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“Jewels Brought from Bondage”:
Black Music and the
Politics of Authenticity

My nationality is reality.
Kool G Rap

Since the mid-nineteenth century a country’s music has become a political ideology
by stressing national characteristics, appcaring as a representative of the nation, and
cverywhere confirming the national principle . . . Yet music, more than any other
artistic medium, expresscs the national principle’s antinomies as well.

T. W. Adorno

- O black and unknown bards of long ago,

How came your lips to touch the sacred fire?
How in your darkness, did you come to know
The power and beauty of the minstrel’s lyre?
Who first from midst his bonds lifted his eyes?
Who first from out the still watch, lone and long,
Feeling the ancient faith of prophets rise

Within his dark-kept soul burst into song?

Heart of what slave poured out such mclody
As “Steal away to Jesus™? On its strains
His spirit must have nightly floated frce,
Though still about his hands he felt his chains.
Who heard great “Jordan Roll”? Whose starward eye
Saw chariot “swing low”? And who was he
That breathed that comforting melodic sigh,
“Nobody knows de trouble I see™?
James Weldon Jobnson

THE CONTEMPORARY debates over modernity and its possiblc
eclipse cited in the last chapter have largely ignored music. This is odd
given that the modern differentiation of the true, the good, and the beauti-
ful was conveyed directly in the transformation of public use of culture in
general and the increased public importance of all kinds of music.” I have
suggested that the critiques of modernity articulated by successive genera-
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tions of black intellectuals had their rhizomorphic systems of propagation
anchored in a continued proximity to the unspeakable terrors of the slave
experience. I argued that this critique was nurtured by a deep sense of the
complicity of racial terror with reason. The resulting ambivalence towards
modernity has constituted some of the most distinctive forces shaping
black Atlantic political culture. What follows will develop this argument in
a slightly different direction by exploring some of the ways in which close-
ness to the ineffable terrors of slavery was kept alive—carefully cultivated—
in ritualised, social forms. This chapter begins a shift that will be developed
further in Chapter 4, where my concern with black responses to modernity
begins to be complemented by an interest in the development of black
modernisms.

The question of racial terror always remains in view when these modern-
isms are discussed because imaginative proximity to terror is their inaugu-
ral experience. This focus is refined somewhat in the progression from slave
society into the era of imperialism. Though they were unspeakable, these
terrors were not inexpressible, and my main aim here is to explore how
residual traces of their necessarily painful expression still contribute to his-
torical memories inscribed and incorporated into the volatile core of Afro-
Atlantic cultural creation. Thinking about the primary object of this chap-
ter—black musics—requires this reorientation towards the phatic and the
incffable.

Through a discussion of music and its attendant social relations, I want
to clarify some of the distinctive attributes of black cultural forms which
are both modern and modernist. They are modern because they have been
marked by their hybrid, creole origins in the West, because they have
struggled to escape their status as commodities and the position within the
cultural industries it specifies, and because they are produced by artists
whose understanding of their own position relative to the racial group and
of the role of art in mediating individual creativity with social dynamics .
is shaped by a sense of artistic practice as an autonomous domain either
reluctantly or happily divorced from the everyday lifeworld.

These expressive cultural forms are thus western and modern, but this is
not all they are. I want to suggest that, rather like the philosophical critique
cxamined in Chapter 2, their special power derives from a doubleness, their
unsteady location simultancously inside and outside the conventions, as-
sumptions, and aesthetic rules which distinguish and periodise modernity.
These musical forms and the intercultural conversations to which they con-
tribute are a dynamic refutation of the Hegelian suggestions that thought
and reflection have outstripped art and that art is opposed to philosophy
as the lowest, merely sensuous form of reconciliation-between nature and
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finite reality.? The stubborn modernity of these black musical forms would
require a reordering of Hegel’s modern hierarchy of cultural achievements.
This might claim, for example, that music should enjoy higher status be-
cause. of its capacity to express a direct image of the slaves’ will.

The anti-modernity of these forms, like their anteriority, appears in the
(dis)guise of a premodernity that is both actively reimagined in the present
and transmitted intermittently in eloquent pulses from the past. It secks
not simply to change the relationship of these cultural forms to newly au-
tonomous philosophy and science but to refuse the categories on which
the relative evaluation of these separate domains is based and thereby to
transform the relationship between the production and use of art, the
everyday world, and the project of racial emancipation.

The topos of unsayability produced from the slaves’ experiences of racial
terror and figured repeatedly in nineteenth-century evaluations of slave
music has other important implicatons. It can be used to challenge the
privileged conceptions of both language and writing as preeminent expres-
sions of human consciousness. The power and significance of music within
the black Atlantic have grown in inverse proportion to the limited expres-
sive power of language. It is important to remember that the slaves’ access
to literacy was often denied on pain of death and only a few cultural oppor-
tunities were offered as a surrogate for the other forms of individual auton-
omy denied by life on the plantations and in the barracoons. Music be-
comes vital at the point at which linguistic and semantic indeterminacy/
polyphony arise amidst the protracted battle between masters, mistresses,
and slaves. This decidedly modern conflict was the product of circum-
stances where language lost something ofits referentiality and its privileged
relationship to concepts.? In his narrative, Frederick Douglass raised this
point when discussing Gore, the overseer who illustrates the relationship
between the rationalism of the slave system and its terror and barbarity:

Mr Gore was a grave man, and, though a young man, he indulged in
no jokes, said no funny words, seldom smiled. His words were in per-
fect keeping with his looks, and his looks were in perfect keeping with
his words. Overseers will sometimes indulge in a witty word, even with
the slaves; not so with Mr Gore. He spoke but to command, and com-
manded but to be obeyed; he dealt sparingly with words, and bounti-
fully with his whip, never using the former where the latter would
answer as well . . . His savage barbarity was equalled only by the con-
summate coolness with which he committed the grossest and most
savage deeds upon the slaves under his charge.*

