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Abstract 
 

Hegemony forms a crucial component of a wide variety of approaches to the relation and 
intersections of culture and politics across a range of academic disciplines. Looking at 
how it is implicated in prominent theoretical threads in hip-hop studies, namely the 
articulation of identity, the role of hip-hop in national political movements, and attempts 
to theorise hip-hop culture in transnational contexts, I intend to clarify how the term is 
used and explore the consequences of this for future scholarship. This analysis is 
contextualised in terms of the history of concepts of hegemony, from the term’s extended 
revival in the years preceding the Russian Revolution to the institutionalisation of 
cultural studies, via the works of Antonio Gramsci and his influence on the New Left 
movement in Britain. I conclude by questioning the frequent invocation of ‘counter-
hegemony’ in hip-hop studies, arguing that there has been a tendency to be overly 
optimistic about the possibilities of such a project at the transnational level. This is briefly 
contextualised in terms of approaches to this specific issue in the work of theorists in 
political philosophy, discourse theory, and international relations. The overall aim of this 
project is therefore to assess the coherency and saliency of the notion of hegemony in 
hip-hop studies. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Originating in Ancient Greece, hegemony described the political dynamics of one city state 

gaining regional predominance over others. Though ultimately based on an underlying 

military superiority, hegemony referred also to the less straightforward aspects of this 

power as it was expressed in practice. Rather than simple political domination, what was at 

stake was a leadership role which involved a complex interplay of both coercion and 

consent. Re-emerging occasionally in various accounts of history and political theory, such 

as in the context of Prussia’s role in forming the unification of Germany, it was mainly used 

to analyse politics at its conventional level, that of the state (Anderson, 2017). In the years 

leading up to the Russian Revolution, however, it gained popularity amongst activists and 

theorists as a way to analyse the dynamics of the relationships between different classes, 

though still with the state (and state-building) as the key referent. This shift, from 

analysing relationships between-states to those within-state, was key to inaugurating an 

extended and ongoing revival of the concept, as it spread from the official documents of the 

Comintern to Antonio Gramsci, and then later to the British New Left and far beyond in its 

general proliferation through the social sciences and humanities.  

Though I am concerned primarily with how the concept is utilised in hip-hop 

studies, I also believe that there is a more general need for some clarification in how the 

term functions in cultural studies at large. Its conventional contemporary usage, especially 

in the form of ‘counter-hegemony’, often seems to tend toward expressing what Jody 

Berland referred to as the ‘populist optimism of cultural studies,’ (1998, p.138) a mode of 

championing ‘resistance’ regardless of the specific dynamics of power underlying its 

articulation and production. Nevertheless, it acts as a kind of conceptual keystone for a 

number of areas around which cultural studies and hip-hop studies in particular have 

frequently coalesced, such as identity, notions of space and place, and the dichotomy of 

resistance and incorporation. It is hoped, therefore, that a review of the term’s usage will 

not only offer a clarifying role for hip-hop studies and cultural studies, but could also 

generate more general insights relevant to the disparate fields in which it has also found a 

long-term home. 
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As Perry Anderson’s recent account of the term, The H Word (2017), makes clear, 

hegemony has taken on an extraordinary range of meanings throughout its history. This, 

combined with a general orientation towards theorising the relations and intersections of 

culture and politics, means that it maps onto a number of different areas prominent within 

scholarship surrounding hip-hop music, but with no guarantee of an underlying theoretical 

consistency. My aim is therefore to tease out the implications of how hegemony is 

conceived in a variety of contexts and thereby to assess its influence, coherence, and utility 

in the context of hip-hop studies.  

Chapter 1 tracks the development of the term from its uses by the theorists and 

activists associated with the Russian Revolution to its theorisation in The Prison Notebooks 

of Antonio Gramsci (1975). In the Russian context conceived as a way to theorise the 

possibility of building consent amongst the peasantry for a purportedly proletarian state-

building project, it took on a more expansive character in Gramsci’s analyses of the political 

situation in Italy. Faced with the difficulties of a more industrialised society, and 

consequently a more powerful bourgeoisie and a stronger interconnection of state and civil 

society, Gramsci turned towards the difficult questions of how to transform culture, giving 

rise to notions such as the ‘war of position’, ‘cultural ascendancy’, and the ‘historical bloc’. I 

explore how these ideas foregrounded a politics predicated on articulation, superseding 

the more representational Leninist model. Chapter 2 goes on to assess the impact of 

Gramscian thought on the British New Left and, through this, its foundational presence in 

cultural studies. In part due to his prominence in this nascent field, I focus especially on the 

writings of Stuart Hall, whose work followed the logic of articulation through to a new 

emphasis on the role of identity and subject-positions in social and political movements.  

In chapter 3, these themes are pursued in the specific context of hip-hop studies, 

where identity so often maps the music’s contradictory relationship with commodification 

and its often resistant or oppositional articulations. This centres largely on a discussion of 

Adam Krims’ important contributions to understanding the role played by music and sound 

in the articulation of identity, and the ramifications this might have for notions of 

hegemony. I conclude with a brief summary of different approaches to theorising the 

complex and often contradictory articulations of hip-hop.  
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Chapter 4 returns to the more conventional object of theories of hegemony, the 

state. It looks at how a number of authors see hip-hop mapping onto political and social 

movements at the national level. In particular, I discuss recent approaches to hip-hop’s role 

in the Obama election campaigns, the Arab Spring, and in Cuba. Although the nation state 

forms the most common geographical unit of analysis for hip-hop studies, there is a 

prominent trend towards theorising its role at both more local and more global levels, 

which forms the basis of chapter 5. I focus on the theoretical approaches of Paul Gilroy and 

George Lipsitz, whose notions of, respectively, the ‘Black Atlantic’, and connections 

between locality and globalisation, have been immensely influential in hip-hop studies. I 

argue that such approaches, whilst both useful and necessary, have a tendency towards an 

uncritical optimism regarding the prospect of building political consciousness at the 

transnational level. 

Chapter 6 concludes by contextualising the preceding material in terms of notions 

of ‘counter-hegemony’, which describe efforts to disrupt and potentially supersede existing 

hegemonic formations. Drawing attention especially to the problems of theorising counter-

hegemony in a transnational or global context, I briefly discuss some approaches taken in 

political philosophy, international relations, and discourse theory, before going on to assess 

how the term functions in hip-hop studies. My aim is not only to clarify how the term is 

used, but also to assess its saliency for ongoing scholarship on hip-hop music and culture. 

Due to the large number of texts which could fall into the purview of this study, and 

the spatial limitations imposed by the need to approach the notion of hegemony through a 

number of different threads in hip-hop studies, I have generally confined my sources to i) 

works which are highly influential in the field, or are broadly representative of a prominent 

tendency, and ii) recent scholarship which can provide insight into contemporary 

developments and criticisms of these ideas. The latter grouping has the fruitful side-effect 

of including a more diverse range of scholars, particularly in terms of gender-balance, than 

might otherwise have been the case. Due in part to the difficulty of sourcing English 

translations of the huge variety of works which form their subject matter, as well as 

necessary spatial restrictions, the first chapter makes extensive use of the extant English-
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language histories of hegemony, namely Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist 

Strategy (1985) and Perry Anderson’s The H Word (2017).  
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1. Hegemony: origins and revivals 

1.1 Theorising the Russian Revolution    

The revival of hegemony arose in response to a number of pressures and crises facing 

Marxist thought at the turn of the 20th Century. According to Laclau and Mouffe in their 

work Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985),1 this notion of a general crisis of Marxism 

‘served as the background to all Marxist debates from the turn of the century until the war’ 

and that furthermore this was the stage at which ‘Marxism finally lost its innocence’ (p.12). 

Fundamentally, this reflected the fact that the process of large swathes of the population of 

Europe becoming proletarianised had not produced its expected effects - of working class 

unity, internationalism, and popular revolutionary movements - all whilst capital proved 

itself more resilient than expected in the face of crises and depressions. Meanwhile, in the 

situation which would eventually prove itself most conducive to revolution, Tsarist Russia, 

there was a much more specific challenge to socialist activists and intellectuals. Namely, the 

problem was that Russia had not yet had its revolution from Monarchic feudalism to 

bourgeois capitalism, and was therefore generally considered to not be ready for socialism. 

It is necessary now to briefly consider the intellectual assumptions underlying this 

impasse, before explaining how it gave rise to a specific, if nascent, notion of hegemony. 

Most important in this context were the related notions of ‘stagism’ and of essential 

class-interest, both major features of the intellectual life of the Second International.  

Stagism held that there was a necessary order of development in terms of economic 

systems, from feudalism to capitalism, and then from capitalism to communism, each new 

system absorbing and transforming its predecessor based on its particular inherent 

contradictions. This functioned in tandem with a general notion that classes would act 

according to their collective economic interests. This was not only based on an assumption 

of the role of the economic base in determining the superstructural elements of politics and 

culture, but also on the fact that Marxist thought had not yet engaged thoroughly with the 

                                                           
1 Part intellectual history, part polemic, this text serves as a central resource for this section, alongside Perry 
Anderson’s thorough history of the concept of hegemony, The H Word (2017). 
The polemical side of their work, which posits the possibility of a ‘democratic hegemony’ (rather than an 
authoritarian one, as they see in the case of the Russian Revolution and elsewhere) will be discussed at a later 
point. 
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problem of ideology, as it would later be forced to when confronted by working-class 

support for fascism. Nevertheless, this was a period where the central task of Marxism was 

‘to think those discontinuities and, at the same time, to find forms reconstituting the unity of 

scattered and heterogenous elements’ (p.12). In other words this period represented a 

starting point for a (at this stage limited) re-examination of these assumptions which 

would not only prove crucial to the unfolding of socialist thought but would also have 

ramifications throughout the intellectual history of the 20th century.  

Confronting the specific Russian situation, where revolution seemed practically 

possible but its assumed agent, the bourgeois class, ill-equiped to take power, these 

assumptions fostered the notion that socialists would have to carry out a capitalist 

revolution and play a leading role in creating a liberal-democratic republic. It is in this 

context that the notion of hegemony emerged in the discourse of Russian social democracy: 

it became necessary to characterize the new type of relationship between the 
working class and the alien tasks it had to assume at a given moment. This 
anomalous relaton was called ‘hegemony’. …‘hegemony’ here designates, more 
than a relation, a space dominated by the tension between two very different 
relations: a) that of the hegemonized task and its ‘natural’ class agent; and b) that 
of the hegemonized task and the class hegemonizing it. (Laclau and Mouffe 
1985, p.40) 

In short, this was a theory of how a class could act beyond its own apparent interests, 

conceived in the specific context of leading a popular movement against an absolutist 

monarchy and its attendant police-state. Though the need for such a project was popular 

with a number of different theorists and their respective tendencies in the RSDLP, as is 

evinced in the letters of Axelrod, Plekhanov, Lenin, Potresov and others (some of which are 

reproduced and translated in Anderson, 2017), there were major differences in how this 

was envisaged. The Menshevik theorist Potresov, for example, saw universal suffrage as the 

focal point for achieving working class hegemony (1909; cited in Anderson, 2017). Lenin, 

meanwhile, envisaged instead a strategy of striking blows at any opportunity (1972 Vol.5, 

p.341; cited in Anderson, 2017); this would involve, on the one hand, encouraging working 

class support for liberal struggles against the monarchy, and on the other, a specific 
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strategy of gaining consent from the peasantry for the notion of working class rule, 

something seen as necessary after the failures of the 1905 movement.  

This latter strategy - the most specific, sustained, and indeed successful concrete 

political form the notion of hegemony took on in Russian social democracy - was 

crystallised in the oxymoronic formulation of the ‘democratic dictatorship of the proletariat 

and the peasantry,’ which signified a:  

political regime in which dictatorship - rule by force - would be exercised over 
enemy classes, that is feudal landowners and bourgeois capitalists, while 
hegemony - rule by consent - would govern the relations of the working class 
with allied classes, above all the peasantry which made up the overwhelming 
majority of the population. (Anderson 2017, p.16)  

This rule by consent was short-lasting; after power had been achieved by the Bolshevik 

wing of the Russian Social Democratic Labour Party, it was exercised in orientation with 

the apparent interests of the proletariat alone, with the party (as its vanguard) 

progressively solidifying a monopoly over the power to determine what these interests 

were and how they should be pursued. With policies of the forced collectivisation of 

farmland, and the emergence of the propaganda figure of the ‘kulak’ - a wealthier peasant 

accused of hoarding grain, rentiership, treachery, etc. - the hegemony of the proletariat had 

transformed into the more familiar Leninist formulation: the dictatorship of the proletariat. 

Indeed, once the Soviet Union had begun to stabilise after the revolution and the concept 

ceased to serve its primary analytic purpose, the term fell out of use with the theorists and 

politicians referred to above. It did survive, however, in the Comintern documents 

circulated to other political parties in Europe; these would prove particularly relevant to 

another politician and theorist struggling with the reality of a large peasant population and 

a ‘backwards’ economy, Antonio Gramsci in Italy. Before turning to his major contributions 

to this emergent discourse, it is crucial to tease out the implications of this slippage from 

‘hegemonic’ to ‘dictatorial’ class relations, which will themselves echo down the divergent 

paths carved out in the intellectual history of hegemony.  

Even in the first instance, the authoritarian tendency of a hegemonic class relation is 

always already present, ‘for it postulates a clear separation within the masses between the 



 

8 

leading sectors and those which are led’ (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, p.45) - something which 

is only compounded by the idea of an intellectual vanguard capable of determining the 

interests of the leading class. At the same time, the notion also contains a grain of 

something potentially more democratic and emancipatory. Lenin, as early as 1905, warned 

that a class which ‘renounces the idea of hegemony or fails to appreciate it, is not a class, or 

not yet a class, but a guild, or the sum of a total of guilds’ (1972 Vol.17, p.413; cited in 

Anderson, 2017). This is consistent with the classic Marxist sense of a class as representing 

more than a simple economic position from which economic goals can be pursued, and 

instead entailing the raising of a (perhaps always horizonal) collective social consciousness 

and a consequent total cultural transformation - something which is ultimately only 

achievable by advancing the interests of other groups, if strategically.  

At the time, the contradictions of this position were not so apparent; as per the ideas 

of stagism and class essentialism, there was still an assumption that proletarianisation 

would expand the working class into an all-but universal entity, and so the question of the 

power of this class-position being abused were effectively elided. Even in the messy 

realities of the socialist struggle in Russia and Italy, however, this democratic tendency was 

present: contra stagism, the discourse of hegemony implied an an emergent ‘acceptance of 

current political validity for a plurality of antagonisms and points of rupture, so that 

revolutionary legitimacy is no longer exclusively concentrated in the working class’ (Laclau 

and Mouffe 1985, p.45). This tendency, nascent in Leninism, would be explored and 

expanded by Gramsci. The notion of advancing the interests of other groups and classes 

entailed the need for a theory of how new struggles and political subject-positions are 

articulated, of how coalitions are formed and are able to transform the terrain into which 

they are embedded. This is also the point at which the discourse of hegemony turns 

decisively towards the cultural sphere and, as such, it is at this stage that many of the issues 

still central to cultural studies and hip-hop studies are inaugurated. 
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1.2 Gramsci and The Prison Notebooks    

Incarcerated in Mussolini’s prisons for being the head of the Italian Communist Party, 

Gramsci was faced with uniquely difficult conditions for writing. Naturally, this also creates 

issues for scholarly interpretation and criticism; we are, in Perry Anderson’s words, dealing 

with a collection of texts ‘censored twice-over’ (1976, p.30), first by Gramsci himself in his 

use of euphemistic language (avoiding referring directly to ‘class’, but rather ‘social 

formation’, and so on) and then by the prison censors themselves.2 Further, the notebooks 

do not represent a unified text with a specific, organised line of argument, but rather take 

on a wide range of historical subject matter in an analytic mode that frequently returns to a 

certain constellation of terms - within which ‘hegemony’ is central and perhaps most 

significant. In fact, Gramsci expands the idea of hegemony in such a way as to make it 

almost a stand-in for a Marxist theory of politics, something which at that time (and 

perhaps since) had not been seriously attempted, and perhaps accounts for his enduring 

influence. Though the fragmentary nature of the prison notebooks leads to a certain 

indeterminacy of meaning around the key concepts, it is nevertheless possible to provide 

an brief account of his key innovations regarding hegemony by focusing on the role he 

ascribes to it in certain historical contexts. 

