portrayed.

Dance constitutes a major part of hip-hop performance and analysing production and
consumption of dance calls attention to a2 number of consideradons. First, one has to look at
the relatonship between the dancer and the audience, which 15 vanable. B-boys perform
either tor an audience as entermainers, or for fellow b-boys. There are two types of audiences.
One that comes to see the spectacle of break-dancing in concerts and competitions and the

other to learn, as at hip-hop workshops. However, the two types of audiences may overlap.

Second, how 1s the dance propagated and how does it affirm the b-boy’s credibility as a hip-
hop member? In the fourth chapter, I discussed how informants explain that in order to be a
true hip-hopper, one has to acquire mastery over all aspects of the movement. Competence
in dance therefore signals that one is on the way to becoming a true hip-hopper. Break-
dancing is difficult to master and requires a great deal of practice. Movements are robotic,
dazzling, dangerous. Dancing is propagated through visual and physical participation, and
repetition. B-boys exchange signatures and they use the compettions and demonstrations to

leam from each other.

Maintaining traditional movements is a way of preserving the dance while their signatures
and improvisations add to the spontaneity of the performance. As performers continually or

spontaneously create nuances and embellishments, the dance ts constantly reformulated.
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Even when dancing within set sequences, slight changes occur that evenwally develop and
shape the dance as a whole. In break-dancing, change is a signiticant part of tradition; it is a

constant as well (Dantel 1995:138).

Third, through dance, the b-boy may seek to work through problems therapeutically or
merely display dance skills. Emile explained the importance of dance as an outlet for the
frustrations experienced during the apartheid yvears. As long as conditions remain hostile,

vouths will always seek an outlet. For hip-hoppers, break-dancing provides one such escape:

Ragnl : With dancing again, if you're there you can feel the energy.. you can see that guy putting something
info i, 65 not a thing that you can just see one or two seconds and then just do it. There's a whole emotional
side 1o it s not just some people coming together and doing a corple of dance forms and that... (Interview :
Ovctober 1997, Mitchell’s Plain)

Break-dancing 1s more often mediated through competition with others. The competition
descnbed above explams how dances may be wviewed as confrontational. In these
confrontations, messages are sent across the arena of the competition indicating the
ntenton to intimidate the opponent. If one side does not yield then the next step 1s an
encounter. “Idioms of confrontanon” are present in any culture (Spencer 1985:23). In the
case of hip-hop dance 15 a highly appropnate idiom because it can “display precisely the
power, initiatve, and coordmnated discipline that gives strength m the event of an encounter”
{ibsd). Pewa observes that competitiveness among Zulu speakers 1s the medium through
which brothethood among members of a soccer team or choir s realised (1995).
turthermore, the collective action of singing and dancing among aval groups strengthens
mter-groups relatons. Another example of the relationship between competiion and
dancing 1s displayed among the Maring of New Giunea, where border disputes often lead to
mass dancing which is regarded equivalent to fighting (Spencer 1985:23). Similarly, hip-hop
compentions bring and keep the community together. The kind of battle waged dunng the
competition provides a safe alternative to direct confrontation with those who wield political

and economic power.



Break-dancing is a metaphor for man the hunter, battling to survive in the concrete jungle.
The accolades Ib—boys receive are a confirmation of their status as men, and as ordained hip-
hoppers. At the same time they constantly have to participate in order not to lose their
status. Having to affirm your membership to the movement is subject to continuous
participation and evaluation. Dance therefore provides a substitute for the assertion and
negotiation of manhood in society at large. The confrontational bearing maintained by the
dancers symbolises the power of the male body, and of how masculinity seeps in from

extemal social structures into performance.

The fourth question is whether participation is required, expected or voluntary. What is
meant by participation? In a dialogical context audiences participate by shouting their
approval, cheering, and gesticulaung. In the actual dance, however, audiences are excluded
for b-boying 1s both difficult and dangerous. With the exception of one demonstration I
attended where audience members were mnvited to attempt a few basic movements, the
audience is usuaily exciuded from partcipation. This means that b-boying is exclusive; it 15

only accessible to those who are active within the movement.