Examining the place of music in the black Atlantic world means survey-
ing the self-understanding articulated by the musicians who have made it,
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the symbolic use to which their music is put by other black artists and
writers, and the social relations which have produced and reproduced the
unique expressive culture in which music comprises a central and cven
foundational element. I want to propose that the possible commonality of
post-slave, black cultural forms be approached via several related problems
which converge in the analysis of black musics and their supporting social
relations. One particularly valuable pathway into this is provided by the
distinctive patterns of language use that characterise the contrasting popu-
lations of the modern, western, African diaspora.s The oral character of the
cultural settings in which diaspora musics have developed presupposes a
distinctive relationship to the body—an idea expressed with exactly the
right amount of impatience by Glissant: “It is nothing new to declare that
for us music, gesture, dance are forms of communication, just as important
as the gift of speech. This is how we first managed to emerge from the
plantation: aesthetic form in our cultures must be shaped from these oral
structures.”®

The distinctive kinesics of the post-slave populations was the product of
these brutal historical conditions. Though more usually raised by analysis
of sports, athletics, and dance it ought to contribute directly to the under-
standing of the traditions of performance which continue to characterise
the production and reception of diaspora musics. This orientation to the
specific dynamics of performance has a wider significance in the analysis of
black cultural forms than has so far been supposed. Its strengths are evi-
dent when it is contrasted with approaches to black culture that have been
premised exclusively on textuality and narrative rather than dramaturgy,
enunciation, and gesture—the pre- and anti-discursive constituents of
black metacommunication.

Each of these areas merits detailed treatment in its own right.” All of
them are configured by their compound and multiple origins in the mix
of African and other cultural forms sometimes referred to as creolisation.
However, my main concern in this chapter is less with the formal attributes
of these syncretic expressive cultures than with the problem of how critical,
evaluative, axiological, (anti)aesthetic judgements on them can be made
and with the place of ethnicity and authenticity within these judgements.
What special analytical problems arise if a style, genre, or particular perfor-
mance of music is identified as being expressive of the absolute essence of
the group that produced it? What contradictions appear in the transmis-
sion and adaptation of this cultural expression by other diaspora popula-
tions, and how will they be resolved? How does the hemispheric displace-
ment and global dissemination of black music get reflected in localised
traditions of critical writing, and, once the music is perceived as a world
phenomenon, what value is placed upon its origins, particularly if they
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come into opposition against further mutations produced during its con-
tingent loops and fractal trajectorics> Where music is thought to be em-
blematic and constitutive of racial difference rather than just associated
with it, how is music used to specify general issues pertaining to the prob-
lem of racial authenticity and the consequent self-identity of the ethnic
group? Thinking about music—a non-representational, non-conceptual
form—raises aspects of embodied subjectivity that are not reducible to the
cognitive and the ethical. These questions are also useful in trying to pin-
point the distinctive aesthetic components in black communication.

The invented traditions of musical expression which are my object here
are equally important in the study of diaspora blacks and modernity be-
cause they have supported the formation of a distinct, often priestly caste
of organic intellectuals® whose experiences enable us to focus upon the
crisis of modernity and modern values with special clarity. These people
have often been intellectuals in the Gramscian sense, operating without the
benefits that flow either from a relationship to the modern state or from
secure institutional locations within the cultural industries. They have of-
ten pursued roles that escape categorisation as the practice of either legisla-
tors or interpreters and have advanced instead as temporary custodians of
a distinct and embattled cultural sensibility which has also operated as a
political and philosophical resource. The irrepressible rhythms of the once
forbidden drum are often still audible in their work. Its characteristic syn-
copations still animate the basic desires—to be free and to be onesclf—
that are revealed in this counterculture’s unique conjunction of body and
music. Music, the grudging gift that supposedly compensated slaves not
only for their exile from the ambiguous legacies of practical reason but for
their complete exclusion from modern political society, has beén refined
and developed so that it provides an enhanced mode of communication
beyond the petty power of words—spoken or written.

Paradoxically, in the light of their origins in the most modern of social
relations at the end of the cighteenth century, modernity’s ethnocentric
acsthetic assumptions have consigned these musical creations to a notion
of the primitive that was intrinsic to the consolidation of scientific racism.
The creators of this musically infused subculture and counter-power are
perhaps more accurately described as midwives, an appropriate designation
following Julia Kristevas provocative pointers towards the “feminisation”
of the ethical bascs from which dissident political action is possible.® They
stand their ground at the social pivot of atavistic nature and rational cul-
ture. I want to endorse the suggestion that these subversive music makers
and users represent a different kind of intellecrual not least because their
self-identity and their practice of cultural politics remain outside the dialec-
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tic of pity and guilt which, especially among oppressed people, has so often
governed the relationship between the writing elite and the masses of
people who exist outside literacy. I also want to ask whether for black cul-
tural theory to embrace or even accept this mediated, tactical rclationship
to the unrepresentable, the pre-rational, and the sublime would be to sip
from a poisoned chalice. These questions have become politically decisive
since these cultural forms have colonised the interstices of the cultural in-
dustry on behalf not just of black Atlantic peoples but of the poor, ex-
ploited, and downpressed everywhere.