Perhaps the most important innovation was to turn the focus of hegemony around, 

looking instead at how the bourgeoisie built and maintained power, rather than the specific 

political possibilities for socialist and communist parties. The immediate historical 

circumstance giving rise to this shift is obvious; whereas in Russia the socialist project had 

succeeded in its initial phase, in Gramsci’s Italy it had resoundingly failed, with fascism 

instead gaining state control. This prompted not only a dissection of the specific failures 

which led to this, but also one of the key ideological questions of the 20th century: what 

made people desire their own oppression? Support for fascism, particularly its working 

class support, provided serious problems for Marxism with its theory of proletarianisation 

and its assumptions about class interests. Gramsci’s notebooks, rediscovered principally 

after the Second World War, when concerns about the potential power of fascism were 

                                                           
2 Though this doesn’t mean Gramsci has been spared the minute textual focus of deconstruction (Anderson, 
1976) and discourse theory (Laclau and Mouffe, 1985). 
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concurrent with those about the surprising resilience of capital, would come to be seen as a 

watershed moment for dealing with these issues.  

Gramsci’s first entry on hegemony did not focus specifically on Mussolini’s rise - 

perhaps impossible given circumstance - but rather on the politics of the Italian 

Risorgimento, the process by which the country was first organised into a nation-state. His 

account focuses on how the Peidmontese Moderate Party gained a hegemonic position in 

the struggle to create a unified Italian republic. A coalition of manufacturers and 

landowners, the Moderates were able to subordinate the more radical parties, and all but 

exclude peasants and workers from participation or representation. As Anderson points 

out, the ‘capitalist rule of the kind Cavour [leader of the Moderates] and his successors 

established in Italy involved violence - a great deal of it, with many military and police 

massacres - as well as consent’ (2017, p.20). Set against the Russian context - where, in 

terms of the relationship between the new proletarian state and the peasantry, consent 

corresponded to hegemony, and violence to dictatorship - this example set the stage for a 

definition of hegemony which always held these elements in balance. This point is further 

elucidated in the comparison Gramsci then makes with the politics of the Jacobins in the 

French Revolution. Returning again to Anderson’s account: 

In France, the Jacobins had resolved the agrarian question as the Moderates had 
not, and in presiding over distribution of land to the peasants… had laid the basis 
for an altogether more organic form of bourgeois hegemony in the subsequent 
epoch, capable of surviving successive aftershocks of the original revolution 
across the nineteenth century. In France, he observed, ‘the “normal” exercise of 
hegemony on the now classic terrain of the parliamentary regime is 
characterised by a combination of force and consent which balance each other, so 
that force does not overwhelm consent but appears to be backed by the consent 
of the majority, as expressed by the so-called organs of opinion. Anderson (2017, 
p.20), quoting Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks (1975 Vol I, p.45). 

This conception, of a delicate but persistently enduring balance of coercion and consent, ‘so 

that force does not overwhelm consent,’ (Gramsci 1975 Vol I, p.45) would become key to 

analyses of how capital enforces power thereafter. What Gramsci had achieved, even at this 

early point in the notebooks, was a way of counterposing hegemony against outright 

domination (corresponding to what was ‘dictatorship’ in the Russian context) which took 
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into account the notion that people and classes could act against their presumed interests. 

As such, ‘consent’ could designate not just strategic support between groups with mutual 

interests, but also acquiescence to a dominant power. 

One of Gramsci’s most famous passages, which compares ‘East’ and ‘West’ states and 

the socialist strategies relevant to each, is illuminating not just in terms of his overall 

approach to the problematic, but also in terms of understanding the origins of cultural 

studies. Discussing the military strategies of the First World War, Gramsci contrasts a ‘war 

of manoeuvre’, a strategy of sudden incursion into enemy territory, with a ‘war of position’, 

which deals with facing an entrenched position which cannot be broached effectively in 

such a manner. Using this as a metaphor for political struggle, Gramsci claims the 1917 

Russian revolution as ‘the last occurrence’ of a war of manoeuvre ‘in the history of politics’ 

(1975 Vol III, p.1616). Elsewhere, in the ‘advanced states’ of the West, he claims that: 

‘civil society’ has become a very complex structure and one that is resistant to the 
catastrophic ‘incursions’ of the immediate economic element (crises, 
depressions, and so on). The superstructures of civil society are like the trench-
systems of modern warfare. In war it would happen sometimes that a fierce 
artillery attack seemed to have destroyed the enemy’s entire defensive system, 
whereas in fact it had only destroyed the outer surface of it; and at the moment of 
their advance and attack the assailants would find themselves confronted by a 
line of defence which was still effective. The same thing happens in politics, 
during the great economic crises. (Gramsci 1975 Vol III, pp.1615-6) 

Here, we have shifted from the question of how bourgeois hegemony is achieved and back 

to one more similar to the Russian framing - that is, what should be the strategic response 

from the perspective of advancing socialism. In the context of the Western ‘advanced’ 

states, however, the object of this strategy had shifted from the state to civil society, with 

which it held a crucial and interdependent relationship. Though the significance of the role 

of civil society - an aggregation of non-state organisations such as businesses, schools, 

hospitals, mass media, etc. - in winning popular consent for the state and capital is surely 

beyond dispute, the possibility of building a ‘counter-hegemony’ through those same 

systems remains an open question. This line of argument does, however, lead inexorably 

towards the idea of culture as a terrain of struggle and ‘cultural ascendancy’ as a crucial 
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aspect of political change. Reflecting specifically on this concept later in the notebooks, 

Gramsci teases out some of the other important consequences of his line of thought: 

one can deduce the importance of the “cultural aspect”, even in practical 
(collective) activity. An historical act can only be performed by “collective man”, 
and this presupposes the attainment of a “cultural-social” unity through which a 
multiplicity of dispersed wills with heterogenous aims, are welded together with 
a single aim, on the basis of an equal and common conception of the world. 
(Gramsci 1975 Vol II, p.349) 

Confronted with the fact that proletarianisation and socialism were proving to be far from 

inevitable outcomes of societal development, and the related problems posed by support 

for fascism, the only way to build an alliance strong enough to defeat an entrenched 

bourgeois culture is to act as Gramsci’s ‘collective man’. This theoretical figure, and its 

corollary the ‘historical bloc’, replaces for Gramsci the notion of a presumed class unity, 

itself based on a shared position within productive relations; instead, a ‘cultural-social 

unity’ must be achieved amongst groups and classes. Although there was still an 

assumption that the working class would play a leading role in this formation, the thrust of 

his thought suggests that the meaning and boundaries of any class or group would be 

fundamentally reconstituted in this process. As for hegemonic bourgeois power-

formations, the need to enact a ‘moral and intellectual leadership’, to win consent at the 

deepest level, would inevitably have a unifying and transformational effect both for the 

‘leaders’ and the ‘led’. 

 This enacted a profound shift in how hegemony was conceived, from being in the 

Leninist conception primarily an issue of the representation of other classes, to now being 

concerned with the articulation (and therefore the re-constitution) of political subjects and 

collective struggles. In the words of Laclau and Mouffe, this development ‘conceptually 

defines a new series of relations among groups which baffles their structural location 

within the revolutionary and relational schema of economism’ (1985, p.57). This 

framework provided some cogent responses to the contemporary political and theoretical 

problems Gramsci was facing, many of which were inherited from the intellectual life of the 

Second International; namely, it laid the groundwork of a theory of culture and politics 

which did not rely on essential class-interest and did not (therefore) assume the 
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‘progressive’ character of a given struggle or movement. As such it presented not just an 

outline of how socialist struggle might proceed, but also of the myriad ways in which it 

could fail (and had failed), through marginalisation, co-optation, and, in the case of having 

gained state-power, corruption and cultural inertia. 

 Gramsci’s theory of hegemony, and the new depth attributed to the notion, also 

opened up a plethora of questions, however, many of which would later become central to 

the discipline of cultural studies: the question of how exactly new subject-positions can be 

constructed and how these are experienced and utilised, the question of how mainstream 

culture can buttress power and the related possibility of a ‘resistant’ culture, and the 

question of culture’s specific relationship with the state. These questions also necessitate 

new objects of analysis; if the building of ‘“cultural-social” unity’ is the path to political 

change (in advanced capitalist states), then close attention needs to be paid to popular 

culture, to mass media, and indeed to all the ways in which we collectively communicate 

and articulate - as well as, of course, the forces which work to shape, co-opt, censor these 

forms. Hip-hop music, in part due to its popularity, its tendency to make ‘resistant’ 

articulations, and its status as a target for censorship, has formed an apposite subject for 

such analyses. In order to understand why hegemony has persisted as a central theoretical 

tool in hip-hop studies and, further, the specific meanings it has taken on in this context, it 

is first necessary to explore how Gramsci’s ideas were developed in the intellectual life of 

the British New Left and thereafter in the nascent field of cultural studies.  
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2. From the New Left to Cultural Studies 

2.1 The British New Left: applications of Gramscian thought 

The British New Left was formed out of similar pressures to those faced by Gramsci: on one 

hand the adaptability and longevity of capitalism, and on the other hand the failures of 

extant and past socialist movements. Following the Second World War, an historic 

compromise between labour and capital had produced the welfare state, engendering a 

revitalisation of capitalism that evidenced its capacity for radical re-invention. From the 

other direction, there was an increasing concern about the authoritarian and 

interventionist policies of the Soviet Union, coming to a head first with Khrushchev’s ‘secret 

speech’ denouncing Stalin in 1956, and later that year the Hungarian Uprising. This latter 

action, which involved an intense burst of military repression followed by a systematic and 

sustained enforcement of Soviet state power, led to significant disillusionment in the 

British Left, with the Communist Party of Great Britain losing a significant portion of its 

membership. The Communist Party Historians Group lost several prominent members, 

including its founder E P Thompson who, with other ex-members, would begin work on the 

journals which would develop by 1960 into the New Left Review. Stuart Hall was appointed 

as the journal’s first editor-in-chief, and was followed in 1962 by Perry Anderson, who 

would hold the position on a long-term basis. 

Even in its first decade of publication, engagement with Gramsci’s ideas was a 

prominent feature of the journal, with Tom Nairn especially becoming a key proponent in 

his writings on Britain (1964a), England and the Labour Party (1964b). This practical 

application of Gramsci’s theories therefore preceded both the production of the first 

English translation of selections from the notebooks by Hoare and Nowell-Smith (1971), 

and also the first critical edition published in Italian by Gerratana (1975). In fact, this 

research represented the first extended engagement with Gramsci’s texts outside of Italy, 

and as such represents a crucial step in how they were interpreted and propagated. 

Following the appearance of the English selections, Raymond Williams applied his helpful 

tendency to codify and situate the terminology of cultural enquiry in his 1973 essay ‘Base 

and Superstructure in Marxist Cultural Theory’ (2005). Moreover, its arguments also set 
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out the approaches that led towards one prominent trend of the New Left, namely its 

interest in popular or mass cultures. Rejecting the then-prominent idea that culture was 

ultimately reducible to a reflection of the economic realities of the ‘base’, the site of 

production, Williams was concerned with developing an alternative model which could still 

account for how power ‘determines’ culture. In other words, whilst he saw culture in an 

expanded sense as embodying ‘the whole range of human practices and experiences,’ 

(p.41) he still needed to theorise the particular ways in which power-structures attempt to 

continually reproduce themselves through their capacity to delimit, subordinate and 

instrumentalise culture.3 

The conceptual apparatus for this was of course hegemony, which, for Williams, 

building on the Gramscian idea of ‘moral and intellectual leadership’, gains an expanded 

meaning as something which completely saturates the consciousness of a society: 

what I have in mind is the central, effective and dominant system of meanings 
and values, which are not merely abstract but which are organized and lived. 
That is why hegemony is not to be understood at the level of mere opinion or 
mere manipulation. It is a whole body of practices and expectations; our 
assignments of energy, our ordinary understanding of the nature of man and of 
his world. Williams (2005, p.38) 

Despite the apparently totalising nature of this conception, it is emphatically not a static 

nor a hopeless one. For hegemony to be organised and effective, it is necessary for it 

‘continually to be renewed, recreated and defended,’ which thus opens up the opportunity 

for it to ‘be continually challenged and in certain respects modified’ (p.38). This working 

definition of hegemony marks out some tendencies which will resurface later in the 

development of cultural studies. The main analytic focus, following Gramsci, is the 

functioning of existing structures of (usually bourgeois, capitalist) power; whereas for 

Gramsci this question was linked ineluctably to the prospect of building an alternative 

hegemony centred on the proletarian class, for Williams it seems to retreat somewhat into 

notions of interruption and modification. In part, this difference can be accounted for by 

                                                           
3 Williams points out that the term ‘determines’ has been a source of confusion in Marxist cultural theory, 
contrasting definitions which suggest ‘prefiguration, prediction and control’ against a less mechanical 
conception of ‘setting limits, exerting pressures’ (p. 32). As will become evident, it is the latter version he 
prefers. 
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the differing roles of these theorists, one a dissident activist-politician operating in the 

uncertain ‘proletarian moment’ of the 1920s, and the other a socialist academic working in 

the context of the post-WW2 settlement, and embedded into the British academic 

establishment.  

There are also, on the other hand, some important continuities in terms of the 

central role both assign to cultural ascendancy and alliance-building, which are developed 

somewhat by the later theorist. Indeed, Williams was analysing (and working within) the 

‘fortifications’ of civil society identified by Gramsci, which had only developed in 

intervening decades, and would continue to do so in an accelerating and unpredictable 

manner. With culture gaining increasing currency as the site for both the reproduction of 

power and its potential subversion, Williams developed a conceptual apparatus for 

explaining how hegemony is maintained in this domain. His key distinction is between 

‘incorporated’ culture and that which is ‘oppositional’ or ‘alternative’, by which he means 

culture which works to reinforce dominant values and meanings and that which runs 

counter to them.4 This distinction assumes that ‘no mode of production… and therefore no 

dominant culture, in reality exhausts the full range of human practice, human energy, 

human intention’ (p.43). Nor would it necessarily want to, because ‘in relation to the full 

range of human practice at any one time, the dominant mode is a conscious selection and 

organization’ (p.43). He summarises this as the construction of: 

the selective tradition: that which, within the terms of an effective dominant 
culture, is always passed off as ‘the tradition’, ‘the significant past’. But always 
the selectivity is the point; the way in which from a whole possible area of past 
and present, certain meanings and practices are chosen for emphasis, certain 
other meanings and practices are neglected and excluded. Even more crucially, 
some of these meanings and practices are reinterpreted, diluted, or put into 
forms which support or at least do not contradict other elements within the 
effective dominant culture. (Williams 2005, p.39) 

Thus, through reinforcement via, for example, educational institutions, the socialising 

structures of family and the work-place, the dominant culture can effectively refigure a 

                                                           
4 He clarifies the difference between oppositional and alternative forms: ‘There is a simple theoretical 
distinction between alternative and oppositional, that is to say between someone who simply finds a different 
way to live and wishes to be left alone with it, and someone who finds a different way to live and wants to 
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wide range of practices into a form more amenable to its own reproduction. Again, this 

should not be read in a totalising or fatalistic sense: there are still many aspects of culture 

which exist beyond incorporation, either because they are a necessary function of the logic 

of exclusion, or because they exist in areas of life which at that time lie beyond the reach of 

the dominant culture. This could include ‘residual’ culture - for example, persistent ideas or 

practices from religion - or ‘emergent’ culture, that which is new. 

These emergent aspects present a particular challenge for the dominant culture. 

Naturally, novel responses to novel conditions (of production, of social formations) have 

the potential to gain popularity very quickly, perhaps especially in the context of rapidly 

developing communication technologies. It is therefore necessary for the dominant to 

quickly incorporate these tendencies. Referring to the counter-cultural movements of the 

1960s, Williams notes: 

some of these [emergent practices] may eventually be incorporated, as they 
reach people and begin to move them. Thus it was very evident in the sixties, in 
some of the emergent arts of performance, that the dominant culture reached out 
to transform, or seek to transform, them. In this process, of course, the dominant 
culture itself changes, not in its central formation, but in many of its articulated 
features. But then in a modern society it must always change in this way, if it is to 
remain dominant, if it is still to be felt as in real ways central in all our many 
activities and interests. (Williams 2005, p.45) 

This last point is crucial: just as for Gramsci, the revolutionary subject must go beyond their 

own class-identity and embody a ‘collective will’, articulated across and combining a 

variety of subject-positions, so for Williams, the dominant class must also alter itself in the 

course of maintaining and renewing its own hegemonic reach. Though at first glance this 

would seem to evince the adaptability and strength of the dominant culture (as Williams 

suggests), I would add that it also bears witness to potential sites of tension and weakness, 

as that culture is forced to alter itself according to trends it had previously deemed to be 

incompatible or threatening. 