Last, what does break-dancing reveal about the relanonship between hip-hop in Cape Town
and hip-hop in other parts of the world? Hip-hop performance s a confluence of strategies
in which Erlmann’s {1996:12) notion about globally connected performance practices and
Bhabha’s (1994:31) praxis of split identities are enacted. In his performance the b-boy stages
his role as a person who is connected directly to others in his immediate location and
symbolically with hip-hop throughout the world. The relationship between the local and the
global is defined largely by membership to the Universal Zulu Hip-Hop Nation. By
implication this suggests conformity and consensus. However, this exchange 1s
simultaneously one of collusion, where hip-hoppers use performance to enact translocal
tensions that can only be addressed on the local stage. The outside begins its presencing on
the local stage.

In its local mediation, the image of the performing body as a point of identification marks
the site of an ambivalence for its representation is spatially split. It draws attention to what 1s

visible and to that which is not visible. The performer’s presence on the local stage is part of
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the performance reality. On the other hand the performer’s presence is the key to
understanding the imaginative construct of the Universal Zuln Hip-Hop Nation. The
performance 1s therefore a representation of a time that 1s always elsewhere and, as product,
the performance becomes a repetition of something, whether performance or rehearsal, that
has transprred before. Through their style and behaviour Cape Town’s hip-hoppers show
that they are constantly in dialogue with their counterparts in other parts of the world.
Performance gives shape to this dialogue.” In hip-hop, then, the performing body must be
scen as the body linked with the construction of the urbanised, localised and globalised self.
The context of the body 1s not social only, but more specifically, social in the context of the
township, and the rest of the world. The local performing body 1s the site from which we are

able to read the relativity of global processes.
3. Gesture and dialogue

Raonl : When you're on stage don't think _you're God and you can go diss your spectators. Sa if you say fuck

vout to mie when Drr in the crond, then fiuck you too. (Intertzen : October 1997, Mitchell's Plain)

Dialogue, whether verbal or non-verbal, is an indispensable tool for heightening, negotiating
and transtormung social awareness. When a performance is objectified and hfted from its
interactional settng it s open for scrutiny by an audience (Bauman and Briggs 1990:73).
Thus performance heightens awareness of the act of communicating and allows the audience
to evaluate the skill and effectiveness of the performet’s accomplishment. In this section I
descnbe how the dialogue between performer and audience is structured by gesture, and

specitically in the simple and apparently innocuous act of gazing,

At one of the demonstratons I atended there was not much distance between the
performers and the audience. Within this particular context, both were engaged in an intense
dialogical relationship. The ntensity was enhanced by the proximity of performer and

audience. At one stage the performers had to force the audience out of the arena. Below 1s a

% See Fabian (199, Keil and Feld {1994:84). Keil and Feld write about perceptual sensations being

transformed into conceprual realites.



description of the demonstration held by Black Noise at a fundraising event hosted by a
primary school in Mandalay. Mandalay used to be a middle class coloured area, increasingly
more and more black people are residing there This area is on the border of the Cape Flats

and squeezed in between Mitchell’s Plain and Khayelitsha:

The group s togged out in their designer sportswear and soon after arrival they commence
with warm-up exercises. A linoleum carpet 1s rolled out on the cement floor and the surface
of the carpet 1s sprayed with furniture polish. A large group of children and their parents
gather around .the carpet. They are cautioned to move further away as some of the
movements require large enough space. Some form of dance music is playing on the public
address system. The leader introduces the group and as each member goes to demonstrate a
certain action, he, and the other members of the group, take turns in explaining the moves

or actons.

Each member goes to the carpet two or three tines to demonstrate some of the movements.
They concentrate on toot patterns, tirst the basic, then the more mtnicate. The audience
seems spellbound by the speed and dextenty with which the members of the group execute
their movements. Every dance solo seems to end in some comic gesture and this elicits
encouragement and cheering from the audience. The dancers receive extra attention from
the young women who seem to have more interest in them as eligible young men than able

dancers.