~ The current debate over modernity centres either on the problematic
relationships between politics and aesthetics or on the question of science
and its association with the practice of domination.!® Few of these debates
operate at the interface of science and acsthetics which is the required start-
ing point of contemporary black cultural expression and the digital tech-
nology of its social dissemination and reproduction. These debates over
modernity conventionally define the political instance of the modern social
totality through a loose invocation of the achievements of bourgeois de-
mocracy. The discrete notion of the aesthetic, in relation to which this self-
sustaining political domain is then evaluated, is constructed by the idea
and the ideology of the text and of textuality as a mode of communicative
practice which provides a model for all other forms of cognitive exchange
and social interaction. Urged on by the post-structuralist critiques of the
metaphysics of presence, contemporary debates have moved beyond citing
Ian@age as the fundamental analogy for comprehending all signifying
practices to a position where textuality (especially when wrenched open
through the concept of difference) expands and merges with totality. Pay-
ing careful attention to the structures of feeling which underpin black ex-
pressive cultures can show how this critique is incomplete. It gets blocked
by this invocation of all-encompassing textuality. Textuality becomes a
means to evacuate the problem of human agency, a means to specify the
death (by fragmentation) of the subject and, in the same manoeuvre, to
enthrone the literary critic'as mistress or master of the domain of creative
human communication.

At the risk of appcaring rather esoteric, I want to suggest that the history
and practice of black music point to other possibilities and generate other
plausible models. This neglected history is worth reconstructing, whether
or not it supplics pointers to other more general cultural processes. How-
ever, I want to suggest that bourgeois democracy in the genteel metropoli-
tan guise in which it appeared at the dawn of the public sphere should not
serve as an idcal type for all modern political processes. Secondly, T want
to shift concern with the problems of beauty, taste, and artistic judgement
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so that discussion is not circumscribed by the idea of rampant, invasive
textuality. Foregrounding the history of black music making encourages
both of these propositions. It also requires a diffcrent register of analytic
concepts. This demand is amplified by the need to make sense of musical
performances in which identity is flcetingly experienced in the most inten-
sive ways and sometimes socially reproduced by means of neglected modes
of signifying practice like mimesis, gesture, kinesis, and costume. Antiph-
ony (call and response) is the principal formal feature of these musical tra-
ditions. It has come to be seen as a bridge from music into other modes
of cultural expression, supplying, along with improvisation, montage, and
dramaturgy, the hermeneutic keys to the full medley of black artistic prac-
tices. Toni Morrison eloquently states her view of this important rela-

tionship.

Black Americans were sustained and healed and nurtured by the trans-

lation of their experience into art above all in the music. That was

functional . . . My parallel is always the music because all of the strate-

gics of the art are there. All of the intricacy, all of the discipline. All

the work that must go into improvisation so that it appears that you’ve

never touched it. Music makes you hungry for more of it. It never

really gives you the whole number. It slaps and it embraces, it slaps

and it embraces. The literature ought to do the same thing. I've been

very deliberate about that. The power of the word is not music, but

in terms of aesthetics, the music is the mirror that gives me the neces-

sary clarity . . . The major things black art has to have are these: it

must have the ability to use found objects, the appearance of using

found things, and it must look effortless. It must look cool and easy.

If it makes you sweat, you haven’t done the work. You shouldn’t be

able to see the seams and stitches. I have wanted always to develop a
way of writing that was irrevocably black. I don’t have the resources
of a musician but I thought that if it was truly black literature it would
not be black because I was, it would not even be black because of its
subject matter. It would be something intrinsic, indigenous, some-
thing in the way it was put together—the sentences, the structure,
texturé and tone—so that anyone who read it would realise. I use the
analogy of the music because you can range all over the world and it’s
still black . . . I don’t imitate it, but I am informed by it. Sometimes I
hear blues, sometimes spirituals or jazz and I've appropriated it. I’ve
tried to reconstruct the texture of it in my writing—certain kinds of
repetition—its profound simplicity . . . What has already happened
with the music in the States, the literature will do one day and when
that happens it’s all over.!!
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The intense and often bitter dialogues which make the black arts move-
ment move offer a small reminder that there is a democratic, communitar-
ian moment enshrined in the practice of antiphony which symbolises and
anticipates (but does not guarantee) new, non-dominating social relation-
ships. Lines between self and other are blurred and special forms of plea-
sure arc created as a result of the meetings and conversations that are estab-
lished between one fractured, incomplete, and unfinished racial self and
others. Antiphony is the structure that hosts these essential encounters.
Ralph Ellison’s famous observation on the inner dynamics of jazz produc-
tion uses visual art as its central analogy but it can be readily extended
beyond the specific context it was written to illuminate:

Tjhcrc is in this a cruel contradiction implicit in the art form itself. For
true jazz is an art of individual assertion within and against the group.
Each true jazz moment . . . springs from a contest in which the artist
challenges all the rest; each solo flight, or improvisation, represents
(like the canvasses of a painter) a definition of his [sic] identity: as
individual, as member of the collectivity and as a link in the chain of
tradition. Thus because jazz finds its very life in improvisation upon
traditional materials, the jazz man must lose his identity even as he
finds it . . .12 "

This quote offers a reminder that apart from the music and the musicians
themselves, we must also take account of the work of those within the
expressive culture of the black Atlantic who have tried to use its music as
an aesthetic, political, or philosophical marker in the production of what
might loosely be called their critical social theories. Here it is necessary to
consider the work of a whole host of exemplary figures: ex-slaves, preach-
ers, self-educated scholars and writers, as well as a small number of profes-
sionals and the tiny minority who managed to acquire some sort of aca-
demic position in essentially segregated educational systems or took
advantage of opportunities in Liberia, Haiti, and other independent states.
This company spreads out in discontinuous, transverse lines of descent that
stretch outwards across the Atlantic from Phyllis Wheatley onwards. Its
best feature is an anti-hierarchical tradition of thought that probably cul-
minates in C. L. R. James’s idea that ordinary people do not need an intel-
lectual vanguard to help them to speak or to tell them what to say.’? Re-
peatedly, within this expressive culture it is musicians who are presented as
living symbols of the value of self-activity.* This is often nothing more or
less than a question of style.