It should be noted that Williams confines these changes to the ‘articulated features’ 

of the dominant culture, with a ‘central formation’ left intact. Though this implies that the 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
change the society in its light.’ (p.41-2) 
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underlying interests and values of the dominant culture are left unchanged, that should not 

downplay the importance of these ‘articulated features’. As Laclau and Mouffe (1985) have 

pointed out, one of the central Gramscian shifts was to acknowledge articulation as the 

central political logic of hegemony, superseding representation. In other words, it is 

precisely within the changeable articulated features of the dominant culture that consent 

can be won and coercion enforced, in a process of continual renewal. Stuart Hall offers a 

pleasing explanation of the meaning taken on by articulation, particularly in its usage 

within the output of the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), of 

which he would become de facto director from 1968 onwards:  

In England, the term has a nice double meaning because ‘articulate’ means to 
utter, to speak forth, to be articulate. … But we also speak of an ‘articulated’ lorry 
(truck): a lorry where the front (cab) and back (trailer) can, but need not 
necessarily, be connected to one another. The two parts are connected to each 
other, but through a specific linkage, that can be broken. … You have to ask, 
under what circumstances can a connection be forged or made? Stuart Hall 
(2005a, p.141) 

In the terminology of the British New Left, therefore, articulation plays the dual role of 

expressing values and meanings whilst at the same time joining together the components 

which might enable hegemonic control of those same values and meanings. An important 

aim underlying this conception, as in Williams’ work, was the possibility of altering these 

elements. It would therefore seem that articulation had become a valorised space for 

political change for some theorists of the British New Left and particularly for those who 

would become influential in the nascent field of cultural studies. One effect of this focus is 

to place a certain emphasis on the primacy of the textual or linguistic level for analysing 

social practices and relations. This emphasis is also present in Williams’ definition of 

incorporation, given in the context of the example of parliamentary politics whose 

‘existence within the incorporation is recognizable by the fact that, whatever the degree of 

internal conflict or internal variation… do not go beyond the limits of the central effective 

and dominant definitions’ (2005, pp.39-40). Though many cultural theorists, including 

Williams and (more prominently) Hall, would acknowledge the role of non-linguistic 

expression - musical, iconographic, etc - in contributing to or subverting these definitions, 
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it nevertheless creates a gravitational pull on such analyses back towards the linguistic 

level.  

Of course, this is simply one manifestation of a 20th century trend which ranges 

from semiotics to deconstruction and beyond, but it becomes particularly important for 

cultural studies, which from the start contained a helpful tendency to look for articulations 

in new and interesting places, but was also somewhat limited by this predominant 

linguistic or textual logic. This trend has enduring implications for hip-hop studies, where a 

focus on lyrics has often been at the expense of analysing the complex sonic world of the 

music, as will be discussed in the following chapters.  

 

2.2 The Institutionalisation of Cultural Studies 

Hall’s directorship of the Birmingham CCCS coincided broadly with the breakdown of the 

so-called post-war settlement in the UK and the US. Faced by a persistent economic crisis to 

which Keynesian economic orthodoxy apparently offered no answer, Thatcher and Reagan, 

drawing on neoliberal economists such as Friedman and Hayek, argued for (amongst other 

things) widespread economic liberalisation and a reduction in scope of the welfare state. 

Attempting to account for Thatcher’s rise to power and the conditions associated with it 

would lead Hall and his colleagues in a plethora of directions, many of which would come 

to map out a sort of classical terrain of cultural studies.  

Publishing many of its most influential texts in the form of collections featuring 

multiple authors, the School produced two such volumes dealing specifically with the 

cultural and political conditions immediately preceding Thatcher’s election to Prime 

Minister in 1979: Resistance through Rituals (Hall and Jefferson (eds.), 1976) and Policing 

the Crisis (Hall et al, 1978). The first of these looked at a wide variety of youth subcultures 

in post-war Britain, especially in terms of their class-basis and the challenges they posed to 

the hegemony of the ‘power-bloc’ of the time (Hall’s version, roughly speaking, of Williams’ 

‘dominant culture’). The second looked at establishment responses to the economic and 

social crisis of the late 1970s in Britain, in particular the rhetoric and moral panics 

coalescing around the idea of ‘mugging’, meaning violent petty theft, and also in more 
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general terms concerns about youth culture, trade-unionism, and race. Though these were 

both published during Callaghan’s Labour government, they tracked in fine detail the path 

of cultural ascendancy beat out by the emerging Thatcher administration. Perry Anderson, 

quoting Policing the Crisis, notes how the Labour Party were: 

drifting with this mood towards greater repression, in a swing of the pendulum 
towards a condition in which ‘coercion becomes, as it were, the natural and 
routine form in which consent is secured.’ That did not mean Britain faced any 
violent crackdown from above, along Chilean lines. Rather, while all the forms of 
a post-liberal state remained intact, a tougher government posture could rely on 
a ‘powerful ground-swell of popular legitimacy.’ Looming was an authoritarian 
populism. Anderson (2017, p.87) quoting Hall et al (eds) (1978, pp.307-316) 

Hall then went on to publish The Hard Road to Renewal (1988), a predominantly self-

authored explication of the questions posed by Thatcherism and the strategic responses 

appropriate to it. This text in particular connected the success of Thatcher’s politics with 

the problems of race in a post-colonial context. There was what he called a two-faced 

process of ‘regressive modernisation,’ (p.167) looking back at the lost glory and wealth of 

empire, and forward at the possibility of a new period of modernisation and bringing the 

country once again to the forefront of the ‘developed world’. It was on the basis of such 

articulations that a new and enduring hegemonic link was created between social 

conservatism and economic neo-liberalism, one which succeeded in winning support 

across the social spectrum.  

The question of race - along with gender and sexuality all-but absent from the work 

of the theorists discussed so far - would persist and be explored in more detail in the 

seminal and jointly-written The Empire Strikes Back (CCCS [various] 1982), which would 

become a foundational text in another nascent field: postcolonial studies. The advancement 

of a whole plethora of technologies, for travel, communications, recording music, made this 

unavoidable; Hall’s own migration from Jamaica as part of the Windrush generation 

already forced the issue, as did the irrepressible international spread of Caribbean musics, 

with ska, reggae and two-tone forming part of the soundtrack to the era. The effect of this 

for Gramscian thought is quite profound, predicated as it is on the notion of winning 

support at the level of the ‘national-popular’. As the ‘national’ component is undermined, so 
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the ‘popular’ part is expanded, if inevitably complicated in the context of post-imperial 

internationalism. The extremely varied ways in which hip-hop, and hip-hop theorists, 

respond to these issues, both in terms of navigating the state and the possibility of 

navigating beyond it, will form the basis of later chapters. 

Part of this complexity was experienced (and analysed) in the proliferation of new 

political identities and subject-positions, or at the least an acknowledgement of existing 

identities as being politically relevant. Hall’s explanation of how such positions are formed 

operates at the same level of his explanation of Thatcherite hegemony, namely of being a 

question of ‘connections’ (or ‘articulations’) and the conditions for them to be formed and 

strengthened. He gives the example of the formation of Rastafarianism which, like 

Thatcherism, looked into both the past and the future in search of its foundational cultural 

resources - in one direction, the Bible, turned ‘upside-down… to get a meaning which fit 

their experience,’ and in the other the fullest use of ‘modern media to broadcast their 

message,’ (2005a, p.143) particularly in terms of popular music, its performance and 

distribution. The effect was to take control of a ‘new means of articulation and production’ 

and as such to effect a ‘cultural transformation,’ (p.143) whereby a disenfranchised and 

disorganised strata of society could throw off the automatic designation conferred upon it 

by any ruling class - namely of being the poor, the rabble, the underclass - and could 

instead cohere around its own identity and ideology, themselves constituted and 

articulated predominantly through the renewal and re-organisation of certain cultural 

practices.   

This example underlines the increasing role of popular culture in articulating a 

given struggle, functioning both in terms of its initial constitution and then its subsequent 

expansion. This latter aspect, of how a struggle can spread beyond its own immediate 

locality, is one of the key questions of hegemony, or at least has been since Gramsci. 

Popular culture, in this context, takes on a (mass-)communicative and educational role, 

often directly contradicting the assertions of the traditional educational institutions with 

their orientation towards the values and meanings of the dominant culture. Even taking 

into account the powerful effects of determination and incorporation on popular culture - 

only intensified in the context of a highly commercialised and increasingly monopolised 
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culture industry, as would come to dominate popular music - these functions are still highly 

visible in popular music, with the pedagogic aspect in particular remaining a major feature 

of hip-hop throughout its near half-century history.  

The Rastafarian example also demonstrates the notion of radical contingency which 

undergirds Hall’s writings. As in Gramsci, we have no guarantee of the ‘progressive’ nature 

of Rastafarianism. Beyond Gramsci, however, we do not even have necessarily have the 

emergence of a class or a coalition of classes as our focus; we do have a form of ‘collective 

will’ at play, but there seems little possibility of reaching the critical mass required to form 

a historical bloc which could effect radical change. Rather, we have another political 

identity, which might provide ideological cover and material benefits to those who can 

identify with it, but is also likely to have some major part of itself incorporated and 

commodified. This notion of contingency seemed, like the notion of what is or is not 

‘political’, to spread into every possible sphere of existence and analysis over the course of 

20th century intellectual history. Whilst in some senses this serves to expand the political 

currents associated with Marxism, revealing new opportunities for liberation and forcing a 

more nuanced analysis, it also ran, from the beginning, in tension with it. If initially it 

seemed to pose problems just for the ‘necessary’ character of the direction of social 

struggle and development, it now, for some, also called into question whether or not there 

even was a particular direction to move in at all. 

The logic of radical contingency reached its apotheosis in the writings of Ernesto 

Laclau and Chantal Mouffe. In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy (1985) they argue for the 

pursual of a ‘democratic hegemony’, which rather than positing a leadership role for a 

particular class or social formation, would aim towards encompassing a whole 

proliferation of different causes and struggles. This was seen as an extension of the logic of 

an anti-essentialist and de-centred notion of articulation inaugurated by earlier theorists, 

and served as a response to the forms of opposition and radicalism which became known 

as the ‘new social movements’ of the 1960s, which variously cohered around feminism, 

anti-racism, queer sexualities, pacifism and environmentalism. For Laclau and Mouffe, the 

need to connect and build upon these struggles had superseded the need to organise 

around the working class, whether as a matter of necessity (which they would have 
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assiduously rejected) or of a merely strategic intervention. This would foreshadow a later 

shift, at least for Laclau, away from ‘socialism’ and towards ‘populism’ and ‘radical 

democracy’, as can be seen in his On Populist Reason (2005).  

Though these arguments went in a similar direction to Hall’s, he was sceptical of the 

extent to which they had pursued the discursive aspects of hegemony, ultimately leading 

them to ‘conceptualize all practices as nothing but discourses, and all historical agents as 

discursively constituted subjectivities,’ which implies that ‘there is no reason why anything 

is or isn’t potentially articulatable with anything’ (2005a, p.146). He concludes that ‘the 

fully discursive position is a reductionism upward, rather than a reductionism downward, 

as economism was’ (p.146). Yet the discursive aspect of culture and power were also the 

central concerns of Hall’s work, and arguably he was also part of the political drift away 

from socialism which marked the trajectory of Laclau’s writings. For Hall, this manifested 

in an initial support for Tony Blair and ‘New Labour’ which, though quickly revoked, 

reflected a sympathetic attitude towards the ideas of eurocommunism which provided one 

political corollary to the theoretical work of the New Left in Europe. Advocating a version 

of the Gramscian ‘war of position’, this tendency hoped to effect change by embracing and 

transforming the logic of the market though, as has been frequently argued, ended up 

entrenching neoliberalism and indeed confirming its thoroughly hegemonic position. 

This general tendency is important to note because it demonstrates that, although 

many of the concerns of cultural studies are grounded in a Marxist or socialist outlook, the 

seeds of a shift away from these ideologies and their history were present from the very 

beginnings of the discipline, preceding its institutionalisation proper. The difficulties 

represented by this shift, the relationship of Marxism to post-Marxism and beyond, are a 

central concern of this essay. I believe that particularly within the study of popular music 

and hip-hop, this relationship has become somewhat obscured and under-theorised; the 

notion of hegemony and counter-hegemony provides a significant and far-reaching link, 

and it is hoped that understanding better the persistence of this notion will draw attention 

to its limitations, to past mistakes and new possibilities for theorising culture. 
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For Hall, the institutionalisation of cultural studies and its corresponding 

‘theoretical fluency’, primarily taking place in the USA but also throughout the world, 

formed a point of profound danger. Initially fearing that this would lead to questions of 

power and history being downplayed, he later noted that cultural studies tends, 

extensively and without end, to theorize power—politics, race, class and gender, 
subjugation, domination, exclusion, marginality, otherness, etc.. There is hardly 
anything in cultural studies which isn’t so theorized. And yet, there is the nagging 
doubt that this overwhelming textualization of cultural studies’ own discourses 
somehow constitutes power and politics as exclusively matters of language and 
textuality itself. Now, this is not to say that I don’t think that questions of power 
and the political have to be and are always lodged within representations, that 
they are always discursive questions. Nevertheless, there are ways of 
constituting power as an easy floating signifier which just leaves the crude 
exercise and connections of power and culture altogether emptied of any 
signification. (Hall 2005b, p.273) 

We therefore arrive at a moment in which popular culture is widely acknowledged as an 

emerging and important site of political and social struggle, but with concerns about the 

capacity of the Academy to foster work which is able to interpret this function. More 

generally, there is the question of what is meant by this ‘struggle’ in the first place - 

struggle against whom? And struggle for what? 

So far, what has been attempted is an outline of the conceptual groundwork for 

cultural studies, focusing in particular on the idea of hegemony as a central aspect of 

theories connecting culture and politics, and as a crucial and illuminating link back to 

Marxist intellectual discourses. The following chapters will examine how hegemony 

functions in hip-hop studies, looking at the concept through the frame of identity, the 

relationship with the state and potential movements beyond it, and finally the notion of 

building counter-hegemony. 
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3. Articulating Subjects and the Limits of Identity 

The articulation of subject-positions and identities, a process in which popular music often 

plays a crucial part, has the capacity to inaugurate new political subjects and makes 

possible a variety of potential coalitions. Understanding this aspect of the cultural 

landscape is therefore key to a theory of hegemony in the Gramscian sense: looking both at 

how they are involved in the preservation of existing powers and also how they might work 

against it and beyond it. Precisely how this process occurs - variously involving the 

invention, revival, (re-)combination and transformation of both musical and social material 

- has, understandably, been a longstanding concern of culturally-oriented musicology and 

those studying popular music more generally.  

In hip-hop music, this aspect takes on a special significance. The verbosity and 

political marginality5 of the music combine with the prominence accorded to the rapper 

and thus serve to heighten the role of identity whilst also enlarging the means for its 

articulation. This special prominence, what Adam Krims calls the ‘symbolic collapsing of 

the MC onto the artist,’ (2000, p.95) whereby the rapper (or MC) is perceived as 

representing, as if completely unmediated, themselves, their block, their race, and so on, is 

key to understanding why the concept of hegemony persists in analyses of hip-hop music 

and culture. Whilst presenting some unique opportunities in terms of expression and 

critique, it also opens up hip-hop to unusually repressive forms of criticism and 

denunciation, such as the lyrics of a song being taken as a factual and legally admissible 

statement, with no default assumption of artistic license.6 This enhanced role of identity-

articulation and its divergent consequences for the music’s relationship with power-

structures thus raise the question of hegemony, and therefore form a useful starting point 

for exploring how this concept has been utilised and modified in hip-hop studies. I will 

                                                           
5 Something which co-exists with, and is perhaps intensified by, its commercial mainstreaming. 
6 This tendency has enabled a powerful dovetailing of mainstream media and governmental legislation, 
enacted through the persistent ‘moral panics’ surrounding hip-hop. This manifests in particular in the 
criminalisation of musicians and the intense policing of public performance of hip-hop music, aspects which 
feature prominently and persistently in the history of hip-hop. At the time of writing, drill music in the UK has 
become a particular target of police, with Metropolitan Police Commissioner Cressida Dick making a number 
of interventions on the subject. 
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approach this firstly by reviewing some of the theoretical approaches to identity in the 

discipline. 

Of course, hip-hop’s relationship with power-structures is never as simple as the 

rapper versus the-powers-that-be. As Stuart Hall (amongst others) demonstrated 

consistently throughout his work, the political logic of articulation implies that the 

progressive character of any identity, group, or movement can never be assumed in 

advance. It is instead crucial to understand how particular political positions are 

constructed and the conditions in which this takes place. A common feature of these 

conditions is summarised in the notion of interpellation, theorised most prominently by 

Althusser; this is the set of processes whereby an individual is constituted as a subject, the 

bounds of which are delimited by the state and civil society and the ideological 

constructions on which their power is based. For example, Hall, addressing the question of 

who Thatcherism was supposed to represent, claims that: 

a tiny bit of all of us is also somewhere inside the Thatcherite project… every 
now and then — Saturday mornings, perhaps, just before the demonstration — 
we go to Sainsbury's and we're just a tiny bit of a Thatcherite subject. (Hall 1988, 
p.165) 

So we can be a ‘protestor’, but due to the pressures of keeping ourselves fed, of 

convenience, of maintaining some pretence of ethical consumption, and so on, we must also 

be at the same time the ‘discerning consumer’. We are thus ‘hailed’ (in Althusser’s 

terminology) or interpellated into subject-positions amenable to the dominant culture, a 

process sometimes enabled by an apparent progressivism. The idea that these dispersed 

and often indirect interventions all lead in a coherent political direction is, again, never 

guaranteed, but instead is built upon the hegemony Thatcher was successfully 

constructing. In fact, this is that hegemony in motion, the active process of buying into a 

market-based authoritarian populism - despite, or perhaps because of, our good intentions. 