From the footwork demonstratons they proceed to do headspins, backspins and turtle-
crawls. The latter entails supporting the whole body on one hand, or alternatively, both
hands, i a horizontal position. The arms are positioned at right angles with the elbows at
ninety degrees. No other body part is in contact with the carpet. In this position the dancer
rotates, slowly at first, and then with an alarming speed. He rotates until he comes to an

abrupt halt.

Towards the end two members demonstrate the “wave”. This movement requires ngid
articulation from the hand, wnst, elbow and shoulder of the right arm, moving in sequence;

through the neck, into the left arm, elbow, wnst and hand. This movement flows into the
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parmer who mimics the action with the same arbculations. Two members of the audience
are called to the dance-floor and asked to mimic the dancers. In spite of their cagerness they
are not very successful and there 1s some laughter from the audience and the two novices.
“Caan buts toe en pracice in die spitel” (go home and practice in the mirror), reprimands one of

the crew members.

At this workshop the audience was not encouraged or expected to physically partucipate in
the demonstration as the movements are far too complicated and require hours of slow and
meticulous practice. However, the response by the audience was enthusiastic, and
communication was fast and parucipatory. The only shortcoming of the demonstration, 1

feel, is that the ennre group did not perform in unison. (November 1997)

As i any conversation, the diajogue between the participants in a mustcal performance 18
inextricably bound to the inclusion of gestural behaviour. How do these gestures affect or
enhance communicanon during performances? In the preceding descripuons it can be
observed that gestures not only invite or provoke a new gesture, but are rather created in
anticipation of a response. s the one teeds oft the other, communication can be deemed to
be a cyclical tlow of information. Each gesture is doubly orientated as 1t looks back to the
gesture it 1s answenng and forward to the anticipated gesture 1t will partly determine in
advance. Gestures, like words, “‘are thus borderzones between self and other, and moments
i1 the open-ended historical conanuity ot past and future” (Morns 1994:13). In this manner

the dialogcal tlow 15 structured and matntined.

In 2 performance the observer is an active part of the communication process and not
merely the passive recipient of musical messages. In the competition the audience’s reaction
to the open mic session shows how the act of gazing can convey messages as well. This is a
form ot apprasal, and the success of the open mic session ts open to debate. Singers
expressed themselves without obvious restrant, their utterances and behaviour on the stage
can be read as successful, regardless ot physical participaton by the audtence. In this context
the encounter between observer and performer involves engagement and making sense of a

performance through interpretive gestures that are linked to the structure of contiguous
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sound events (Wiley [1975] (1994). Both the audience and performer theretore determine the

tlows and ruptures of an event.

In his reading of Goffman’s work on face to face interaction Kendon determines that agents
do not constantly have to monitor each other because each agent’s actions are construed by
the other as 2 ine of action (1988:22). Hence whenever people share the same space they are
mevitably sources of information tor each other. In a workshop I attended at Polismoor
prison, where inmates were invited to sing, the inmates did not face the audience when they
performed. Their eyes were tfocussed on the side of the performance area, away from the
audience, yet their performance was well received. The audtence, other mnmates, enjoyed the
performance tremendously. In this case the cause of such enjoyment may be the fact that
they shared the same living space as well. Communication is assisted, in this case, by the
knowledge they have of one other. In the competition and the prison wortkshop,
communication is displayed as a process ot dialogue whereby both the gaze and the absence

thereot are rendered meantngtul.

In pertormance, communicatton 15 protoundly dialogical. The behaviour of the dancers
mtluences how audience members perceive and evaluate them as crews. Generally, musicians
and dancers who move their bodies in ume with the music, clap and maintain eve contact
with the audience, are interacting with their audiences. In reality, eye contact berween
pertormer and audience merely provides the tllusion of intimacy. In this situation 1t is not
enough tor the b-boy to be an agent only, the b-boy has to be seen to demonstrate agency to
others (Giddens 1988:262). Communication 1s veiled since audience partcipation is
secondary to the tmmediate need of b-boys. B-boys show that they are aware of the
audience, but they do not make the audience the object ot any curiosity. B-boys are under
pressure to “get it nght”, audience partctpanon helps, but is not cructal. In performances of
breaking, eye contact may not be desired for all the attention 1s on trying to execute the

physical movements successtully:

LT You mentioned earlier that b-boying is your faronrite part of hip-hop. How do you feel when_you are on

the styqge dancingd
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Enmile: With breaking you try ot to panic. It's like running a bundred meters. You take 4 dech breath i
rath .

dive into it. So you try to stay Jocussed on what you're going to do and when you panic you can injure yours,. I

On the stage, when something does go wrong you tend to move aronnd in such a way that people don't py, ;,;f/y

know that you've made a mistake. (Interview : November 1997, Fish Flock)

The intensity of the performance helps to convince the audience that they arc indeed part of
the performance. In non:\.—_verba,l communication another factor is the dancers” level of
contidence thgt is__derivéd experientially. With repeated performance dancers re-create o,
emotion _through remembering earlier situatons m which it was experienced. They re-frame
the emotion expenienced earlier and express it symbolically. Performance may therefire
induce emotion that is heightened in the passage from the past to the present and by the
history and experience of its actors. Thus 2s communicative contexts performances are
neither static nor dictated 1o by the social and physical environment. Rather, as processes
they emerge in the ongoing negotiations between participants in social interactions, T Fugh
experience and rehearsals performers gradually mtemalise the nonverbal dimensiong of
giving a convincing performance (Groce and Lynxwiler 1994:116). These sets of rules are

transmitted from one performance to another:

Shabeen : The peaple 1 work with...I respect them a hell of a lot because...we don’t practice ar 4t
really. .. even if we go overseas. ‘Canse once we're on stage we somebow click and that’s il, so some people
think it’s a polished show or a prepared show, you know with certain vibes that just looks like it comes afjve
on the spur of the moment and it actually does, so I respect everybody 1 work with and it’s great working with
them. (Interview : November 1997. Woodstack)

Section C
Texture and performance

Close examination of elements in hip-hop performances reveal that they are textural ang

agent—driven.” The term “texture” 15 often appled when elements of musical style are

47 Shepherd believes that sound can reach, touch or move us only through its texture or grain (1986:314;.
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discussed. Many music styles represent layered voices that are organised in and around each
other; they are independent yet simultaneously part of a single event. Rap music too has
layers of sound. In producing a song rappers write the lyrics first. From here they proceed to
the sampler where they are able o concoct samples and grooves. Each step of the way is
marked by the layering of a particular sound or feeling. Each part 1s independent, yet each

part attains importance only in relation to the others.

Texture may be a sensaton that is visual as well. For instance, in spraypanting, layers of
colours are painted over one another. The result is a piece where layers of colours blend and
stand apart. The dialogue between colours 1s enhanced by the juxtaposition of differences. In
parts of the dissertanon I discuss aspects of rap’s aesthetics; now, I want to move beyond
Rose’s description of rap aesthetics as “flow, layering and rupture in line” (1994a:21) by
suggestng that hip-hop style 15, more detinitively, about the blending and juxtaposition of
differences. In refuting how colours are to be conventionally organised hip-hoppers
contribute to the oppositonal character of hip-hop. [ would venture turther and claim that
this aesthetic 1s typically Atrican. Aspects of the movement, such as the music and the spray-

painting, seem to share the same aesthetics.

In the performance itself, various elements assist in clarifying the meaning of texture. It
cannot be assumed that texture 1s merely an innate feature of the event. Rather, on close
mnspection it can be observed that on the stage, texture is derived from the spaces
pertormers inhabit or not. Performers are ultimately responsible for how the sound is to be
produced and consumed. In musical performance the hierarchical way in which performers
positon themselves on the stage structures the tension in the music; tenston between parts
being an essential ingredient of texture. On the stage there are lead singers and chorus
singers, lead instrumentalists and supporting instrumentalists. In rap music and b-boying
however, this dialectic s not as prominent since the tension revolves more around
maintaining the flow. Hip-hop performances differ from the performance of other kinds of

~popiarmastc mr Brachrere arcin e Fmsnumettingtsor tedd snrgers? “Mosrdrhrerappers

# [ use the term “insteumnentalist” in its new applicagon. That s, to regard equipment such as the mrntzble and

drum machine used dunng production and performances as musical instruments.
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will sing a verse or a chorus from the same song only, so no single performer dominates.