The basic labours of archacological reconstruction and periodisation
aside, working on the contemporary forms of black expressive culture in-
volves struggling with one problem in particular. It is the puzzle of what
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analytic status should be given to the variation within black communities
and between black cultures which their musical habits reveal. The tensions
produced by attempts to compare or evaluate differing black cultural for-
mations can be summed up in the following question: How are we to think
critically about artistic products and acsthetic codes which, though they
may be traceable back to one distinct location, have been changed either by
the passage of time or by their displacement, relocation, or dissemination
through networks of communication and cultural cxchange? This question
serves as a receptacle for several even more awkward issues. They include
the unity and differentiation of the creative black sclf, the vexed matter of
black particularity, and the role of cultural expression in its formation and
reproduction. These problems are especially acute because black thinkers
have been unable to appeal to the authoritative narratives of psychoanalysis
as a means to ground the cross-cultural aspirations of their theories. With
a few noble exceptions, critical accounts of the dynamics of black subordi-
nation and resistance have been doggedly monocultural, national, and eth-
nocentric. This impoverishes modern black cultural history because the
" transnational structures which brought the black Atlantic world into being
have themselves developed and now articulate its myriad forms into a sys-
tem of global communications constituted by flows. This fundamental dis-

location of black culture is especially important in the recent history of

black musics which, produced out of the racial slavery which made modern
western civilisation possible, now dominate its popular cultures. '

In the face of the conspicuous differentiation and proliferation of black
cultural styles and genres, a new analytic orthodoxy has begun to grow. In
the name of anti-essentialism and theoretical rigour it suggests that since
black particularity is socially and historically constructed, and plurality has
become inescapable, the pursuit of any unifying dynamic or underlying
structure of feeling in contemporary black cultures is utterly misplaced.
The attempt to locate the cultural practices, motifs, or political agendas
that might-connect the dispersed and divided blacks of the new world and
of Europe with each other and even with Affrica is dismissed as essentialism
or idealism or both.!s

The alternative position sketched out in this the rest of this chapter offers
a tentative rebuke to that orthodoxy which I regard as premature in its
dismissal of the problem of theorising black identity. I suggest that
weighing the similarities and differences between black cultures remains an
urgent concern. This response relies crucially on the concept of diaspora,s
which will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. For present purposes
I want to state that diaspora is still indispensable in focusing on the politi-
cal and ethical dynamics of the unfinished history of blacks in the modern
world. The dangers of idealism and pastoralisation associated with this
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concept ought, by now, to be obvious, but the very least that it offers is an
heuristic means to focus on the relationship of identity and non-identity
in black political culture. It can also be employed to project the plural rich-
ness of black cultures in different parts of the world in counterpoint to
their common sensibilities—both those residually inherited from Africa
and those generated from the special bitterness of new world racial slavery.
This is not an easy matter. The proposition that the post-slave cultures of
the Atlantic world are in some significant way related to one another and
to the African cultures from which they partly derive has long been a mat-
ter of great controversy capable of arousing intense feeling which goes far
beyond dispassionate scholastic contemplation. The situation is rendered
even more complex by the fact that the fragile psychological, emotional,
and cultural correspondences which connect diaspora populations in spite
of their manifest differences are often apprehended only fleetingly and in
ways that persistently confound the protocols of academic orthodoxy.

There is, however, a great body of work which justifies the proposition that
some cultural, religious, and linguistic affiliations can be identified even if
their contemporary political significance remains disputed. There are also

valuable though underutilised leads to be found in the work of the feminist

political thinkers, ‘cultural critics, and philosophers who have formulated

stimulating conceptions of the relationship between identity and difference

in the context of advancing the political projects of female emancipation.'?

UK Blak

The issue of the identity and non-identity of black cultures has acquired a
special historical and political significance in Britain. Black settlement in
that country goes back many centuries, and affirming its continuity has
become an important part of the politics that strive to answer contempo-
rary British racism. However, the bulk of today’s black communities are of

~ relatively recent origin, dating only from the post-World War II period. If

these populations are unified at all, it is more by the experience of migra-
tion than by the memory of slavery and the residues of plantation society.
Until recently, this very newness and conspicuous lack of rootedness in the
“indigenous” cultures of Britain’s inner cities ¢conditioned the formation of
racial subcultures which drew heavily from a range of “raw materials” sup-
plied by the Caribbean and black America. This was true even where these
subcultures also contributed to the unsteady equilibrium of antagonistic
class relationships into which Britain’s black settlers found themselves in-
serted as racially subordinated migrant labourers but also as working-class
black settlers. :

The musics of the black Atlantic world were the primary expressions of
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cultural distinctivencss which this population seized upon and adapted to
its new circumstances. It used the separate but converging musical tradi-
tions of the black Atlantic world, if not to create itself anew as a conglom-

eration of black communities, then as a means to gauge the social progress
of spontaneous self-creation which was sedimented together by the endless.

pressures of cconomic exploitation, political racism, displacement, and ex-
ile. This musical heritage gradually became an important factor in facilitat-
ing the transition of diverse settlers to a distinct mode of lived blackness.
It was instrumental in producing a constellation of subject positions that
was openly indebted for its conditions of possibility to the Caribbean, the
United States, and even Africa. It was also indelibly marked by the British
conditions in which it grew and matured.

It is essential to appreciate that this type of process has not been con-
fined to settlers of Afro-Caribbean descent. In reinventing their own eth-
nicity, some of Britain’s Asian settlers have also borrowed the sound system
culture of the Caribbean and the soul and hip hop styles of black America,
as well as techniques like mixing, scratching, and sampling as*part of their
invention of a new mode of cultural production with an identity to
match.!® The popularity of Apache Indian'® and Bally Sagoo’s*® attempts
to fuse Punjabi music and language with reggac music and raggamuffin
style raised debates about the authenticity of these hybrid cultural forms to
an unprecedented pitch. The expérience of Caribbean migrants to Britain
provides further examples of complex cultural exchange and of the ways in
which a self-consciously synthetic culture can support some equally novel
political identities. The cultural and political histories of Guyana, Jamaica,
Barbados, Grenada, Trinidad, and St. Lucia, like the economic forces at
work in generating their respective migrations to Europe, are widely dis-
similar. Even if it were possible, let alone desirable, their synthesis into a
single black British culture could never have been guaranteed by the effects
of racism alone. Thus the role of external meanings around blackness,
drawn in particular from black America, became important in the elabora-
tion of a connective culture which drew these different “national” groups
together into a new pattern that was not ethnically marked in the way
that their Caribbean cultural inheritances had been. Reggae, a supposedly
stable and authentic category, provides a useful example here. Once its own
hybrid origins in rhythm and blues were effectively concealed,? it ceased,
in Britain, to signify an exclusively ethnic, Jamaican style and derived a dif-
ferent kind of cultural legitimacy both from a new global status and from
its expression of what might be termed a pan-Caribbean culture.