We might see it as inevitable, therefore, that hip-hop, emerging concurrently with 

the rise of Reagan and Thatcher, and from the centres of urban decay emblematic of the 

failures of the preceding political consensus, would be to some extent the ‘neoliberal’ music 

par excellence. Rising to worldwide prominence, hip-hop and its associated articulations 
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would not just be effected by interpellation from (as it were) outside, but would become 

themselves a powerful proponent of this process, serving in part to hail its ever-expanding 

audiences into a new status quo. Cultural theorist Mark Fisher made this sort of claim in his 

polemic Capitalist Realism:  

‘Gangster rap neither merely reflects pre-existing social conditions, as many of its 
advocates claim, nor does it simply cause those conditions, as its critics argue - 
rather the circuit whereby hip hop and the late capitalist social field feed into 
each other is one of the means by which capitalist realism transforms itself into a 
kind of anti-mythical myth.’ (Fisher 2009, p.10) 

So hip-hop, with its emphasis on ‘realness’, can serve to reinforce what Fisher calls 

‘capitalist realism’, a notion perhaps best captured in Thatcher’s famous mantra ‘there is no 

alternative’. Though Fisher approaches this problem from a different perspective to that 

more common in hip-hop studies - via the persistence of productive relations rather than of 

racial categories - his general line of argumentation broadly reflects a similar logic and 

scepticism towards hip-hop as an effective outlet for liberatory expression. 

Superficially, the proliferation of figures such as the gangsta, the pimp, and their 

respective sub-genres would seem to confirm Fisher’s argument that some forms of hip-

hop effect a ‘super-identification with capital at its most pitilessly predatory’ (p.12) by 

glamourising the pursuit of profit through violence and extreme exploitation. This maps 

onto a related concern, explored throughout the extant literature on hip-hop, that the 

music reinforces racist stereotypes, such as black male criminality and hyper-sexuality. Yet 

there is also a general assumption that hip-hop music contains an important emancipatory 

potential, increasingly obscured by the pressures of the culture industries. In part, this is 

encoded in the origins of cultural studies, in which (as per Hall) the existence of ‘popular 

culture’ implies that the masses cannot go without representation and that this is therefore 

a key site of struggle. It is also ingrained at the level of hip-hop mythology; the idea of a 

politically promising ‘golden age’ lost, and the recurrent theme of claiming that ‘hip-hop is 

dead’.7  

                                                           
7 Hip-hop’s ‘Golden Age’ refers to the music produced in the US from around the mid-1980s to the early 
1990s. Its defining features were its political awareness, an affiliation with black nationalism, and musical 
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The tension between these notions has led to the influential characterisation of hip-

hop culture as one of ‘contradictory articulations’ (Rose 1994, p.2).8 Given this background, 

and the valorised position of identity in the music, it follows that this tension can be 

explicated by working to understand the actual processes, musical or otherwise, through 

which these identities are articulated and performed. Adam Krims attempts this as part of 

his landmark monograph Rap Music and the poetics of identity (2000). It should be noted 

that Krims’ work is somewhat atypical in terms of its approach and arguments, partly 

aimed towards redressing from a Marxist perspective a problematic valorisation of 

‘resistance’ in cultural studies and a corresponding naivete about the scale of the 

challenges posed by contemporary global capitalism, especially in terms of its adaptability. 

As one of few book-length works specifically concerned with identity in hip-hop music 

from a musicological perspective, it is worth looking in some depth at his work, not just for 

his own arguments but in order to understand the more general tendencies at which his 

critique is aimed. 

 

3.1 Commodifying Resistance: the dilemma of hip-hop’s ‘black revolutionary 

identity’ 

The centrepiece of Krims’ Rap Music (2000) is a close-reading of the construction of a black 

revolutionary identity in Ice Cube’s ‘The Nigga You Love To Hate’. His methodology, 

referred to as a ‘musical poetics’, aims to examine the role of the ‘organization of sound as 

part of broader cultural phenomena,’ (p.14) partly as an effort to correct the relative lack of 

music-analytical approaches to hip-hop music. More specifically, this involves a broadly-

speaking semiotic approach to the interplay of Ice Cube’s rapping and the Bomb Squad-

produced beat (’beat’ meaning the sum-total of the non-rapped layers of sound), and how 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
sophistication. The related notion of hip-hop ‘dying’ is perhaps most famously captured in rapper Nas’s album 
Hip-hop is Dead (2006). 

8 In context: ‘Rap music brings together a tangle of some of the most complex social, cultural, and political 
issues in contemporary American society. Rap's contradictory articulations are not signs of absent intellectual 
clarity; they are a common feature of community and popular cultural dialogues that always offer more than 
one cultural, social, or political viewpoint. These unusually abundant polyvocal conversations seem irrational 
when they are severed from the social contexts where everyday struggles over resources, pleasure, and 
meanings take place.’ (Rose, 1994: 2) 
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these interact in the process of constructing a particular identity in the historical context 

formed by i) a particular “hardcore” hip-hop aesthetic alongside ii) an ideological 

framework influenced by tenets of the Nation of Islam. 

Despite his specific choice of subject matter for this analysis, Krims is broadly 

sceptical of the political implications of such an articulation: 

Whether those identities should be labelled “resistant” or not is most certainly a 
crucial question. … I will, at this point, only remark that I think a healthy 
skepticism is in order regarding what one might deem the “cultural resistance 
industry”. A careful reading of the rap industry might suggest the pliability of 
capital and the extent to which a politically engaged culture such as hip-hop can 
most easily be put to the service of dominant ideologies. In the meantime, 
whatever even symbolic challenges rap music might hold for capital do not seem 
to be perceisved by the broader culture as seriously threatening…. Whether, on 
the other hand, rap music might sometimes be ”resistant” in the sense of carving 
out space of freedom and pleasure is another matter. Such a notion could be true 
while nonetheless consistent with the workings of capital.  Krims (2000, pp.1-2) 

In other words, Ice Cube’s music and the identity it works towards constructing could be 

seen as having some positive and meaningful effects (as we would be able to say of most 

music), but it could not be claimed as properly oppositional in the sense used by Raymond 

Williams. From this standpoint, we might conjecture that Krims chose this example 

specifically to demonstrate that even the most apparently authentic, political, and radical of 

MCs - not just the more overtly ‘commercial’ artists - faces incorporation by capital. The 

other, perhaps more relevant, reason is that the track is highly sophisticated in terms of its 

musical construction. This is more in line with Krims’ stated intentions in the book, which 

is focused on showing how identities are articulated through the organisation of sound. In 

his analysis of the track, a complexity of identity-articulation emerges which corresponds 

to and indeed is built upon on this musical sophistication. This gives rise to a situation 

where, even in the context of a swaggering and masterful performance, each identity (of Ice 

Cube and his ‘others’, white identity and non-radical black identity) is found to be 

contested rather than fixed, with notions such as ‘blackness’ left ultimately open-ended, 

‘part of a much larger and more ambiguous social discourse’ (p.122). This is not simply the 

result of a deconstructive reading of the track on Krims’ part, but rather is also a tendency 
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which is consciously pursued and is perhaps even inherent to hip-hop music as a highly 

dialogical form.  

Krims’ later work Music and Urban Geography (2007) takes his argument further in 

terms of its political dimension. Focusing more on the problem of place, an issue intimately 

related to identity in popular music and especially in hip-hop, he argues against the 

enthusiastic attitude toward ‘resistant’ locales commonly found in popular music studies 

and cultural studies more generally. Such a perspective, he asserts, is based upon ignorance 

of the particular ways in which capitalism has developed in terms of post-Fordist 

production. He argues that popular music studies’ unique preoccupation with Adorno and 

mass-culture theory, often used as a sort of stand-in for the entirety of Marxist thought, has 

led to a lack of understanding about how contemporary design-intensive forms of 

commodity production and their associated, more flexible modes of capital accumulation 

can engender a situation in which the very idea of a ‘resistant locale’ is always commodified 

in advance. This under-estimation of the ability of capital to swiftly diversify, alter, and 

tailor production according to different consumer groups and against the backdrop of 

shifting material condition thus lead to a situation where cultural studies becomes merely 

an aspect of, in his sardonic formulation, the ‘cultural resistance industry’ (2000, p.2). In 

effect, an academic attempt to laud an apparent progressive localism, set in apparent 

opposition to US imperialism, to globalisation, etc., simply ends up rubber-stamping a 

process of commodification which condemns those (usually ‘third-world’) places to 

continued iniquity and injustice. 

Taking these two arguments together (and Krims’ example of Curacao could easily 

be replicated for, say, the South Bronx), it would seem that Krims’ view on hip-hop’s 

political potential falls broadly in line with Fisher’s: a pessimistic outlook which postulates 

a sort of ‘precorporation’ (Fisher’s term) of hip-hop music, in which it is always already 

subsumed into the processes of capital. Important to this notion is what Zizek (2006) 

would refer to as the ‘rumspringa of resistance’, whereby, for example, anti-capitalism or 

anti-racism can be experienced on a temporary and vicarious basis in order to relieve any 

truly oppositional tendencies, before bringing one back back into the fold, as is the basic 

function of the Amish practice of sending young adults to live apart from the community. 
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Whilst this does not preclude the idea that such an experience might be valuable to 

listeners by, for example, providing a sense of community, enrichment or pleasure, it does 

pose a profoundly limited role that hip-hop music can play in political struggle, one which 

is troubling when its implications are extended to popular culture at large. 

In fact, taking the notion of precorporation to its logical end would seem to suggest 

that there is no properly hegemonic function at play or at the very least would deny its 

cultural dimension - that is, apart from for the ruling classes, who have reached a stage of 

hegemonic security whereby all culture is subsumed in advance and therefore no counter-

hegemony is possible. This would therefore postulate a static conception of politics and 

culture completely at odds with the very notion of hegemony. Accounting for shifts in 

power’s specific features is still possible, but with the ruling classes as only meaningful 

actors, and with capitalism as a permanent category - the very definition of Fisher’s 

‘capitalist realism’. Nevertheless, it is impossible to dismiss Krims’ argument about the 

uncritical endorsement of ‘resistant culture’ which, under the regime of the profit-motive, 

has the potential to be just as problematic as the uncritical denunciations of hip-hop music 

which have plagued its relationship with politicians and mainstream news media. 

His major innovation in terms of hegemony, however, is to have followed through 

on the need to provide a detailed account of an example of how non-linguistic articulation 

actually functions. He cites numerous authors who have outlined the need for an analysis of 

the musical workings of hip-hop - Gilroy (1993), Rose (1994), Kelley (1997) - and we could 

easily add to this list Hall (2005a) and Laclau and Mouffe (1985), who all emphasised the 

need to go beyond a sole focus on the linguistic and textual levels of articulation, without 

themselves being able to achieve this. That is not to say that this problem has been solved, 

but merely that a promising start has been made, not only in furthering our understanding 

of articulation (and consequently hegemony) but also in terms of connecting musicology to 

other disciplines. Indeed, one of the most difficult aspects of this is how to communicate the 

analysis of musical or sonic organisation to people who might not consider themselves 

musicians or musicologists; Krims’ analysis of the Ice Cube track mentioned above is highly 

rigorous and, perhaps consequently, difficult to decipher. How to negotiate this problem 

remains an open question.  
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To summarise, although Krims shows very effectively how articulation functions at 

multiple levels within a musical track, he also seems to close off its potential for broader 

cultural salience. If there is a question of the other side of articulation, that is, the aspect of 

‘joining together’ rather than simply ‘expressing’ - the aspect that makes it a central 

practice of building hegemony via the notion of building coalitions - it is for Krims a very 

problematic one. For example, it might be that the process of redefining ‘blackness’ from 

the perspective of African-American audiences could increase their feeling of solidarity, or 

that, per Tricia Rose, it could give a generation of disaffected young people a sense of 

identity and belonging, but at the same time the ‘progressive’ or ‘resistant’ character of this 

process redefinition is not guaranteed, whilst conversely its subordination to the profit-

motive is inevitable. The prospects of joining together groups divided by the logic of race 

raises even more problems; as Krims is keen to point out, extant data at his time of writing 

indicated that white youth could be the largest audience for new hip-hop releases (2000, 

p.4). This relation can never be one of complete solidarity, marred as it is by the spectre of 

vicarious enjoyment of the exoticised racial other. There is, nevertheless, some presence of 

solidarity in that relation that should not be ignored. I would argue that the proper 

response to Krims’ immanently necessary critique is to build a theory of how musical 

articulations interact with (extra-musical) culture more generally, in a way that does not 

lose sight of i) his specific critique of uncritical endorsement of ‘resistant culture’ and ii) the 

idea that hegemony runs both ways, that if power has to be constantly maintained there is 

also room for interruptions, for genuine opposition whose outcomes are not 

predetermined. 

 

3.2 Complicating Articulation: hidden transcripts and signifyin(g) 

The possibility of such ‘interruptions’ features prominently in the following two chapters, 

which will explore their often unpredictable effects in national and transnational contexts 

respectively. The examples explored will serve both to evince and explicate some of the 

arguments at which Krims’ critiques are aimed, as well as those which might move beyond 
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them. First, however, it is necessary to introduce some theories of articulation and cultural 

expression on which these examples are largely predicated. 

Assuming the Gramscian notion that hegemony must be constantly maintained 

(even if its related mode of production is seen as self-reproducing), Krims’ critique raises 

the question of whether or not hip-hop music assents to the dominant system of meanings 

and values. Ice Cube’s ‘black revolutionary’ identity would seem to suggest that it does not, 

at least not entirely; even if capitalist productive relations are geared towards the rapid 

commodification of this identity, there is still an inevitable side-effect of propagating and 

popularising, amongst other things, a radical variant of anti-racist discourse. Tricia Rose, in 

her seminal study of hip-hop music, Black Noise (1994) draws on James Scott’s theory of 

‘hidden transcripts’ (Scott, 1990) to explicate this contradiction. This framework posits the 

open interaction of dominating and subordinated actors as the ‘public transcript’ and the 

hidden, coded interactions amongst the subordinated as the ‘hidden transcript’. Accepting 

that one effect of the developments of late capitalism is to have made less effective the 

insular social sites which historically fostered the development of hidden transcripts, for 

example the historic role of the African-American churches in the struggle against racism, 

Rose posits that: 

Mass-mediated cultural production, particularly when it contradicts and subverts 
dominant ideological positions, is under increased scrutiny and is especially 
vulnerable to incorporation. Yet, at the same time, these mass-mediated and 
mass-distributed alternative codes and camouflaged meanings are also made 
vastly more accessible to oppressed and sympathetic groups around the world 
and contribute to developing cultural bridges among such groups. Moreover, 
attacks on institutional power rendered in those contexts have a special capacity 
to destablize the appearance of unanimity among powerholders by openly 
challenging public transcipts and cultivating the contradicitons between 
commodity interests (”Does it sell? Well, sell it, then.”) and the desire for social 
control (”We can’t let them say that.”) Rap’s resistive transcripts are articulated 
and acted out in both hidden and public domains, making them highly visible, yet 
difficult to contain and confine. Rose (1994, p.101) 

This argument suggests a vision of hip-hop as being capable of simultaneously supporting 

and subverting dominant meanings and values, complicating a more straightforward 

notion of incorporation. Such a notion bears resemblance to Henry Louis Gates Jr’s theory 
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of ‘signifyin(g)’ (1988), one which is hugely influential in hip-hop studies, and locates this 

issue of double-meanings and hidden codes in the specific context of the history of African-

American expressive culture. What follows will look at specific instances of how the 

promotion of iconic resistant identities plays out in often surprising and contradictory 

ways, especially on the ‘global’ (non-US) stage. These contradictions are thrown into relief 

in the context of the concept of building, maintaining and disrupting the power at the level 

of the ‘national-popular’ necessary to the traditional logic of state authority. This will 

thereafter be counter-posed to geographical manifestations of power which move beyond 

this logic, both in the domain of neo-imperialism and empire, and in the potential of the 

necessarily transnational modes of articulation and solidarity which might disrupt them. 
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4. Hip-hop and the State 

The state has typically formed the central object of analysis for the concept of hegemony, 

just as it has historically for the concept of politics. Carl Schmitt’s seminal 1932 essay on 

the latter, The Concept of the Political (2007), goes so far as to argue that the state and 

politics are fundamentally interlinked, with politics emerging as a central exigency of the 

state, broadly conceived.9 Although the working definition of politics has been expanded in 

recent decades, especially in the context of critical theory and cultural studies, the state still 

acts as a primary locus through which politics, whether oppressive or emancipatory, is 

experienced by people in their daily lives. It is also crucial to acknowledge, however, that 

the structures of patriarchal and heteronormative domination, the logic of race, and much 

else besides, are not contained by national borders. Indeed the far-reaching influences of 

decolonisation and the 1960s social movements have been crucial in necessitating 

academic efforts to re-theorise the political along lines which can account for the ways 

these oppressive structures are both enforced and resisted. Nevertheless, it is still 

primarily the state, more specifically the nation-state, through which people are potentially 

fable to participate in democratic processes, and through this gain certain freedoms; 

likewise, labour movements and trade-unions are more often than not confined to the 

national level. Even acknowledging the more global basis of sexism and racism, the role of 

the state in mediating such oppressive structures is a crucial one. Furthermore, the state-

form plays an important role in resisting (neo-)imperialism, as well as the form through 

which the military aspect of that imperial power is predominantly exercised, even if its 

economic locus has long existed at a more global level.  