Adding to the texture, usually 10 his comner, 1s the dj spinning his sounds.

Someumes the exchange among performers takes place within the same song and at other
rimes different pertormers will sing ditterent songs within the same show. Performance
hierarchy i rap music is theretore not as sharply defined as pertormances in many other
forms of music making. Obviously all the performers are not equally skilled and, as in other
popular music performances including jazz, they generally share in the responsibility of

sustaining the spontaneity of the performance. Those not singing are otten b-boying.

In performance there is a physical space berween the performers and this space can be
compared to the intervals between musical notes or to the space between rhythmic lines. As
pertnrmers move about they resemble the physical push and pull between the thythmic and
nmbral Lwvers m music. The gestures and synals among the performers become somanc

ntecuons that enhance the visual and musteal texture.

Dunng pertormances both performers and audiences are active in the shaping of the musical
texture. An audience will react and interpret through somatc involvement those effects that
are more promunent. In giving preference to certain actons it may choose to remnfotrce or
eronde this hierarchy. The way 1in which an audience consumes the sound therefore connotes
a response to an intinsic qualisy of its pertormance, that of 1ts texwure. In as much as
pertormance space provides the possibility tor agency and the relatvity of social processes, 1
argue that these processes are textural. Hence m this chapter I have explored performance as
a discursive space it which textural possibilmes are manifested, mediated, and negotated.
The performance arena s a space where patterns ot dominauon and subordinaton intertace,
thereby creanng physical orientations that resemble the textural properues ot the music
itselt. Imagine texmure 1n hip-hop as an expenence that 1s continually rebigured, negotiated,
staged. hived. Imagine too, that this expenience transpites m a space separated by the raillway
hine trom the outside. Onee agan the image of airculartty and the experience ot marginahity
serve to structure and posinon hip-hop bodics at the same dme as they are structured and

positioned by collective and socially medated actons dunng performance.
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Chapter 7
Somebody screcaamm!

My theoretical frammng ot this dissertation has evolved from the discourses by Barthes
(1986), Bhabha (1995), and Fabian (1990). 1 have analysed the performance of rap and
break-dancing as a space within a space (hip-hop), within a space (Cape Town); the
particular focus being on the dialogue between performance and place. Barthes recognises
that all individuals have the capacity to bring about significant change and meaning to their
lives {poetics). In hip-hop this process of transformation is enacted through performance
{Fabran). By focussing-on themes ot hope, strength and survival in performances, hip-
hoppers move away trom teeling dis-empowered. Feelings of marginalisation and alienation

are re-hgured nto behaviour that s positive.

Following the trope of the arcular raibway kne, 1 have emphasised that the process of
creating boundaries and mediatng idennues s repetinve and cyclical. In the course of the
repeunon chfferences are mediated and scruanised. Hip-hop 1s a culwural space in which
ditterences are sigmitied. Difference imputes hip-hop with nichness and 1s used to punctuate
and nituabse hip-hop performances: ditterence optirmises the ability to empower while raising
the consciousness of the hip-hop community. In this context, Bhahba’s notion of

antagomsuc and competing identines frames the nuances within post-apartherd identines.

Hip-hop occupies a marginal space m Cape Town that 1s transient and exclusive. The
physical space hip-hoppers irthabit is paradoxically separated from a larger space by the
rashway hine, the domain of hegemonic power. and included within another, the metaphoric
domain. The metaphoric space they inhabit 15 discursive and contested. In pertormance,
space 15 subjected to turther mampulagons. Thus hip-hop m Cape Town 1s umiquely
structured by specitic nteractions and mutual articulatons of social relations, expeniences
and understandings, n a situation of co-presence. However, to compound matters, they are

contested and uneven.



Below informers express their opinions of the state of hip-hop at present. I view these

responses relationally. First, as a response to changing social conditions:
LW: How does bip-hop today compare with when it started ont in the 1980s¢

Deon: There’s a tremendons process of change, mentally you know. We have done so much research on history.