The style, rhetoric, and moral authority of the civil rights movement and
of Black Power suffered similar fates. They too were detached from their
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original ethnic markers and historical origins, exported and adapted, with
evident respect but little sentimentality, to local needs and political cli-
mates. Appearing in Britain through a circulatory system that gave a central
place to the musics which had both informed and recorded black struggles
in other places, they were rearticulated in distinctively European con-
ditions. How the appropriation of these forms, styles, and histories of
struggle was possible at such great physical and social distance is in itself
an interesting question for cultural historians. It was facilitated by a com-
mon fund of urban experiences, by the effect of similar but by no means
identical forms of racial segregation, as well as by the memory of slavery, a
legacy of Africanisms, and a stock of religious experiences defined by them
both. Dislocated from their original conditions of existence, the sound
tracks of this African-American cultural broadcast fed a new metaphysics
of blackness elaborated and enacted in Europe and elsewhere within the
underground, alternative, public spaces constituted around an expressive
culture that was dominated by music.

The inescapably political language of citizenship, racial justice, and
equality was one of several discourses which contributed to this transfer of
cultural and political forms and structures of feeling. A commentary on the
relationship of work to leisure and the respective forms of freedom with
which these opposing worlds become identified provided a second linking
principle. A folk historicism animating a special fascination with history
and the significance of its recovery by those who have been expelled from
the official dramas of civilisation was a third component here. The repre-
sentation of sexuality and gender identity, in particular the ritual public
projection of the antagonistic relationship between black women and men
in ways that invited forms of identification strong enough to operate across
the line of colour, was the fourth element within this vernacular cultural
and philosophical formation dispersed through the musics of the black At-
lantic world.

The conflictual representation of sexuality has vied with the discourse of
racial emancipation to consttute the inner core of black expressive cul-
tures. Common rhetorical strategies developed through the same reper-
tory of enunciative procedures have helped these discourses to become
interlinked. Their association was pivotal, for example, in the massive secu-
larisation that produced soul out of rhythm and blues, and it persists today.

It can be easily observed in the bitter conflict over the misogynist tone and

masculinist direction of hip hop. Hip hop culture has recently provided the
raw material for a bitter contest between black vernacular expression and
repressive censorship of artistic work. This has thrown some black com-
mentators into a quandary which they have resolved by invoking the rheto-
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ric of cultural insiderism and drawing the comforting cloak of absolute
ethnicity even more tightly around their anxious shoulders. The most sig-
nificant recent illustration of this is provided by the complex issues stem-
ming from the obscenity trial of 2 Live Crew, a Florida-based rap act led
by Luther Cambell, a commercially minded black American of Jamaican
descent. This episode is not notable because the forms of misogyny that
attracted the attention of the police and the district attorneys were new.??
Its importance lay in the fact that it was the occasion for an important

public intervention by black America’s best known academic and cultural -

critic, Henry Louis Gates, Jr.?® Gates went beyond simply affirming the
artistic status of this particular hip hop product, arguing in full effect that
the Crew’s material was a manifestation of distinctively black cultural tradi-
tions which operated by particular satirical codes where one man’s misog-
yny turns out to be another man’s parodic play. Rakim, the most gifted rap
poct of the eighties, had a very different perspective on the authenticity of

2 Live Crew’s output.

That [the 2 Live Crew situation] ain’t my problem. Some people
might think it’s our. problem because rap is one big happy family.
When I make my bed, I lay on it. I don’t say nothin’ I can’t stand up
for. *cause I seen onc intcrview, where they asked him [Luther Cam-
bell] a question and he started talkin’ all this about black culture. That

made everybody on the rap tip look kinda dense. He was sayin” “Yo
this is my culture.” That’s not culture at all.?*

It is striking that apologists for the woman-hating antics of 2 Live Crew
and other similar performers have been so far unconcerned that the vernac-
ular tradition they rightly desire to legitimise and protect has its own record
of reflection on the specific ethical obligations and political responsibilities
which constitute the unique burden of the black artist. Leaving the ques-
tion of misogyny aside for a moment, to collude in the belief that black
vernacular is nothing other than a playful, parodic cavalcade of Rabelaisian
subversion decisively weakens the positions of the artist, the critical com-
mentator, and the community as a whole. What is more significant is surely
the failure of either academic or journalistic commentary on black popular
music in America to develop a reflexive political aesthetics capable of distin-
guishing 2 Live Crew and their ilk from their equally authentic but possibly
more compelling and certainly more constructive peers.