For Gramsci, the concept of hegemony was similarly always theorised with the state 

as its ultimate referent. Although his political outlook was purportedly internationalist, 

claiming to want to transform and eventually dissolve the state, the actual objective of his 

analysis (and, indeed, of his positions in the PCI) was always to build a socialist Italian 

                                                           
9 The opening sentence of the essay: ‘The concept of the state presupposes the concept of the political’ 
(2007:19). The general line of argument is that a state implies a distinction between those contained within it 
and those who are excluded; and for Schmitt the concept of the political relatedly rests upon the ultimate 
distinction of friend and enemy. 
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state. Perry Anderson makes an illuminating contrast between the approaches to analysing 

hegemony taken by Gramsci and Hall:  

For Gramsci in Italy, a critical component of any full hegemony was the creation 
of a ‘national-popular’ will and culture. In Hall’s reception, the popular moment 
effaces, all but completely, the national. The strains which Thatcher was putting 
on ‘Ukanian’ unity, already beginning to fray… in the same years Hall was 
developing his account of the break-up of the post-war political settlement, he 
scarcely noticed. (Anderson 2017, p.90) 

This tendency, to downplay the problems posed by the ‘national’ in order to better 

understand the tantalising potential of the ‘popular’, has a persistent presence in hip-hop 

studies, as I will argue in the following chapters. I do not necessarily see this as a problem 

for the discipline, however; Hall’s analysis, and the political project with which he 

identified, was indeed intended to look beyond the boundaries and limitations of the nation 

state. Attempts to theorise in this direction, for Hall inspired and perhaps necessitated by 

his experience and understanding of racism in the UK, are of the utmost importance - 

especially to hip-hop studies - and will therefore form the basis of the next chapter.  

I believe that Anderson is correct, however, in his assertion that this tendency can 

lead to specific blindspots. In addition to his comments above, he claims that, despite the 

otherwise excellent account of Thatcherism provided in Hall’s oeuvre, the downplaying of 

the national means that scant attention is paid to the significance of the Falklands War and, 

further, this left Hall unable to anticipate the aggressive direction of New Labour’s foreign 

policy (2017, p.92). The allure of global hip-hop culture, with its propensity towards 

unpredictable interconnections and solidarities, can also produce similar oversights, 

especially for a surprisingly high number of hip-hop scholars disillusioned with the 

apparent commercialisation of the US scene. As Cristina Moreno-Almeida points out, ‘in the 

tendency to look for acts of resistance, commentators have shown a predilection to define 

‘global’ rap as the heir of US ‘political’ or ‘conscious’ rap since its prominence between 

1987 and 1994’ (2017, p.9). In her account of hip-hop in contemporary Morocco, she 

demonstrates that such assumptions are not only incompatible with a much more 

complicated musical, cultural and political landscape, but also that they have potentially 

damaging implications in the context of an unsympathetic anglophone media and 
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interventionist US foreign policy. Though the desire to reconstruct (or even ‘discover’) the 

unrealised socio-political potential of hip-hop’s Golden Age is understandable, it is of 

course far more valuable to understand the specific articulations of artists and audiences in 

their given material contexts than to attempt to locate a preconceived notion of an 

internationalist hip-hop-centred mass movement.  

Articulations, musical articulations especially, have the helpful tendency to cross 

borders, no matter how violently they are policed; a large part of the context in which they 

are produced, however, is inevitably located at level of the nation-state. Such a context is 

not only formed by a particular government or set of state organisations, but also by, for 

example, given linguistic, cultural, and aesthetic specificities. As such, any (counter-

)hegemonic function we might ascribe to hip-hop music will necessarily operate in part at 

the national level, where it seems that cultural ascendancy and coalition-building are, at 

present, most likely to produce tangible outcomes in terms of shaping and seizing power. 

For these reasons, it is crucial to examine hip-hop’s hegemonic function in terms of its 

relation to national cultures and the state. Conversely, the foregrounded presence of race 

and gender (primarily in terms of masculinist projections) in hip-hop music means that this 

hegemonic function will never be exclusively confined to the national level, considering the 

necessarily global domain of these categories. Before going on to examine in the next 

chapter the internationalist questions posed by hip-hop culture and the transnational 

structures it implies, occupies, and works to constitute, I will first discuss a number of 

studies that focus specifically on hip-hop music’s relation to the state. 

 

4.1 ‘My President is Black’: Hip-hop and the Obama Election Campaigns 

A fairly large body of scholarship has been produced in the past two decades or so which 

specifically addresses hip-hop music in a variety of (non-US) national cultures, often 

looking principally at how hip-hop culture has been refigured in the contexts formed by 

local cultural, political, and aesthetic factors.10 The Hip-hop and Obama Reader (Gosa and 

                                                           
10 Some prominent examples are Mitchell’s Global Noise (2001), Condry’s Hip-hop Japan (2006),  Rollefson’s 
Flip the Script (2017), Flores’s From Bomba to Hip-hop (2000), Baker’s Buena Vista in the Club (2011), 
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Nielson eds., 2015), however, presents a fascinating collection of essays which engages 

explicitly with the national question in the birthplace of hip-hop itself. This premise is an 

exciting one not just because it provides the opportunity for a more convincingly ‘emic’ or 

‘insider’ perspective than is usually the case in the largely US-based disciplines of hip-hop 

studies and cultural studies, but also because the assumed knowledge of US culture, 

politics, and hip-hop music allows for the exploration of more specific areas of inquiry than 

is generally possible when attempting to introduce a reading audience to an entire national 

music culture, as is usually the case. Namely, it takes on the topics of the role played by hip-

hop in Obama’s election campaigns and the differences between 2008 and 2012, as well as 

the contemporaneous but contrasting political upheavals of the Arab Spring. As such, the 

Obama Reader provides variety not just in its numerous and contrasting perspectives on 

the culture-politics relation but also in terms of evaluating very different models of hip-

hop-centred poltical activism. These factors, along with how recently the book was 

published, mean that the volume therefore provides a useful overview of how scholars 

studying hip-hop are currently theorising its hegemonic function - or lack thereof - in terms 

of its relationship to the state. 

Offering the young fellow Chicagoan as an alternative to Bush, Common asked 
“Why not impeach [Bush] and elect Obama?” … What appeared a hyperbolic and 
fanciful query typical of hip hop audacity was the bold and unapologetic political 
style that provided a clear articulation of support for Obama months before he 
was even elected US senator or had widespread name recognition. (Ogbar 2015, 
p.36) 

Jeffrey Ogbar here captures some of the excitement and genuine radicalism which 

accompanied Obama’s rise to prominence, as well as the centrality of hip-hop culture as a 

site of political prefiguration, support, and critique. This surprising embeddedness of hip-

hop culture with a mainstream political campaign reached its zenith in the 2008 election, 

with a significant number of hip-hop-centred cultural organisations organising to 

encourage supporters to vote, and a plethora of hip-hop tracks referencing the new 

president after his victory, at turns apprehensive and triumphalist in tone.11 This linkage 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Saunders’ Cuban Underground Hip-hop (2017), and Moreno-Almeida’s Rap beyond Resistance (2017). 
11 For example: Nas - Black President (2008), Jay Z - History (2009), Common - Changes (A Tribute to Obama) 
(2008). 
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would persist even after Obama and his political project had become firmly incorporated 

into the US state, with the music generally developing in a more critical direction,12 and the 

idea of a ‘hip-hop president’ providing the basis of sustained racialised attacks from right-

wing media sources.13  

The differences between the 2008 and 2012 election campaigns form a prominent 

theme in the volume as a whole, with attention especially being paid to the dramatic 

downturn in participation of cultural and civic engagement organisations, hip-hop-themed 

or otherwise. For the purposes of this essay, this serves as an excellent case study for what 

happens to a hip-hop-adjacent political movement when it gains power and effectively, via 

the US presidency, becomes state. This specific process of incorporation to the interests 

and exigencies of capital and empire run parallel with that problem in its more general 

sense in terms of the ways it effects and shapes hip-hop music. For both, race, and the 

concept of blackness in particular, present specific difficulties to this process. Whilst the US 

state and economy have long been accustomed to the incorporation and exploitation of 

African-American cultural production, an African-American president presented an 

entirely novel challenge. For Obama, the response to this complex problem was, in part, the 

de facto promotion of the idea of a ‘post-racial’ society which, though not explicitly 

embraced by Obama himself, was a prominent feature of both his campaigns and 

administrations (Gosa and Nielson 2015, p.7). Indeed, this approach, seeming to indicate 

that the Obama administration were not particularly invested in explicitly championing 

black interests, was at the heart of the tensions which developed between the two election 

campaigns.  

Whereas in 2008, organisations such as the National Hip Hop Political Convention 

and the Hip Hop Summit Action Network had been a prominent presence, by 2012 these 

organisations were nowhere near as active, with the ‘songs, rallies, and other hip-hop-

centred activities… a shadow of those in 2008’ (Ogbar 2015, p.48). With pledges and 

expressions of intent from the 2008 campaign - to address issues with the justice system, 

                                                           
12 For example: Lupe Fiasco - Words I Never Said (2011), Lowkey - Obama Nation (2011) 
13 For example, a Fox News report entitled “Obama’s Hip-hop BBQ Didn’t Create Jobs” published 6th August 
2011. 
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prisons, healthcare, foreign policy, and so on - left largely unfulfilled, this trend is perhaps 

an unsurprising one. As Gosa and Nielson summarise it, ‘Obama’s symbolic performances of 

hip-hop swagger have not translated into a hip-hop political agenda, one that addresses the 

pressing issues facing America’s least advantaged’ (2015, p.7). It is important to add the 

caveat that the 2012 election campaign was largely successful and further that it featured a 

high voter turnout for African-Americans. Though this seems to run counter to the tensions 

described between hip-hop culture (through artists, activists, and civic organisations) and 

Obama, this could be explained in part by the fact that African-American voters would 

presumably be intensely aware of the potential for a racist backlash against a black 

presidency. The prevalence and persistence of intensely reactionary media phenomena 

such as the ‘birther’ conspiracy theories - which attempted to spread the notion that 

Obama was not an American but a Kenyan citizen - might indicate as much. In the context 

of the struggle against white supremacy, any gains that are made are worth defending, even 

if they are largely symbolic. 

Obama’s rise to power maps the initial steps of building hegemony at the national 

level, bringing together a diverse coalition of supporters and uniting them around common 

interests and goals, before taking state power on their behalf. Hip-hop music and culture 

became important in this context as a factor which was common to many of the groups in 

this nascent coalition. Further, as a form which has long had social criticism as a prominent 

part of its articulations, it was ripe for an establishment figure to take advantage of this 

culture as a way of connecting (often disaffected) voters to mainstream politics, assuming 

they could access a certain degree of hip-hop authenticity. Incorporation into state power 

scuppered this movement in its infancy, however, with the exigencies of guiding the 

world’s largest capitalist economy through the Great Recession (beginning 2007-8) getting 

in the way of pursuing the interests of Obama’s supporters. Far from producing a properly 

hegemonic transformation - one which becomes self-reproducing at multiple levels of 

society - instead the agenda which brought together his coalition was never really initiated, 

and the capacity for its members to influence the direction of the administration extremely 

limited. As such, the possibility of a mass-movement supporting and guiding a progressive 

presidency gave way instead to a cycle of disaffection and disenfranchisement, with a great 
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amount of resources and effort put into raising hopes, and a politics-as-usual approach 

making sure they were not realised. 

Signs of weakness in this initial coalition could be read into the decline in voter 

participation of Latino people in the 2012 election, after there had previously been a large 

uptick in participation in 2008. A crucial component not only of Obama’s voting coalition 

but also the ‘hip-hop generation’ (Kitwana, 2002), Latinos had since suffered the largest 

drop in wealth of any ethnic group (Ogbar 2015, p.46) between the two elections. A further 

drop in Latino turnout in the 2016 election, accompanied by a dramatic drop in African-

American turnout, gave way to the Donald Trump’s victory, evidencing the seismic 

consequences of not working to cement and embolden the Obama coalition.  

As Gosa and Nielson point out, Jay Z was perhaps the only artist to have a more 

prominent presence in the 2012 campaign than in 2008, becoming ‘Obama’s symbol of 

boot-strapping, de-racialised self-sufficiency,’ through his fundraising, free concerts, and 

public appearances with Obama, including in an official campaign video (2015, p.9). It is 

interesting to read this campaign strategy against Jay Z’s musical work; his iconic debut 

album Reasonable Doubt (1996), for example, might glamourise the hustler lifestyle, but it 

cannot exactly be read as a ringing endorsement of boot-strapping free enterprise. In fact, 

tracks such as ‘D’Evils’ more closely demonstrate how the attempts of impoverished 

African-American men to participate in ‘free enterprise’ seem inevitably doomed to 

reproduce the alienation, violence, and inequality which have blighted African-Americans 

throughout history. Perhaps what is needed, if a ‘hip-hop politics’ is really the aim, is for the 

shallow expediency which characterised the celebrity endorsements central to Obama’s 

engagement with hip-hop culture to be replaced with, or at least supplemented by, the 

more complicated articulations sounded throughout hip-hop music. Such articulations 

would throw into relief the true scale of the challenge posed by hegemonic transformation 

of the US state, which would suggest that the promotion of pulling up your bootstraps and 

voting every four years is an inadequate strategy for mobilising an energised electorate.  

Though Gosa and Nielson claim that ‘hip hop’s political aspirations on the national 

stage continue to be hampered by the music, a soundtrack that for the most part remains 
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incompatible with collective struggle,’ (2015, p.11) I would argue that the lack of a 

sustained effort at cultural ascendancy was part of what hampered the hegemonic 

aspirations of both the Obama administration and the hip-hop generation. Such an effort, to 

attempt to enact a genuine shift in attitudes and values which might under-gird a more 

prolonged and far-reaching national transformation, would necessarily involve channelling 

the pockets of social critique and consciousness which emerge in popular culture. There is 

perhaps no other area of US popular culture with as much of a propensity in this direction 

as hip-hop music, and, furthermore, this tendency has now formed a prominent presence 

for almost half a century. The question of how such an ascendancy could be achieved in the 

context of the US is complex, multi-faceted, and open, though it could be conjectured that it 

would necessarily involve a great deal more grassroots organising, carried out at much 

greater distance to the political parties, celebrities, and the electoral system than is the case 

for the organisations referred to above. Such an endeavour, with a bottom-up 

organisational orientation, and without the spectre of false electoral promises, would stand 

a better chance of inspiring a more sustained hip-hop activism than that which is advocated 

by the predominantly ‘get-out-the-vote’ efforts cited above. Though this would have little 

chance of rapidly storming the presidency in the way Obama did, I believe it is a better 

general approach to channelling the power of a ‘hip-hop coalition’ than a more 

intrumentalising approach which seeks to convert cultural capital into votes, before 

consigning the music - and many of its listeners - back to their default status as an 

embarrassing relation. 

 

4.2 The Arab Spring: Hip-hop for and against power 

The Obama Reader also presents some perspectives which explore hip-hop’s role in the 

more radical contemporaneous contexts formed by the uprisings of the Arab Spring. 

Generally, these share with the Obama campaigns the common thread that the uprisings 

did not lead to sustained transformation along the lines that many protestors had 

envisaged. Determining what protestors, and protesting hip-hop artists, had envisaged is a 

fraught question, however. This issue is discussed by Torie DeGhett in her contribution to 
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the Obama Reader (2015), and at length by Moreno-Almeida in her book Rap Beyond 

Resistance (2017), which focuses on Morocco’s rap scene in this period. As both authors 

highlight, there is often an assumption that the adoption of hip-hop reflects a shift towards 

‘Western values’, especially in the context of the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) 

region. On the contrary, as Moreno-Almeida points out, it is not uncommon in Morocco for 

rappers to be patriotically supportive of the country’s monarchy, something in part 

influenced, ironically, by the pro-Western assumption associated with hip-hop: ‘at a time 

when rappers in Morocco were looked at with mistrust and considered symbols of Western 

imperialism, patriotic rap allowed this music genre and culture a smoother entrance to the 

Moroccan cultural field’ (2017, p.4). 