There’s so much research that hip-hap allows you to do and it provides you with so much information. It’s quite
obriously going to grow in a certain sense, and it also depends on what you lsten to, and if you're going to Ksten
10 @ bt of bullshit your head is going to be infested with crap. So we look at the overall view and perspective of
the music and e fend to Jeed on most of the positive stuff becanse that’s where the fmpact les, and that’s what
the culture does jor people. We are coming throngh hrics nith negative connotations but there’s a positive angle
to the songs today. That's in something like Mashootyon, with “I take up my nine, shoot you in_your spine, hit
_vou on the head, make siire you're dead, by the end of the day, I go to prison”. (Interview : October 1997.

Cape Town).

Emele: T remember the revien: of that show where the reporters guestioned, ‘was it (hip-hop) just anctber one-
offe” And wnfortunately, fire years laler it bas proven fo be just that. (Interview : Norember 1997, Fish
{ loek)

Compare the view above with Emile’s optimism two years later:

There are a lot more crews. There's this one. .. coming out nith an album. .. what’s their name? There are also
these girts...POC’s got a rew album coming ont, BUK is releasing their new album in April next year.
We're trying to get money from the national government o go on national tour. We already have money from

the regional government. (Telephonte conversation : November 1999)
Second, as in the relatonship among vanous crews:

Ice: There's so lUttle resources you can tap into that actwally accept this as a culture and want to invest in
it...and these guys that are supposed to be on the top kke POC and Black Noise, Cool Funk Productions;
on've got to kick their butt at the end of the day to get anywhere that'’s why GDP is underground. .. basically

becanse of... they do something bebind our backs and we don’t find ont about it...and step on you because
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yote're smaller than them. I'o not saying GDP is smaller than them. (Interview : October 1997, Mitchell's

Piain)

Raout: We're not underground we're under water. Everybody wants fo be underground. . bat we as GDP,
5¢'te gof lotally different ideas from fhe rest abont hip-hop...we do onr own thing, we made a cassette, I can
press a cd now if I want to. We have the facilities but they've got all this about walking into a mightelub.
They're shut... now you musi walk np fo them and say “you're the greatest”. There’s laaities there that can
take POC out in a second, and Bﬁ;aé Noise. We nied to piay rap to those in Cool Funk and they used to say
that is shit. They want their club music and now they're doing rap. (Interview : October 1997, Mitchell’s

Pian)
This 1s how Gavin qualifies the posinon of Black Nosse:

Black Noise bare been strugpiing jor 4 rery long time and there’s a lot of people especially in the hip-hop
CSEPRIY thal don't dppreciale s or dor't respedt ns for what we are doing. 1t’s just ‘ja. you're a sell-ont
cronp’. becaiise of the hpe of misic that we do as well Ue don't sound too hardeore or for ns it’s not just

asout standing on stage. (Comersation : Norember 1957

FHip-hop 1s a cultural space i the margin, a source of disorder, inequity, and, paradoxically,
rav of cohesion. In hip-hop tixing space and boundares are used as strategmes for the
assernion of power. This 1s a polincal process and does not occur 1n 2 straght-forward way.
In the dissertation I described hip-hop pertormance as a space that ts appropriated for the
medianon. assertion, and negotanon of power. In the hip-hop community power is figured
in the identittes hip-hoppers construct tor themselves. In post-apartheid South Africa people
teel compelled to constantly question. define. mvent, and re-invent their 1dentnes. Hip-

hoppers share i this expenence.

Despite the negative spillover from hip-hop in the USA, where the white-owned media has
tocussed on the self-annihilation of a number of Afnican American hip-hoppers, hip-hop 1s
fast becoming more popular in the townships of Cape Town. There are many new crews that
are actively recruiting and performing m the community. More crews are bemng published

through independent labels. Women (albeit not many) are beginning to participate m open
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mic sessions. I suspect that this increase in hip-hop activity 1s probably due to the increasing
publicity in Cape Town’s media about the east- and west-coast schism among rappers in the
USA. For instance, many youths in the Cape Flats have appropriated the east coast and west
coast hand signals. They wear t-shirts that honour the murdered Amencan gangsta-rapper,

Tupac Shakur.