I am not suggesting that the sclf-conscious racial pedagogy of recognis-
ably political artists like KRS1, the Poor Righteous Teachers, Lakim Sha-
bazz, or the X Clan should be straightforwardly counterposed against the
carefully calculated affirmative nihilism of Ice Cube, Tim Dog, the Ghetto
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Boys, Above the Law, and Compton’s Most Wanted. The different styles
and political perspectives expressed within the music are linked both by the
bonds of a stylised but aggressively masculinist discourse and by formal
borrowings from the linguistic innovations of Jamaica’s distinct modes of
“kinetic orality”?% This debt to Caribbean forms, which can only under-
mine the definition of hip hop as an exclusively American product, is more
openly acknowledged in the ludic Africentrisms of the Jungle Brothers, De
La Soul, and A Tribe Called Quest, which may represent a third alterna-
tive—both in its respectful and egalitarian representation of women and in
its more ambivalent relationship to America and Americanism. The stimu-
lating and innovative work of this last group of artists operates a rather
different, eccentric conception of black authenticity that effectively con-
trasts the local (black nationalism) with the global (black internationalism)
and measures Americanism against the appeal of Ethiopianism and pan-
Africanism. It is important to.emphuesise that all three strands within hip
hop-—pedagogy, affirmation, and play—contribute to a folk-cultural con-
stellation where neither the political compass of weary leftism nor the shiny
navigational instruments of premature black postmodernism?¢ in aesthetics
have so far offered very much that is useful.

In dealirig with the relationship of race to class it has been commonplace
to recall Stuart Hall’s suggestive remark that the former is the modality in
which the latter is lived. The tale of 2 Live Crew and the central place of
scxuality in the contemporary discourses of racial particularity point to an
analogous formulation that may prove equally wieldy: gender is the mod-
ality in which race is lived. An amplified and exaggerated masculinity has
become the boastful centrepiece of a culture of compensation that self-
consciously salves the misery of the disempowered and subordinated. This
masculinity and its relational feminine counterpart become special symbols
of the difference that racc makes. They are lived and naturalised in the
distinct patterns of family life on which the reproduction of the racial iden-
tities supposedly relies. These gender identities come to exemplify the im-
mutable cultural differences that apparently arise from absolute ethnic dif-
ference. To question them and their constitution of racial subjectivity is at
once to be ungendered and to place oneself outside of the racial kin group.
This makes these positions hard to answer, let alone criticise. Experiencing
racial sameness through particular definitions of gender and sexuality has
also proved to be eminently exportable. The forms of connectedness and
identification it makes possible across space and time cannot be confined
within the borders of the nation state and correspond closely to lived expe-
rience. They may even create new conceptions of nationality in the con-
flictual interaction between the women who quietly and privately repro-
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duce the black national community and the men who aspire to be its public
soldier citizens.

These links show no sign of fading, but the dependence of blacks in
Britain on black cultures produced in the new world has recently begun to
change. The current popularity of Jazzie B and Soul II Soul, Maxi Priest,
Caron Wheeler, Monie Love, the Young Disciples, and others in the
United States confirms that during the eighties black British cultures
ceased to simply mimic or reproduce wholesale forms, styles, and genres
which had been lovingly borrowed, respectfully stolen, or brazenly high-
jacked from blacks elsewhere. Critical space/time cartography of the dias-
pora needs therefore to be rcadjusted so that the dynamics of dispersal and
local autonomy can be shown alongside the unforeseen detours and cir-
cuits which mark the new journeys and new arrivals that, in turn, release
new political and cultural possibilitics.?”

At certain points during the recent past, British racism has generated
turbulent economic, ideological, and political forces that have seemed to
act upon the people they oppressed by concentrating their cultural identi-
ties into a single powerful configuration. Whether these people were of
African, Caribbean, or Asian descent, their commonality was often defined
by its reference to the central, irreducible sign of their common racial sub-
ordination—the colour black. More recently, though, this fragile unity in
action has fragmented and their self-conception has separated into its vari-
ous constituent elements. The unifying notion of an open blackness has
been largely rejected and replaced by more particularistic conceptions of
cultural difference. This retreat from a politically constructed notion of ra-
cial solidarity has initiated a compensatory recovery of narrowly ethnic cul-
ture and identity. Indeed, the aura of authentic ethnicity supplies a special
form of comfort in a situation where the very historicity of black experience
is constantly undermined.

These political and historical shifts are registered in the cultural realm.
The growth of religious fundamentalism among some Asian-descended
populations is an obvious sign of their significance, and there may be simi-
lar processes at work in the experience of the peoples of Caribbean descent
for whom an equivalent retreat into pure ethnicity has acquired pro-
nounced generational features. Their desire to anchor themselves in racial
particularity is not dominated by the longing to return to the Victorian
certainties and virtues of Caribbean cultural life. However, in conjunction
with the pressures of cconomic recession and populist racism, this yearning
has driven many older settlers to return to the lands in which they were
born. Among their descendants, the same desire to withdraw has achieved
a very different form of expression. It has moved towards an overarching
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Africentrism which can be read as inventing its own totalising conception
of black culture. This new ethnicity is all the more powerful because it cor-
responds to no actually existing black communities. Its radical utopianism,
often anchored in the ethical bedrock provided by the history of the Nile
Valley civilisations, transcends the parochialism of Caribbean memories in
favour of a heavily mythologised Africanity that is itself stamped by its ori-
gins not in Africa but in a variety of pan-African ideology produced most
recently by black America. The problems of contemporary Africa are al-
most completely absent from its concerns. This complex and sometimes
radical sensibility has been recently fostered by the more pedagogic and
self-consciously politicised elements within hip hop. The “college-boy rap”
of the more edutainment minded groups represents one pole in the field
that reproduced it, while the assertive stance of hip hop’s narrow national-
ists represents the other. This political change can be registered in the
deepening splits within hip hop over the language and symbols appropriate
for black self-designation and over the relative importance of opposing
racism on the one hand, and of elaborating the symbolic forms of black
identity. on the other. These necessary tasks are not synonymous or even
co-extensive though they can be rendered compatible. What is more sig-
nificant for present purposes is that in the Africentric discourse on which
both sides of opinion draw, the idea of a diaspora composed of communi-
ties that are both similar and different tends to disappear somewhere be-
tween the invocations of an African motherland and the powerful critical
commentaries on the immediate, local conditions in which a particular per-
formance of a piece of music originates. These complexities aside, hip hop
culture is best understood as the latest export from black America to have
found favour in black Britain. It is especially interesting then that its success
has been built on transnational structures of circulation and intercultural
exchange established long ago.