That said, it is perhaps inevitable that hip-hop music is always seen as referring 

back to the US culture in some sense; to ignore this would effectively engender ignoring 

hip-hop’s involvement in US cultural imperialism. But as DeGhett points out: 

If these rappers are embracing anything Western in their choice of musical genre, 
however, it’s the history of conscious African American hip hop and dissidence, 
often rejected in America as violent, radical, or libertine. Many of these rappers 
are united through religion with their 1980s and 1990s American influencers, a 
significant number of whom were followers of Nation of Islam or Five Percent 
Nation… (DeGhett 2015, p.95) 

A common aspect of non-US national hip-hop cultures, this identification with and 

adaptation of aspects of US hip-hop culture is suggestive in terms of the potential for 

building more internationally-conceived solidarities built around experience of oppression 

based on, for example, race, ethnicity or religion. Though this might suggest a counter-

hegemonic orientation against the imposition of ‘Western values’, it is also important to 

acknowledge that these same connections are utilised in the most officially-sanctioned and 

direct forms of US cultural imperialism: as DeGhett goes on to point out, the US State 

Department is itself aware of the potential of these religious connections and uses them as 

part of official propaganda campaigns involving ‘hip-hop envoys’ in the region (p.96).  

Harking back to Krims’ critique of the automatic projection of ‘resistance’ onto hip-

hop music (2000), Moreno-Almeida discusses the history of popular music being used as a 

vehicle for promoting national consciousness and support of the state in the MENA region, 
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citing the enormously popular singer Umm Kalthoum’s historical role in Egypt, and the 

Syrian pop musician Assala, who has a number of songs praising former leader of Syria 

(and father of its current leader) Hafez Al-Assad (2017, p.2). DeGhett makes a similar point 

with regards to Syrian hip-hop, asserting that of the country’s ‘few rappers, many, like 

Eslam Jawaad, are even pro-regime, at least to a certain extent’ (2015, p.101). Of course, 

such endorsements could still be read as resistant in some sense, at least in terms of their 

stance regarding the USA, with some politicians in the region historically building their 

political identities at least in part upon a supposedly anti-imperialist orientation, such as in 

the case of Hafez Al-Assad and former Libyan leader Muammar Gaddafi. More important, I 

would argue, than negating the category of resistance itself is to modify our discipline’s 

orientation towards it, moving away from assuming the presence of resistance as a 

necessarily positive aspect and towards an approach which contextualises such rhetorical 

and political moves within their local, national, and global contexts.  

Although DeGhett takes a generally similar standpoint to Moreno-Almeida, rejecting 

the dichotomy of US cultural imperialism versus localised resistance, she reproduces some 

of the projections criticised by both Moreno-Almeida (2017) and Krims (2007) in her 

concluding remarks:  

Their rap is part of a search for identity and collective belonging rather than a 
vehicle for manufactured gangster identity or a reach toward a Western 
“salvation.” Their lyrics, which shift among tones ranging from contemplative 
and intellectual to forceful and revolutionary, unite in a collective declaration to 
one another, to the American government, to their hip hop predecessors: 
“Record! I am Arab!” (DeGhett 2015, p.104)  

Reflecting a fairly common tendency in hip-hop studies, especially those looking at hip-hop 

music and culture outside the US, there is an underlying assumption that the identity being 

searched for and constructed in the music necessarily represents an underlying 

progressivism, even when not explicitly framed as such. Whilst collective belonging might 

serve a generally positive function for the music’s more immediate audiences, this says 

little about how such identities might function in the various national, regional or global 

political contexts into which they are inevitably embedded. Moreno-Almeida makes a 

similar point with respect to resistance and the notion of political or conscious hip-hop in 
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differing national contexts: ‘what does it mean to be ‘politicised’ in countries, such as Cuba, 

where the ‘conscious’ discourse overlaps with that delivered by the state? How do we 

relate to resistance when that is the language of power?’ (2017, p.11) 

 

4.3 Contextualising Hip-hop’s National Articulations 

Tanya Saunders takes up some of these questions in her book Cuban Underground Hip-hop 

(2015), which is especially valuable in terms of her layered attempt to embed the music 

into its numerous geographical and political contexts: of local racialised struggle, its 

relationship with the Cuban state, with the Caribbean and Latin America, and finally in 

terms of the Black Atlantic.14 Her study, which focuses on underground hip-hop in the 

period following the collapse of the Soviet Union known in Cuba as the Special Period, 

opens with a quote from Cuban hip-hop artist Ariel Fernandez: 

Arsenio Rodriguez, Mongo Santamaria, La Lupe … were born, bred, and rasied in 
Cuba. They were Cubans. Not Latinos. I repeat: not Latinos. Rumba, Son, Mambo 
… Afro-Cuban are Cuban genres, not Latino. … We are Cubans and Caribbeans … 
Not Latinos. What is it in the end… Latin? Ariel Fernandez on Facebook, 2014, 
cited in Saunders (2015, p.1) 

Though these comments clearly have a nationalist aspect which I believe is downplayed in 

Saunders’ account, she is correct in pointing out that the central dichotomy of Cubanness 

versus Latinness reflects a discourse with a more regional, even global orientation, 

highlighting how the creativity of the African diaspora has been incorporated and 

subsumed into the idea of Latin-ness (p.2). Arguing that the black experience of life in the 

Americas is united in terms of, for example, frequently being denied full citizenship rights, 

Saunders intends to centralise ‘Cuba as one node in the production of Black praxis within 

the Americas,’ showing how ‘Black Cuban politics reverberate throughout the diaspora - 

even after a fifty-year embargo’ (2015, p.8). 

This regional or even global interconnectedness, necessary to understanding Cuban 

hip-hop, also has a presence in the context of the Arab Spring, where as Sujatha Fernandes 

                                                           
14 A concept introduced by Paul Gilroy in his discussion of black modernist literature The Black Atlantic 
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points out the role played by both social media and by Arabic, as a lingua franca, in rapidly 

spreading and popularising shared political sentiments through the MENA region (2015, 

p.89). As such, movements which had the issue of state governance as their primary focus 

were necessarily part of something broader and more regional, and arguably their 

significance was largely predicated on this factor. Furthermore, in a general sense it is 

difficult to make sense of a given nationalist stance without understanding the regional and 

international context into which it is embedded; Catalonian nationalism must be 

understood on different terms to Spanish nationalism, and Cuban nationalism on radically 

different terms to US nationalism.  

Whilst the musical articulations discussed in this chapter have had a political effect 

chiefly at the national level, none of them have really been part of a genuinely hegemonic 

shift of power, one which becomes self-reproducing and saturates society at a number of 

levels. In fact, their influence, though sometimes surprisingly large, has been fleeting, and 

has frequently led to outcomes very different to those which might have been envisaged by 

hip-hop artists and audiences. Potentially, this could be because the interests which unite 

many of the people for whom hip-hop might have a political influence, for example anti-

racism and social egalitarianism, are blocked by existing hegemonic formations which have 

a more global basis. Returning to Hall’s analysis of Thatcherism, and despite its usefulness 

in understanding its specific features and manifestations in the UK, it could be questioned 

whether or not Thatcherism would have had any meaning or significance divorced from 

the global context of the neoliberal turn, in terms of Reaganism, the Chicago School of 

economics, the Montpelerin Society, and of course the ability of the US to test out new 

economic models on impoverished countries (Harvey, 2006; Klein, 2007). In order to gain a 

more complete picture of how the hegemonic and counter-hegemonic functions of hip-hop 

music are conceived, it is crucial therefore to now turn to the models of globalisation and 

transnationalism as they have been theorised in hip-hop studies. 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
(1993), a text which is influential in hip-hop studies and will be discussed in the following chapter. 
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5. Beyond the ‘National-Popular’ 

In his landmark study Imagined Communities (2016, first published 1983), Benedict 

Anderson draws attention to the role of novel information and communication 

technologies in the development of the nation state. He contends that the advent of printing 

technologies, combined with capitalism as an emergent mode of production, were crucial in 

creating the conditions for nationalism to flourish across the world. He argues convincingly 

that the spread of, for example, literature, maps, and newspapers, played a key role in 

developing new senses of spatial and temporal boundaries which, combined with specific 

contradictions of empire,15 laid the groundwork for the creation of the nation state and the 

development of national consciousness. Considering hip-hop music’s functions as an 

information and communication network built upon novel technologies - making globally 

visible for example the specific oppressive conditions of the post-industrial US city (Rose, 

1994) - and, through this, its potential for developing certain forms of social consciousness, 

we might ask what sort of spatial and social formations it might lend itself towards. 

Considering also the global reach of African-American musics in general, and the traumatic 

transnational histories to which they are irrevocably connected, such a form would 

necessarily go beyond the boundaries of the nation state.  

Though alone this might seem little more than a thought exercise, I believe this 

question gains some salience when placed in the context of attempts to assess hip-hop 

music’s potential to serve a counter-hegemonic function. Another way of approaching this 

question would be to ask what constitutes the ‘imagined community’ of hip-hop music. 

Such notions are evoked within the discourses of hip-hop culture itself in, for example, the 

idea of a ‘Hip Hop Nation’ (Alim, 2015). The role this imagined community might play in 

terms of supporting certain political movements, whether electoral or insurrectionary, can 

be seen in some of the examples covered in the previous chapter, with notions such as the 

‘hip-hop generation’ and ‘hip-hop politics’ being employed by commentators to understand 

the sometimes significant effects of this relationship. The examples given of movements 

                                                           
15 He draws attention specifically to the situation of mestizo people - who had mixed indigenous and 
European ancestry - who had both the experience of administrating empire, and the humiliation of being 
denied the right to return ‘home’ to e.g. Spain. This argument is key to his contention that nationalism 
developed in South America before becoming particularly consequential in Europe. 
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outside of the US further bear witness to sometimes surprising interactions and solidarities 

that can be suggestive of more transnational political interventions, or even of the 

existence of a hip-hop global youth movement (Gilroy, 1993). Indeed many of the critical 

themes common to hip-hop music throughout the world, such as racial and economic 

iniquity, function systemically at a global level, then so must any potentially counter-

hegemonic function of the music, at least in part.  

Understanding the way in which such transnational political interventions might 

take shape and, further, what sort of outcomes they might engender requires the 

development of theoretical models which can account for their specific features of given 

manifestations of this tendency. Otherwise, we might simply be satisfied with identifying a 

musical culture and a given related political articulation as, for example, transnational, 

syncretic, or creolised, when this alone tells us little about the specific features and 

implications of a given situation. Furthermore, this could even risk the imposition and 

uncritical celebration of a postmodern aesthetic, without necessarily examining its 

potential political ramifications. Hip-hop studies have utilised and developed a number of 

models along these lines; Paul Gilroy’s notion of the Black Atlantic (1993), and a general 

orientation towards understanding locality in a global context, both have a prominent 

influence in the discipline, and exploration of these approaches will form the basis of this 

chapter. These tendencies will be contextualised in the following and final chapter in terms 

of how other disciplines, such as critical theory and international relations, have theorised 

the function of hegemony at transnational, international, and global levels. 

 

5.1 The Black Atlantic: Theorising the transnational 

Tanya Saunders’ study of underground hip-hop in Cuba highlights the necessity of a 

transnational outlook by invoking the idea of Western Modernity as a kind of ultimate 

global hegemonic referent: 

The CUHHM’s [Cuban Underground Hip Hop Movement] culturally based 
activism has focused on “knowledge-practices”: spurring social change through 
creating new discourses and knowledge frameworks for Cuban citizens by 
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drawing from and calling attention to the memory and continued presence of 
African cultural legacies and other alternatives to hegemonic Eurocentric visions 
of Western modernity. (2015, p.10)  

Unpicking the logic of racism, in Cuba a process hampered by the post-racial ideology of 

mestizaje which denies the existence of racism in the country following the 1959 

revolution, must therefore not only contend with the need to better understand the 

presence and function of African cultural legacies, but further must challenge the globally 

hegemonic ideologies and articulations of Western Modernity. Gilroy’s notion of the Black 

Atlantic attempts to account for the ways in which Afri-diasporic expressive cultures have 

dealt with these problems. 

Born in part out of his frustrations with the ‘quiet cultural nationalism which 

pervades the work of some radical thinkers,’ (1993, p.3) particularly in terms of the British 

New Left16 and African-American cultural studies, this framework posits a distinctive black 

‘counter-culture of modernity’ (p.36) (a phrase borrowed from Zygmunt Bauman (1986)) 

which necessarily transcends national borders. Drawing on the DuBoisian notions of 

‘double consciousness’, it attempts to account for how black expressive and political 

articulations have simultaneously been involved with identifying the complicity of 

Modernity and the Enlightenment with racial terror and white supremacy, whilst also 

making important and distinctive contributions to these discourses, building on their latent 

aims of advancing human knowledge and striving towards collective and individual 

liberation. Gilroy’s work takes on an impressive sweep of Afri-diasporic culture as his 

subject matter, including the literature, music, political interventions and travel records of 

various black artists, scholars, and political figures. His use of the ship as a ‘chronotope’17 

orients these examples within the context of the Atlantic and the routes through which 

                                                           
16 On the British Communist Party’s Historians’ Group (many of whom would become prominent New Left 
figures): ‘Their predilections for the image of the freeborn Englishman and the dream of socialism in one 
country that framed their work are both to be found wanting when it comes to nationalism. This 
uncomfortable pairing can be traced through the work of Edward Thompson and Eric Hobsbawm, visionary 
writers who contributed so much to the strong foundations of English cultural studies and who share a non-
reductive Marxian approach to economic, social, and cultural history in which the nation - understood as a 
stable receptacle for counter-hegemonic class struggle - is the primary focus.’ (1993:14-15) 
17 Gilroy cites the following passage from Bakhtin’s The Dialogic Imagination (ed. and trans. Michael Holquist, 
1981:426): ‘A unit of analysis for studying texts according to the ratio and nature of the temporal and spatial 
categories represented. The chronotope is an optic for reading texts as x-rays of the forces at work in the 
culture system from which they spring.’  
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black people traversed it, invoking not only the horrors of the middle passage, but also the 

pervasive idea of a return to Africa, and the importance of sea travel to the development 

and propagation of radical political ideologies (Linebaugh and Rediker, 2012). 

Though his study is more oriented towards literature, and is perhaps most 

successful in this area, he accords a special place to the role of music in the Black Atlantic, 

in part due to the valorisation of the form as a site of struggle in the lives and legacies of 

slaves denied access to literacy. His more contemporary musical references feature hip-hop 

prominently, about which he makes the following assertions:  

The same problem of the status enjoyed by national boundaries in the writing of 
cultural history is evident in recent debates over hip hop culture, the powerful 
expressive medium of America’s urban black poor which has created a global 
youth movement of considerable significance. The musical components of hip 
hop are a hybrid form nurtured by the social relations of the South Bronx where 
Jamaican sound system culture was transplanted during the 1970s and put down 
new roots. … this routed and re-rooted Caribbean culture set in train a process 
that was to transform black America’s sense of itself and a large portion of the 
popular music industry as well. Here we have to ask how a form which flaunts 
and glories in its own malleability as well as its transnational character becomes 
interpreted as an expression of some authentic African-American essence? … 
Another way of approaching this would be to ask what is it about black America’s 
writing elite which means that they need to claim this diasporic cultural form in 
such an assertively nationalist way?’ (1994, p.33) 

While Gilroy may be justified in drawing attention to the proto-nationalist tendencies of 

some prominent African-American commentators, which he sees as a ‘volkish outlook’ 

symptomatic of ‘growing cleavages within the black communities,’ enacting a ‘persistent 

mystification of that group’s increasingly problematic relationships with the black poor,’ 

(pp.32-3) this does not necessarily account for the popularity of such notions in US hip-hop 

culture at large. Far from being confined to an African-American elite, black nationalism 

has historically been deeply interwoven with hip-hop culture, especially in its most overtly 

political and radical dimensions, through intimate connections with the Nation of Islam and 

the Five Percenters (Miyakawa, 2005; Knight, 2013). Even accounting for hip-hop’s poly-

vocality and its capacity for making ‘contradictory articulations’ (Rose 1994, p.2), this calls 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
Bakhtin’s original texts which make up this volume were published between 1934-41. 
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into question Gilroy’s characterisation of the music as ‘a form which flaunts… its 

transnational character’ (p.33).  