Due to the violence on the Cape Flats, hip-hoppers discourage the association with gangsta-
rap. Hip-hoppers regard it as an Amencan problem on the one hand; on the other hand this
behaviour mtlames the already violent predisposition among youths on the Cape Flats.
Another reason for the growing interest ts that hup-hop offers an alternative to the violence
and chaos i the townships. In keeping with the UHHZN’s tenets members in Cape Town

Hppose acts ot violence.

i-or hip-hoppers n Cape Town being poor and powerless constitute their main source of
mouvanon, An mrerestng development in Cape Town’s hip-hop scene are the tensions
within the movement that are engendered by the relatonship that exsts between the
movement and the mamnstream, and the resentment felt by lesser known crews towards the
more popular crews. s far as strategy 1s concemed hip-hoppers are divided. Where 1s the
“umy” in the Universal Zulu Hip-Hop Nauon? “Colouredness” and “blackness™ are sources
of strength that untte and divide. The fact s that these ditferent opinions and their
contingent strategies are not articulated publicly. The tension among hip-hoppers 1s
arnculated within the hip-hop community and wathin the performance space. The second
area of contlict 1s one n which GDP members feel betrayed by the crews that are more
prominent because the latter are percetved to have greater access to the music industry. In
addition, they appear to be financually stable. Some of this anger seems to stem from
personal expertences, while some of it seems to be the inability of GDP to sustain creative
energy. In these ambiguines one can discem different layers of tensions and indeed, these

layers are a metaphor for hip-hop and rap music aesthetics.

There are a number of ambivalences in hip-hop. First, hip-hoppers emphasise non-sexism
and their willingness to share the stage with women. They acknowledge the advances made

by women in South Afnica. However, dunng fieldwork 1 realised that women do not
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nartcipate in the productive processes of hip-hop. Below, Deon mottvates a reason for this
t P P P P 3

behaviour:

You knon espeaally growing up in g weslern soctely.. it teaches you that the man is the provider. He is much
stronger and @il this bullshit. . so 1 think tn the female subconscions that holds for the majonity of females.
Then you gof the strong women that comes around and says, fo bell with this.. you know...if you're a man I'm
able {0 gel it yonr lerritory and stll do damage in your scene...and that's the attitnde that we like 1o
snconrage. We want fa-tell them if vou hate a problem uith whoever tell them this is a lot of bullshit. . and
come with belter skills and show them a thing or tuo. I'ns not threatened by women participating. I think with

Empades pariiypating i widl get the culture motivated mich mare. (Inteniew : October 1997, Cape Town)

Second. hip-hoppers have always protested and challenged forms of inequity. From the days
~f apartherd 1o the present. the radicalism remains intact, but the tocus shifts as the enemy 1s
derned with the nmes. In apartherd South Africa, hip-hoppers used thewr music to mobilise
nd mtnrm the oppressed majonity. Now rappers who proclaim black consciousness tace a
double Dind as they simultaneously athirm the progress made by the black majornity
zovernment. while local conditons in the townships resulang from inettecuve governance
remams 2 butmng wssue. Third, m economic terms, hip-hoppers tend to condemn the

neganve effects of capitahsm:

Deor: Ju.. vou see the troubie with the painstrean s that it's all abont capival. There's a fot of companies
Sl shonser cortain programmes. .. 5o they miight feel that the whole hip-hop thing does not fit into their
roduct or whaterer... 5o they bare... hip-hop teaches you to be an independent person. Once you rise fo a
Krouiedoe of self and you hare a degree of knowledge antomatically yon Ruow... that whatever chemicals they
i indn @ Coke oy bullshit and von don’t want lo be associaled with that...or blab blab whatever, you
Knoii'...ar mavbe they il realise that Nike i a wnols ot of shit becanse nmm... bow can a person. .. ‘ros they
oot coeap labonr coing i the Far bast and sinff bke that. That'’s not good for the mainstream. .. so that's
HIN Inere i3 whole conspiracy and war going acainst this movement. .. becanse the essence of the hip-hop
HiNre 15 Lo HDATT the people becaiese it started ont in pang infested areas and porerty areas. . . looR peaple out
of the oberto.. i you Lived in the ghetto.. physically. mentaily and spiritnally it took you ont of the whote

abetio stwalon. {15 wot vood for the mainstream. . becanse the mainstream... I mean.. like the industry,
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especally the record indusiry. .. or just capilalistic industry orerall man.. . they bank on people’s ignorance.