The Jubilee Singers and the Transatlantic Route

I want to illustrate these arguments further by briefly bringing forward
some concrete historical instances in which the musical traditions of the
black Atlantic world can be seen to have acquired a special political valency
and in which the idea of authentic racial culture has been cither contested
or symptomatically overlooked. These examples are simultaneously both
national, in that they had a direct impact on life in Britain, and diasporic,
in that they tell us something fundamental about the limits of that national
perspective. They are not, of course, the only examples I could have cho-
sen. They have been selected somewhat at random, though I hope that the
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fact that they span a century will be taken as further evidence for the exis-
tence of fractal®® patterns of cultural and political affiliation to which I
pointed in Chapter 1. In rather different ways, these examples reflect the
special position of Britain within the black Atlantic world, standing at the
apex of the semi-triangular structure which saw commoditics and people
shipped to and fro across the ocean.

The first relates to the visits by the Fisk University Jubilee Singers® to
. England, Ireland, Wales, and Scotland in the early 1870s under the philan-
thropic patronage of the Earl of Shaftesbury. The Fisk Singers have a pro-
found historical importance because they were the first group to perform
spirituals on a public platform, offering this form of black music as popular
culture.? In the story of this choir we can discover that the distinctive pat-
terns of cross-cultural circulation, on which the rise of more recent phe-
nomena like Africentric rap has relied, precede the consolidation of coher-
ent youth cultures and subcultures after the 1939-1945 war.

I believe that these circulatory systems can be traced right back to the
beginnings of black music’s entry into the public domain of late-nine-
teenth-century mass entertainment. The world-wide travels of the Fisk Ju-
bilee Singers provide a little-known but nonetheless important example of
the difficulties that, from the earliest point, attended the passage of Afri-
can-American folk forms into the emergent popular-cultural industries of
the overdeveloped countries. At that time, the status of the Jubilee Singers’
art was further complicated by the prominence and popularity of min-
strelsy.®! One review of the earliest performances by the group was head-
lined “Negro Minstrelsy in Church—Novel Religious Exercise,” while an-
other made much of the fact that this band of Negro minstrels were, in
fact, “genuine negroes”2 Doug Seroff quotcs another contemporary
American review of a concert by the group: “Those who have only heard
the burnt cork caricatures of negro minstrelsy have not the slightest con-
ception of what it really is.”3 Similar problems arose in the response of
European audiences and critics: “From the first the Jubilee music was more
or less of a puzzle to the critics; and even among those who sympathised
with their mission there was no little difference of opinion as to the artistic
merit of their entertainments. Some could not understand the reason for
cnjoying so thoroughly as almost cveryone did these simple u#npretending
songs” (emphasis added).3*

The role of music and song within the abolitionist movement is an addi-
tional and equally little known factor which must have prefigured some of
the Jubilces’ eventual triumphs.? The choir, sent forth into the world with
economic objectives which must have partially eclipsed their pursuit of acs-
thetic excellence in their musical performances, initally struggled to win
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an audience for black music produced by blacks from a constituency which
had been created by fifty years of “blackface” entertainment. Needless to
say, the aesthetic and political tensions involved in establishing the credibil-
ity and appcal of their own novel brand of black cultural expression were
not confined to the concert halls. Practical problems arose in the mechan-
ics of touring when innkeepers refused the group lodgings having taken
their bookings on the assumption that they werc a company of “nigger
minstrels” (that is, white). One landlord did not discover that “their faces
were coloured by their creator and not by burnt cork™® until the singers
were firmly established in their bedrooms. He still turned them into the
street.

The choir’s progress was predictably dogged by controversies over the
relative value of their work when compared to the output of the white
“minstrel” performers. The Fisk troupe also encountered the ambivalence
and embarrassment of black audiences unsure or uneasy about serious, sa-
cred music being displayed to audiences conditioned by the hateful antics
of Zip Coon, jim Crow, and their odious supporting cast. Understandably,
blacks were protective of their unique musical culture and fearful of how
it might be changed by being forced to compete on the new terrain of
popular culture against the absurd representations of blackness offered by
minstrelsy’s pantomime dramatisation of white supremacy.

The Fisk Singers’ own success spawned a host of other companies who
took to the road in Europe, South Africa, and elsewhere offering a similar
musical fare in the years after 1871.3” Their success is especially significant
amidst the changed cultural and ideological circumstances that attended
the remaking of the English working class in the era of imperialism.® In
explicit opposition to minstrelsy, which was becoming an established ele-
ment in popular culture by this time,* the Fisk Singers constructed an aura
of seriousness around their activities and projected the memory of slavery
outwards as the means to make their musical performances intelligible and
pleasurable. The choir had taken to the road seven years after the founding
of their alma mater to raise funds. They produced books to supplement
the income from their concert performances, and these volumes ran to
more than 60,000 copies sold between 1873 and the end of the century.
Interestingly, these publications included a general historical account of
Fisk and its struggles, some unusual autobiographical statements from the
members of the choir, and the music and lyrics of between 104 and 139
songs from their extensive repertoire. In my opinion, this unusual combi-
nation of communicative modes and genres is especially important for any-
one seeking to locate the origins of the polyphonic montage technique
developed by Du Bois in The Souls of Black Folk.