Imani Perry criticises what she calls Gilroy’s ‘romantic Afro-Atlanticism’ (2004, 

p.17) in her book Prophets of the Hood. Her argument is based on the cleavages within the 

Black Atlantic, in particular between African-Americans and black Caribbeans 

created by beleagured histories, economic competition, the effects of white 
supremacy, and a classist social structure threaten what is shared. … Young 
Caribbean people learn from their parents the stories of their exploitation at the 
hands of African Americans…. Most [African Americans] have minimal contact 
with black immigrants and derive their information about them from 
imperialistic and Eurocentric media. (p.17) 

Such assertions might be evidenced by exploration of Justin Williams’ suggestive notion of 

‘imagined communities as interpretative communities,’ (2013, p.13) which builds on ideas 

from Stanley Fish’s reader-response theory (1980). Assuming that one of the ways in which 

black Americans understand the inter-relations between different black national or 

regional communities is through hip-hop music, then it should be noted how African-

American invocations of the Caribbean tend towards seeing it as representing an other, 

whether out of solidarity or simply as a site of exotic frisson, the latter often functioning as 

a signifier for wealth, luxury and hustling. The former tendency can be heard in Outkast’s A 

Day in the Life of Benjamin André (Incomplete) (2003): ‘Girls used to say, y'all talk funny, 

y'all from the Islands? Laughed and they just keep smiling No, I'm from Atlanta baby,’; and 

the latter in Drake’s The Language (2013): ‘I send all my money to banks in the Islands and 

eat with Italians, I do’. Though this topic requires a much more thorough-going explication 

than can be provided here, especially in terms of how, for example, black Caribbeans 

interpret the US and ‘black America’ (in the sense confined the to US), it does support the 

basic thrust of Perry’s critique.  

She goes on to point out the disparities in the circulation of musical commodities, 

with African-American music, via a culturally imperialist relationship, being exported to 

the Black Atlantic at far greater volume than in the reverse direction (2004, p.19). This 

largely precludes in her view the ‘postcolonial fantasy of a united ideology in the Afro-

Atlantic world manifest through fluid musical forms’ (p.19). Whilst Perry’s criticisms are 
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salient, especially in terms of showing the problems of attempting to ground an Afro-

Atlantic perspective in terms of how such notions are experienced by its constituents, I 

believe that her positing of a ‘united ideology’ misunderstands Gilroy’s framework, which is 

more concerned with mapping out how a wide variety of ideas and ideologies can travel 

and incubate through transnational routes and circuits. As such, it is more to do with 

possibilities, pockets of interaction and solidarity, whose full meaning can only be 

appreciated when analysed together, rather than in nationally bounded spheres. 

Nevertheless, there is naturally a tendency towards optimism in terms of the possible 

generation of an emancipatory transnational black consciousness in Gilroy’s work. This can 

be seen in one form in Gilroy’s rather strident assertion of a hip-hop’s ‘global youth 

movement,’ (p.33) which, if it exists as such, would almost by definition need to cohere 

around some shared ideals. Whilst hip-hop music does feature invocations of such a 

movement, they pale in significance when compared to hip-hop’s focus on the local, 

whether in terms of cities, regions, or coasts, and the hyper-local, city boroughs and areas, 

and even individual blocks (Perry 2004, p.20; Forman, 2002). 

 

5.2 Place and Locality 

Whilst Perry uses the idea of hip-hop’s relationship with locality as evidence of what she 

calls its sometimes ‘arrogantly American’ (p.20) character, it has been more commonly 

employed as a way to map post-colonial and transnational relationships. Tony Mitchell, in 

his introduction to Global Noise, the first book-length collection of research on hip-hop 

outside the US, employs Roland Robertson’s neologism ‘glocalization’ (1995) to explain this 

potentially counter-intuitive relationship; it attempts to combine ‘the global with the local, 

to emphasize that each is in many ways defined by the other and that they frequently 

intersect, rather than being polarized opposites’ (Mitchell 2001, p.11). Such themes are 

developed by George Lipsitz in his book Dangerous Crossroads (1994) which, perhaps 

rivalled only by Gilroy’s The Black Atlantic (1993), forms as a highly influential model for 

hip-hop studies and the way it conceives space, place, and the transnational. 
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Lipsitz draws attention to, on the one hand, the way in which the accelerated pace of 

global capital integration has made itself felt ‘most powerfully through the reorganization 

of spaces and the transformation of local experience,’ (1994, p.5) and on the other hand 

how these processes, by implementing ‘similar and interconnected kinds of austerity, 

inequality, and social disintegration,’ have given rise to a ‘transnational culture speaking to 

shared social realities’ (p.7). His central thesis is that such conditions, combined with the 

failure of nationally-bounded trade unions and political parties to interrupt the 

increasingly global and accelerated flows of capital, mean that popular culture becomes a 

new ‘public sphere’ which forms an increasingly important site of struggle and resistance: 

For many musicians around the world, the “popular” has become a dangerous 
crossroads, an intersection between the undeniable saturation of commercial 
culture in every area of human endeavor and the emergence of a new public 
sphere that uses the circuits of commodity production and circulation to envision 
and activate new social relations. (p.12) 

His opening example shows this idea at work in the music of Haitian band Boukman 

Eksperyans, for whom the basic act of releasing music in part for the consumption of US 

audiences means at once participating in the long-standing structures of cultural 

imperialism whilst also attempting, through increased international visibility and support, 

to avoid the worst of violent government repression. It also, without negating the 

appropriative or even exploitative aspects of Western consumption of ‘world music’, means 

spreading knowledge about specific injustices which, via experiences of racism and 

austerity, may resonate throughout the world. 

Whilst Lipsitz’ orients his argument against a more nationally-focussed perspective 

that privileges ‘autonomous, “authentic,” and non-commercial culture as the only parth to 

emancipation,’ (p.16) I would argue that he simply mobilizes a similarly problematic 

authenticating gesture in the opposite direction, towards instead transnational commercial 

musics. Though based on an understandable view that ‘dispersed populations of migrant 

workers, emigrants, and exiles take on new roles as cross-cultural interpreters and 

analysts,’18 (p.5) this justification becomes problematic when the relation between 

                                                           
18 This connection is made most assertively in the following passage, which draws a linkage between its 
political and aesthetic dimensions: ‘The populations best prepared for cultural conflict and political 
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transnational commercial musics and dispersed populations is formulated as one of almost 

unmediated representation. His contention that musicians such as Boukmans Eksperyans, 

Fela Kuti, and Rubén Blades ‘evidence the early stirrings of efforts to theorize the emerging 

world order from the grass roots,’ (p.12), whilst perhaps basically true, needs substantial 

qualification in light of the fact that, within, say, Haiti, Nigeria, and Panama, there are 

substantial disparities in terms of access to musical education, recording equipment, and 

global distribution networks.  

Furthermore, by limiting his examples to musics that most explicitly bear witness to 

transnational histories and advocate for an internationalist perspective, he risks what 

Raymond Williams calls ‘the sleight-of-hand of calling Literature only that which we have 

already selected as embodying certain meanings and values,’ where this gesture is used to 

evidence emergent oppositional tendencies - ‘the new feelings, the new meanings, the new 

values’ (2005, p.44, originally published 1973). This creates problems especially in terms of 

hip-hop music, again given a prominent position in his analysis (1994, chapter 2), as it 

seems to ignore the fact that much of the music, for better or worse, does not explicitly 

advocate the transnational perspectives he ascribes to it, and furthermore has a strong 

tendency to reproduce neoliberal narratives relating to competition and self-sufficiency. 

This is not to say that Lipsitz is not identifying an extant and potentially significant 

tendency, but that his theoretical framework should account for a wider variety of 

articulations, especially considering his purported emphasis on commercial popular 

musics. 

Though Lipsitz is clear on what sorts of music - and related social coalitions - are 

most promising in terms of contributing to the kind of transnational counter-hegemonic 

project he envisages, he is less clear on how these articulations are manifested in terms of 

broader social and political movements, let alone how they might contribute to altering the 

material conditions which shaped them. He characterises post-colonial art-forms, in which 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
contestation in a globalized world economy may well be the diasporic commnities of displaced Africans, 
Asians, and Latin Americans created by the machinations of world capitalism over the centuries. These 
populations, long accustomed to code switching, syncretism, and hybridity may prove far more important for 
what they possess  in cultural terms than for what they appear to lack in the political lexicon of the nation 
state.’ (1994: 30,31) 
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he includes hip-hop music, as ‘pragmatic, immediate, and non-ideological,’ (p.32) which 

creates a profound problem in terms of situating such art-forms politically. Although it is 

obviously true that hip-hop music does not reflect a single ideological formation (nor, 

indeed, does any art-form), there must be some acknowledgement of specific ideological 

coherences which might manifest in a given tendency within it. If there aren’t certain 

common issues and ideas against which the music positions itself, then what would it mean 

to call it oppositional? Or, indeed, counter-hegemonic, subversive, or resistant? Such a 

position seems to negate his claim that, for example, ‘in contemporary culture, artists from 

aggrieved communities often subvert or invert the very instruments of domination [the 

commodity form] necessary for the creation of the new global economy’(p.34). Since this 

subversion is, in his account, predicated upon using the mobility of commodities to raise 

social consciousness amongst people suffering from similar circumstance (such as 

austerity) enforced by the same system (global capitalism), to deny any ideological basis 

would seem to reduce such a subversion to simple participation, implying a relationship of 

complicity over one of opposition.  

Moreover, and with the benefit of hindsight, it is apparent how the rhetoric of 

pragmatism and the non-ideological would be ripe for incorporation into the very 

neoliberal productive relations against which Lipsitz orients his account of post-colonial 

culture; it reflects almost exactly the terminology of the ‘Third Way’ politics of Tony Blair 

and New Labour, who did so much to solidify, adapt, and thus hegemonise neoliberal 

politics. In other words, in his attempt to theorise counter-hegemony at the transnational 

level, Lipsitz seems to inadvertently anticipate the direction taken by neoliberalism in 

order to cement its globally hegemonic position. 
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5.3 The ‘Poptimist’ Trap 

Lipsitz’ work, rather unusually in terms of hip-hop studies and cultural studies, explicitly 

addresses its debt to Gramsci and his theories surrounding hegemony.19 He invokes some 

Gramscian categories in the following passage: 

Attempts to create liberated zones, cooperatives, “socialism within one country,” 
and counter-cultural communes have all failed because of the hegemonic power 
of capitalists within the world economic system. Although still useful as a means 
of raising consciousness, these strategies have been largely superseded by forms 
of struggle that engage in what Gramsci called the war of position (an effort to 
build a counter-hegemonic alliance) rather than what he termed the war of 
maneuver (the effort to seize state power). (1994, p.35) 

Though untangling the specific relationship between contemporary notions of hegemony 

and Gramsci’s writings will form the basis of the following chapter, for now it should be 

pointed out that: i) though the first part of this passage might be correct, it could also be 

said that Lipsitz’ project of cultural counter-hegemony is equally vulnerable to the same 

problem, with a slight modification: the hegemonic power of capitalists within the world 

cultural economy - such is the basic thrust of the Krims’ critique (2007), outlined in chapter 

3; ii) Lipsitz projects a false dichotomy onto Gramsci’s notions of war of manoeuvre and 

war of position, insinuating that the latter notion reflects an anti-statist orientation, 

whereas Gramsci specifically based the distinction on the difference between taking state 

power in industrialised countries and non-industrialised countries (1975 Vol III, pp.1615-

6).  

This projects a version of Gramscian theory which at best, requires a re-theorisation 

of the notions ‘war of position’ and ‘hegemony’, and at worst represents a straightforward 

misunderstanding of Gramsci’s political outlook, his analyses, and their limitations. This 

specific issue maps onto a broader problem of existing attempts to theorise counter-

hegemony at the transnational level. There is a general tendency, in the work of Gilroy and 

Lipsitz - both notable for their influence in cultural studies and hip-hop studies - towards 

‘poptimism’ in the sense used by Mark Fisher:20 the presumption that an irrepressible 

                                                           
19 His 1988 article ‘The Struggle for Hegemony’ will be discussed in the following chapter. 
20 A term used frequently in his blog (having originally come from music journalism to describe a rock vs pop 
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dynamism in the popular-cultural sphere will engender positive change elsewhere. Such a 

perspective can be evidenced in Gilroy’s suggestion that hip-hop music tends towards a 

utopian outlook (1993, p.36), imagining and prefiguring the possibility of a world beyond 

racism and oppression. This optimism is also evidenced in a more general political sense 

when he cites the ‘growing centrality of transnational ecological movements,’ (p.7) the 

latter of which seems both remarkable and tragic when considering that, a quarter of a 

century later, our era seems far more likely to be historically characterised by its all-but 

complete denial of impending ecological disaster, if indeed it survives to be historically 

characterised at all.  

Such an optimism, applied to the issue of going beyond the state, seems to imply 

that the way forward is already mapped out, rather than fraught with seemingly insoluble 

contradictions. There is an assumption that the older, nationally-bounded forms of struggle 

(labour movements, electoral politics, national revolutions) have run their course and have 

already been ‘superseded’, as per the above Lipsitz quotation. The gains made under the 

aegis of those older forms, however - dramatic reductions in working hours, dismantling 

certain aspects of colonialism, huge increases in life expectancy and literacy - seem to far 

outweigh anything which has come after them, even if it is true that they may no longer be 

capable of effecting such profound shifts in social relations. The new forms of struggle, 

meanwhile, still seem to be stuck in their nascent forms, even a few decades after Lipsitz 

and Gilroy wrote these texts.  

The inauguration of nationalist consciousness was predicated not just on new types 

of culture spread with a new mobility, it also emerged alongside a new mode of production, 

the death of feudalism, and the beginnings of the collapse of the European empires. Despite 

the undoubtedly diminished capacity of the state to resist the power of transnational 

capital, the state still forms a powerful organisational unit in terms of its power to shape 

social relations. If it is dying, it is a slow death; national consciousness and nationalism, 

even in its most extreme forms, are certainly still alive and well, in the cultural sphere and 

                                                                                                                                                                                           
divide). 
The blog is accessible in an online archive http://k-punk.abstractdynamics.org/ 
There’s also a forthcoming collection from this from Repeater Books: 
k-punk: The Collected and Unpublished Writings of Mark Fisher (2004-2016) (Upcoming) 
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elsewhere. In our hopes for something which goes beyond this - and the need for such a 

thing is urgent - we cannot simply expect it to emerge from the rubble. 

This is not to say that we should seek a return to more nationalist modes of 

analysing and interpreting culture, which would be tantamount to burying one’s head in a 

different (more racist) pile of sand. Rather, our theoretical frameworks need updating with 

the specific goal of navigating this impasse. Hegemony and its related Gramscian 

terminology form one such target of such an effort, and are especially important in this 

context because of the way in which they serve to map the way we conceive the relations 

and interdependencies of culture and politics. By interrogating what we mean when we call 

something ‘counter-hegemonic’, and by situating that in the problems and contradictions of 

a transnational cultural politics, we might better understand the full difficulties of our 

situation, and thence might also shed some light on potential ways of navigating them. Such 

is the aim of the following and final chapter, in the specific context of hip-hop studies.  
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6. Conclusion: the question of counter-hegemony 

What do we mean when we talk about ‘counter-hegemony’ in relation to hip-hop music? At 

times it seems to merely signal an interruption of dominant hegemonic narratives, such as 

those surrounding race and blackness. Such interruptions - or disruptions, inversions, 

subversions - can take on a very broad range of meanings, however, and their 

progressiveness, or even their utility in terms of combating hegemonic forces, cannot be 

assumed in advance. At other points, the notion of counter-hegemony takes on a much 

more ambitious character, where narratives of interruption are complemented by those of 

the construction of a new vision of society, around which new coalitions, united in part by 

their engagement with hip-hop music and culture, might contribute to a new hegemonic 

project.  

It was this second reading that excited much of the intellectual activity of the British 

New Left surrounding hegemony; Eric Hobsbawm notes how, for Gramsci, ‘the struggle to 

overthrow capitalism and build socialism is essentially a continuum, in which the actual 

transfer of power is only one moment’ (1982, p.28). Without the idea of building socialism, 

or indeed even of overthrowing capitalism, as a common referent in hip-hop studies, this 

second reading especially is thrown into flux. By invoking counter-hegemony, what exactly 

are we hoping to dislodge? And what is envisioned to take its place? Whilst this might 

appear to place a lot of weight on the shoulders of a young and fairly marginal discipline, I 

believe that these issues map effectively the problems with how the relationship of culture 

and politics, often centred on notions of hegemony, is conceived in hip-hop studies. 

A common factor in the hegemonies and counter-hegemonies postulated in hip-hop 

studies is that they are now mostly located at the transnational or global level. This reflects 

an awareness of the necessarily global logics of, say, race and austerity, and is 

complemented by an acknowledgement that these common experiences can also engender 

transnational solidarities and identifications, often in promising and unexpected ways. This 

transnational orientation poses its own problems for how hegemony is theorised, however. 