Fiip-bop makes you aware of all the bullshit going on around you. (Intenzew : October 1997, Cape Toun)

in arder to generate and sustamn a living hip-hoppers do cross over. In the USA a rapper
such as Mary ] Blige has softened her style with the infusion of rhythm and blues lyrics and
sappyv tunes. In addition, mamnstream ndustries have imitated hip-hop style so well that hip-

hoppers sometmes parucipate in promotng the consumption of certain brands.

‘The meredients of hip-hop and specitically rap, are round tn all spheres of contemporary life:
i oversized clothing, in advernisements on television and radio i South Africa, and in the

use of ebonics by rave disc jockeys and promoters. The mainstream has appropuiated from
inty a visceral and intensely commercialised expression, Media moguls and the corporate

2p-nop has a asoncet commercial appeal. In mie category called “weorld musie” tradinonal
srusic rrom ditferent parts of the world has been appropriated by the corporate world and
sinthestsed with elements of popular music for general consumption. Rap music 1s tfollowing
21e same trend, In the west. cermaindy, hip-hop has come a long way from its previous status

as a margnabised culrure,

The lamer expenence might represent a sell-out. a softening ot rap’s strength as 2 medwm
ror bringing about fundamental social change. In the context of Cape Town's hip-hop
though transtorming rap’s character signals a degree of matunity engendered by changing
pohncal situanons as well as the need for generanng an income. As much as hip-hop 1s about
e enclave, ar the crew, 1t 1s also concemned with pushing ideclogeal boundartes bevond the
crew. Parncipation n mainstream activites indicates that hip-hop has now crossed one of
these boundanes. Having gone through a process of “educanon™ and teeling “positve”

about themsetves, hip-hoppers teel confident enough to parncipate within the manstream.

Despite closer contact with the mainstream. most hip-hoppers in Cape Town are trying to

hold onto the idea that they can retain the authenncity of the genre. Black Noise mnterpret



authenticity as an aesthetic in which their music articulates the style, ntonaton, and struggles

of the local hip-hop community. These hip-hoppers are reluctant to sell-out:

I’m going kinda crazy, hip-hoppers nowadays are so damned lazy
Posturing, wannabees, sound like you come from America
Nobody wanting to represent Azania®

Tell me what the hell is happening here

Oh no, never will you support the local

Amencanise the vocal, but you're a local too

So what you're gonna do

When no-one buys from you...

Am I getting through, what the hell is real

Is 1t real to have an accent not from here.. hell no

Is it real to spend money on those who abuse you.. .hell no
Because we can have our own hip-hop community

It vou show some unity. ..

(Black Nowse : “Awhoowha” : Hip-hop won't stop)

By proposing and re-intorcing an alternative social structure hip-hoppers endeavour to keep
mip-hop as “real” as possible. The prospects for such a position are not strong since many
hip-hoppers are full-ume artists and need to live. They also feel the need to move beyond
mp-hop, to pursue careers in related fields, hence Shaheen’s resignanon trom POC in 1999
Regardless, whatever road they choose, I believe hip-hoppers will atways think and behave

posiavely.

* In ancient times Arab traders referred 1o the south-eastern part of Africa as Azania. During apartheid many

kberation organisations proposed the name Azania as an alternanve to the name South Africa,
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Above: Mobile turf, a tramn 1in Cape Town

Below: A sprav-pamting near my home




Above: Max. in the center, and tnends pamtng a wall in Gugulethu

Below: josie and inmates of Polismoor prison




Above: Angelo conducnng 2 um-tabhng workshop 1n Pollsmoor prison

Below: Tum-tabhng at a concert







Below: Young children breaking at a competinon in Mitchell’s Plain




Below and above: Breakdancing competition in Mitchell’s Plain
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