The shift from the classical terrain of hegemony, relations between-states, to that employed 

by the Russian revolutionaries and Gramsci, relations within-state, was accompanied by a 
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lengthy theoretical exposition and exploration, stretching roughly from the start of the 

20th century up to the 1970s, when its meaning had largely stabilised in the discourses of 

the British New Left. The shift from within-state to beyond-state meanings has not been 

accompanied by an equivalent theoretical emphasis, at least within the domain of hip-hop 

studies.  

The theoretical frameworks outlined in the preceding chapter go some way towards 

this, however, with the connection of locality and globalisation and notions such as the 

Black Atlantic outlining some of the material factors which might frustrate or make 

possible the development of transnational social consciousness. These frameworks should 

be seen as existing in their infancy, however, with much more work required to develop 

them in a way which can keep pace with the rapidly shifting conditions in which we live. 

The difficulty of adapting Gilroy’s notion of the ship-as-chronotope to account for the 

proliferation of the new routes and vessels made possible by the internet and social media 

indicates both the scale and urgency of this challenge. Hip-hop music forms a valuable 

means to study the possible emergence of transnational forms of counter-hegemony due to 

its global reach, its enduring popularity, its propensity towards reproducing anti-racist and 

anti-imperialist perspectives, its frequent connection to youth movements, and its intimate 

connection to the distribution, production and consumption pathways brought about by 

the development of digital technologies and the internet. Such promising aspects should 

not give way to illusion, however; the scale of this challenge is long-term, and the questions 

it asks are both open and epochal, depending in part on insights which might be 

appropriated from other disciplines. 

 

6.1 Approaches to Counter-hegemony outside Hip-hop Studies 

I hope here to present a brief consideration of various works and directions taken in other 

disciplines which might have a bearing on how we think about counter-hegemony in hip-

hop studies. Hardt and Negri’s Empire (2000) argues that our present world order is not 

predicated on new forms of imperialism and colonialism, but rather that we live in an age 

of global Empire. Drawing contrasts with the era of competing European imperialist 
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powers, Hardt and Negri posit that no single nation state can form the centre of the present 

world order, even if the USA does still occupy a special position within it (pp.xiii-xiv). 

Instead, power is exercised through a contingent, multi-tiered and totalising network of 

political and economic international organisations, multinational corporations, and nation 

states. Evidence for this framework is provided by drawing attention to the re-orientation 

of warfare away from being between states and instead conceived in ethical and de-

ideologised terms, giving rise to the now familiar invocations of Just War (p.12) and the 

‘right of intervention’ (p.18) (see also: Hardt and Negri, 2004). 

Hip-hop studies is more likely to see international relations in terms of neo-

colonialism or neo-imperialism, perhaps in part due to the influence of post-colonial 

studies. It therefore draws on the models used to dismantle the European imperial regimes 

(and the criticisms of what came after) when looking at how current global systems of 

cultural hegemony might be undermined. I would argue that this, along with the central 

and inevitable presence of of US cultural hegemony in studying global hip-hop forms, could 

lead attempts to theorise hegemony beyond-states back to the much older form of 

theorising it between-states. The contradictions of this position can be seen in the strange 

co-existence of a general anti-statist theoretical outlook, covered in chapter 5, with an 

academic praxis that still generally takes the nation-state as its primary geographical unit 

of analysis, covered in chapter 4.  

Hardt and Negri’s theories might also be useful in terms of fully appreciating the 

possibilities of a counter-hegemonic cultural project at the transnational level. Comparing 

their own stance to Marx’s position on capitalism as compared to feudalism, they see the 

emergence of Empire as hopeful in terms of superseding earlier (and crueler) forms of 

international politics, and also in terms of increasing the potential for liberatory struggles. 

They predicate this position on the view that it negates the possibility of resurrecting the 

nation state (pp.43-4) and is thus better suited than earlier forms to channelling the ‘power 

of the global multitude’ (p.46). As such, they invoke the possibility of a counter-Empire, ‘an 

alternative political organization of global flows and exchanges,’ whose possibility depends 

on our collective ability ‘not simply to resist these processes but to re-organize them and 

redirect them towards new ends’ (p.xv). Such a perspective might prove fruitful to those 
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who share Lipsitz’ contention that the promise of post-colonial popular musics lies 

precisely in their ability ‘to speak to and through… systems of communication and 

commerce’ (1994, p.12). Far from dooming such articulations to incorporation to capital, a 

counter-Empire posits them as a necessary part of a cultural struggle against Empire on its 

own terrain. 

The most thorough and explicit attempt to re-theorise hegemony according to 

differing historical circumstances is found in Laclau and Mouffe’s Hegemony and Socialist 

Strategy (1985), whose key arguments are summarised briefly in chapter 2. Responding to 

both the social movements of the 1960s and the failures of existing socialist societies, they 

envisioned a ‘democratic hegemony’ which completely eschewed any idea of a necessary 

leading-class role, such as that historically accorded to the proletariat, and instead would 

be organised around a whole variety of intersecting causes and struggles. Their anti-

essentialist logic warns against a position that would posit a new leading-class for a 

transnational counter-hegemony. Though I think authors such as Lipsitz (1993) are 

justified in pointing out how well-positioned displaced peoples and migrants are to 

understand and thus organise effectively against global capitalism, this is an important 

reminder that such a role is contingent and strategic, rather than necessary and inevitable. 

Laclau and Mouffe’s emphasis on completing the ‘democratic revolution’ (which they see as 

inaugurated in the French Revolution) might also suggest some interesting ways forward in 

considering how a commercial musical culture might incubate radical sentiments; they 

draw attention especially to the implications for young people, who are ‘increasingly 

constructed as a specific category of consumer, which stimulates them to seek a financial 

autonomy that society is in no condition to give them’ (1985, p.148). 

Finally, Robert Cox addresses the issue of ‘hegemony and world order’ in his article 

‘Gramsci, Hegemony and International Relations’ (1983). He ultimately sees the potential 

for counter-hegemony at this level as residing in the notion of ‘war of position’, which 

‘involves building up the socio-political base for change through the creation of new 

historical blocs’ (pp.173-4). This forms a crucial reminder that articulations alone cannot 

effect political transformations; they must be accompanied by socio-political movements if 

they are to challenge existing power structures. He further provides an apposite warning 
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about relying on a ‘war of position’ strategy to effect change at the global level, pointing out 

also the impossibility of transforming international organisations, such as the World Bank 

and the International Monetary Fund, in a way that would fundamentally alter their 

function (p.173). This is a useful corrective for approaches which emphasise the role of 

articulation without paying enough attention to how it maps onto social and political 

movements, as can be seen in some arguments made by Lipsitz (1994) and Laclau and 

Mouffe (1985). Cox also argues, however, that the ‘national context is the only place where 

an historic bloc can be founded,’ (p.174) a perspective that needs updating if we are to 

understand shifts in social consciousness in terms of their relation to advances in digital 

and communication technologies.  

 

6.2 Approaches to Counter-hegemony within Hip-hop Studies 

Thus far, my attempt to track the usage of hegemony in hip-hop studies has drawn 

attention to its implicit but historically-grounded presence in a number of prominent 

threads of hip-hop scholarship, for which it forms an under-girding and intersecting 

theoretical role. This presence often becomes explicit, however, in the frequent invocation 

of counter-hegemony in accounts of how hip-hop music and culture might contribute 

towards both challenging and building power. I would argue that there is a strange 

bifurcation of critical opinion within the use of this concept, where counter-hegemony is at 

one turn limited to a role of simply interrupting hegemonic narratives, and at the other, is 

seen as forming a potential path to internationalist emancipation.  

In contrast to the high hopes placed on hip-hop as a potential contributor to a pre-

figurative, transnational counter-hegemony, as is evidenced in the preceding chapter 

(Gilroy, 1993; Lipsitz, 1994), Tricia Rose tends more towards a counter-hegemony of 

interruption and negation. Her book Black Noise (1994) is perhaps uniquely influential in 

hip-hop studies because of its inaugural role as one of the earliest book-length studies 

devoted entirely to hip-hop music, as well as the high quality of its scholarship. As such, it 

forms a crucial site to identify and critique this notion of counter-hegemony. Drawing on 

Scott’s framework of ‘hidden’ and ‘public transcripts’ (1990), explicated briefly in chapter 
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3, Rose sees hip-hop music as being necessarily involved in a discursive battle with 

dominant culture. She defines rap lyrics as counter-hegemonic in the sense ‘that for the 

most part they critique current forms of social oppression’ (1994, p.103).  

Whilst it might be true that a criticism of a current system might already imply the 

existence of a world beyond it, the hip-hop tracks she analyses in this section - KRS-One’s 

Who Protects Us from You? (1989), LL Cool J’s Illegal Search (1990), and Public Enemy’s 

Night of the Living Baseheads (1988)- tend more towards foregrounding a sense of 

powerlessness and the inevitability or racial oppression at the hands of the police. Without 

wanting to deny their potentially resistant and positive social functions, these examples are 

especially applicable to Fisher’s argument about hip-hop music’s reproduction of ‘capitalist 

realism’ (2009); though they are critical of the current order of things, there is no 

articulation of a new order yet to emerge. Especially evocative of this tendency is the 

ending to Illegal Search, in which the protagonist is acquitted of fatuous and racialised 

charges in part due to the business suit he wears to court, implying that the most effective 

form of resistance often involves taking up the values of the dominant society, at least on 

the surface level. Despite being couched in an ironic and critical sensibility, this engenders 

a vision of society which sees little potential for meaningful change. Nevertheless, this 

would still count as counter-hegemonic according to Rose’s definition. 

In the exposition of her theoretical stance, Rose points to how ‘[Scott’s] analysis of 

power relationships as they are acted out through social transcripts points to the critical 

role language and other modes of communication play in the sustenance, destabilization, 

and struggle over power’ (1994, p.100). Such an appreciation of the significance of 

language and musical articulations, in the context of a constant struggle against the 

dominant, frequently white-supremacist transcript, might lead to an overemphasis on the 

role which these things can play in a counter-hegemonic context. Firstly, in the context in 

which the dominant will almost always have the institutional upper-hand, such a struggle 

will often tend to allow the dominant to define its discursive parameters. Hip-hop music, 

and sometimes hip-hop studies, thus risk being trapped in the rebuttal of arguments that 

might be made in bad faith, and further might not particularly reflect the concerns of the 

populace at large. Secondly, even if hip-hop music might contribute to a more 
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advantageous position in the discursive battle, both national and global power-blocs have 

other, highly effective methods for securing consent and imposing coercion, including in 

the context of the USA a vast and growing military capacity. This is not to lapse into glib 

defeatism, but simply to point out that a ‘war of position’ does not simply imply an 

exclusively discursive orientation, nor is it confined to the notion of a ‘long march through 

the institutions’; it must involve building a broader cultural ascendancy based on the 

participation of a critical mass of people. 

George Lipsitz shows a keen awareness of this in his essay ‘The Struggle for 

Hegemony’ (1988), which Rose cites in the section of her book referred to above. Whilst 

first defining ‘war of position’ in a way that seems consistent with Rose’s counter-

hegemony-as-interruption, as ‘aggrieved populations seek to undermine the dominant 

system’ (p. 146), he later discusses how the Paris Commune and Civil Rights Movement 

‘helped shape a prefigurative counterhegemony with enduring historical and ideological 

import’ (p.149), which is more in  line with the more ambitious definition. Although Lipsitz 

might be correct in reminding us of the importance to Gramsci of countering the 

‘pessimism of the intellect’ with the ‘optimism of the will’, I believe that his vision of 

counter-hegemony runs into serious problems in the context of popular culture. In the 

examples he outlines in Dangerous Crossroads (1994), the music is rarely discussed in the 

context of a mass movement, but more in terms of the ways in which it travels through the 

channels of global commodity distribution. This alters the equation substantially, as it is 

arguably only through mass support that the movements mentioned above were able to 

make a substantial historical and ideological impact. Though we should not dismiss the 

value of shifting social and political consciousness, there is a world of difference between 

participating in an active oppositional movement and consuming musical commodities. 

Theorising a counter-hegemonic function, in his ambitious sense of being prefigurative and 

transnational, must show how the music interacts with or inaugurates social movements, 

and cannot rely on the discursive power of music alone.  

 

 



 

66 

6.3 Ways Forward: between resistance and incorporation 

Through the exploration of both implicit and explicit invocations of hegemony in hip-hop 

studies, I have demonstrated both the crucial role hegemony plays in the theoretical 

underpinnings of the discipline, as well as some key differences in the way it is explicitly 

employed to understand the role hip-hop music and culture might play in resisting and 

building cultural power. Between these two these divergent positions, a vision of counter-

hegemony confined to the interruption and subversion of dominant norms, and a counter-

hegemony of prefigurative, transnational cultural ascendancy, lies a way forward for a 

fuller appreciation of the potentials and limitations of hip-hop music in terms of its political 

and social impact.  

Developing such a perspective will require more focus on how musical articulations 

are constructed through the organisation of sound, as Krims (2000) points to in his 

‘musical poetics’, correcting an imbalance which favours textual or linguistic discourses. 

Both Gilroy (1993) and Lipsitz (1994) are notable not just for their profound influence on 

hip-hop studies, but also because, despite this, they pay relatively little attention to hip-hop 

music itself. The analysis of lyrics and impressionistic characterisations of their sonic world 

is insufficient in attempting to understand such a complex musical form, and can lead to 

some ‘poptimist’ misapprehensions. This effort should be pursued with an understanding 

of the risks of lapsing into an overemphasis on the transformative potential of articulation 

alone - an aspect implicated in both versions of counter-hegemony as is argued above. 

Also required is a better understanding of how hip-hop culture maps onto social and 

political movements. Although there are quite a large number of promising studies in this 

area, they are difficult to map onto a transnational context without the difficult work of 

gathering data on global listening patterns. There are a variety of factors hampering such a 

research direction, with the longstanding issue of many people listening to the music 

without buying it, more traditionally by sharing tapes and CDs but now also by illegal 

downloads, and the new problems caused by the importance of data to giant internet 

corporations, which might preclude its availability to researchers. Another potential 

avenue of research could be to explore how hip-hop music sees its own political role, 



 

67 

whether in the context of social and political movements or in more general terms. Its own 

internal discursive categories, such as ‘conscious hip-hop’ or notion of being ‘woke’, 

suggest that this could be a fruitful area of enquiry. This could be addressed in the context 

of hip-hop’s responses to crises, to which its specific technical and communicative 

capacities, as well as its pedagogical function are all well-suited. 

Finally, I believe that there is much to be gained by further engagement with the 

legacies of Marxist and post-Marxist discourses in hip-hop studies and cultural studies. 

Though many of its categories and theories are still prominent, its presence is all too often 

occluded. This should not be understood as an effort to rediscover the lost truths of a 

different era, but rather to understand the limitations and (potentially yet unexplored) 

possibilities of certain approaches. Considering the emphasis on a nascent 

transnationalism in hip-hop studies, a better understanding of the theoretical 

underpinnings of Marxist internationalism could be a valuable area of enquiry. In the 

studies covered in this essay, there was often a tendency to characterise Marxism as 

necessarily oriented towards the national level, which, perhaps based on a certain analysis 

of ‘Actually Existing Socialist’ societies, severely underestimates the numerous and varied 

approaches to internationalism in its discourses. 

Most important, however, is the assiduous avoidance of any position which assumes 

either that a given articulation or culture is necessarily resistant, or one which negates the 

existence of resistant culture altogether. The key question for hip-hop studies in terms of 

the relation and intersection of culture and politics is the role hip-hop might play in 

channelling and organising such resistive impulses, its specific capacities as a networked, 

accessible, mobile and pedagogical form, and how these might serve as important 

resources in given socio-political contexts. Furthermore, although this essay has been a 

necessarily critical undertaking, perhaps especially of more optimistic perspectives of 

Lipsitz (1994) and Rose (1994), but also of the more pessimistic outlooks of Fisher (2009) 

and Krims (2001, 2007), the worst thing we can do is to bounce between the extremes, 

what Stuart Hall (2005c) calls ‘those two continuous grand counter-narratives’: 
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To remain within them is to become trapped in that endless either/or, either 
total victory or total incorporation, which almost never happens in cultural 
politics, but with which cultural critics always put themselves to bed. What we 
are talking about is the struggle over cultural hegemony, which is these days 
waged as much in popular culture as anywhere else. … Cultural hegemony is 
never about pure victory or pure domination (that’s not what the term means); it 
is never a zero-sum cultural game; it is always about shifting the balance of 
power in the relations of culture; it is always about changing the dispositions and 
the configurations of cultural power, not getting out of it. (Stuart Hall 2005c, 
p.471) 

To give into these narratives in either direction is dis-satisfactory precisely because it 

contradicts the function of hegemony: the wheels stop moving, and one of the most 

valuable things about hegemony is that it always sees things in motion, in process, which is 

how both culture and power work - the endless channelling, frustration, and redirection of 

human energies which can never fully be contained.  
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