90 “Tewels Brovght from Bondage”

The Singers’ texts describe an austere Qucen Victoria listening to “John
Brown's Body” “with manifest pleasure,” the Prince of Wales requesting
«No More Auction Block for Me,” and the choir being waited upon by
Mr."and Mrs. Gladstone after their servants had been dismissed.*® These
images are important, though the history of the choir’s performances to
enormous working-class audiences in British citics may be more valuable
to beleaguered contemporary anti-racism which is struggling to find prece-
dents and to escape the strictures of its own apparent novelty. It is clear
that for their liberal patrons the music and song of the Fisk Jubilee Singers
offered an opportunity to feel closer to God and to redemption while the
memory of slavery recovered by their performances entrenched the feelings
of moral rectitude that flowed from the commitment to political reform
for which the imagery of elevation from slavery was emblematic long after
emancipation. The Jubilee Singers’ music can be shown to have communi-
cated what Du Bois called “the articulate message of the slave to the
world™! into British culture and society at several distinct and class-specific
points. The spirituals enforced the patrician moral concerns of Shaftesbury
and Gladstone but also introduced 2 specific moral sensibility into the lives
of the lower orders who, it would appear, began to create jubilee choirs of
their own.#?

The meaning of this movement of black singers for our understanding
of the Reconstruction period in the United States also remains to be ex-
plored. It will complement and extend work already done on representa-
tions of blackness during this era** and promises to go far beyond the basic
afgument ] want to emphasise here. Black people singing slave songs as
mass entertainment sct new public standards of authenticity for black cul-
tural expression. The legitimacy of these new cultural forms was estab-
lished precisely through their distance from the racial codes of minstrelsy.
The Jubilee Singers’ journey out of America was a critical stage in making
this possible. :

The extraordinary story of the Jubilee Singers and their travels is also
worth considering because it made a great impression on successive gener-
ations of black cultural analysts and commentators. Du Bois, who was a
student at Fisk, devoted a chapter to their activities in The Souls of Black
Folk. He discovered a symbol with which to reconcile the obligations of
the talented tenth with those of the black poor and peasantry in the way
that the Jubilees were able to turn the black university into a place of music
and song. We shall see in the next chapter that The Souls is a key text. It
underpins all that follows it, and its importance is marked by the way Du
Bois places black music as the central sign of black cultural value, integrity,
and autonomy. Each chapter was introduced with a fragment of slave song
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mittingly mournful guise. She attacked the choir’s performances as inau-
thentic in one of her rich and thoughtful contributions to Nancy Cunard’s

anthology Negro:

In spite of the goings up and down on the earth, from the original
Fisk Jubilee singers down to the present, there has been no genuine
presentation of Negro songs to white audiences. The spirituals that
have been sung around the world are Negroid to be sure, but so full
of musicians tricks that Negro congregations are highly entertained
when they hear their old songs so changed. They never use the new
style songs, and these are never heard unless perchance some daughter
or son has been off to college and returns with one of the old songs
with its face lifted, so to speak.

I am of the opinion that this trick style of delivery was originated
by the Fisk Singers . . . This Glee Club style has gone on for so long
and become so fixed among concert singers that it is considered quite
authentic. But I say again, that not one concert singer in the world is
singing the songs as the Negro song makers sing them.*’

I should emphasise that as far as this chapter is concerned, whether Hur-
ston was right or wrong about the Fisk Singers is not the primary question.
The issue which interests me more than her correctness is her strongly felt
need to draw a line around what is and iso’t authentically, genuinely, and
really black and to use music as the medium which makes these distinctions
credible. Hurston’s sometime adversary and competitor Richard Wright
was yet another who became absorbed by the story of the Jubilee Singers.
In the early forties, when both writers were trying to make the leap from
literature to Hollywood, he produced a film script, “Melody Limited,”
which was based on the singers’ travels in Europe. He explained that the
aim of the film “would be to depict the romantic and adventurous manner
in which the first Negro Educational Institutions were built and the part
and role Negro Folk songs, religious and secular, played in their build-
ing”*8 Wright, who felt that the impression left by the singers was “still
extant in Europe and America,” presented their music as mediating the
relationship between an outmoded abolitionist politics and the nascent
struggles of ex-slaves towards citizenship and progress through education.
He felt that the film would “give vent and scope to Negro singing talent,”

“refresh the memory of the nation with a conceptual sense of the Negro
in our society,” and “recapture some of the old dignity and barbaric gran-
deur of the songs.” His travelling singers are refused passage to Europe on
a segregated steamer but make their way eventually to England. Their pop-
ular triumphs there lead to prestigious performances in front of the royal
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family and the prime minister, who are held spellbound by their sublime
art. In the script’s central scene, the black choir competes against a similar
Irish ensemble who on purely racist grounds are awarded the victor’s tro-
phy for an impressive but inferior performance. This illegitimate result pre-
cipitates the sudden death of one clderly member of the black group, and
in their mourning for her the Jubilee choir improvise a “half African, half
slave” song which even the watching Mr. Gladstone recognises as capable
of conquering death itself: “The ring shout mounts, and as it does so, it
transforms itself into a song of wild, barbaric beauty to death.”

Almost one hundred years after the Jubilees set sail from Boston for
England on the Cunard ship Batavia, another black American musician
made the transatlantic journey to London. Jimi Hendrix’s importance in
the history of African-American popular music has increased since his un-
timely death in 1970. The European triumph which paved the way for
Hendrix’s American successes presents another interesting but rather dif-
ferent case of the political aesthetics implicated in representations of racial
authenticity. A seasoned, if ill-disciplined, rhythm and blues sideman, Hen-
drix was reinvented as the essential image of what English audiences felt a
black American performer should be: wild, sexual, hedonistic, and danger-
ous. His biographers agree that the updated minstrel antics of his stage
shows became a fetter on his creativity and that the irrepressible issuc of
racial politics intervened bitterly in his fluctuating relationships with the
English musicians who provided the bizarre backdrop to his blues-rooted
creativity.** Jimi’s shifting relationship to black cultural forms and political
movements caused substantial problems when he returned to play in the
United States and was denounced as a “white nigger” by some of the Black
Power activists who could not fathom his choices in opting to cultivate an
almost exclusively white, pop audience that found the minstrel stance a
positive inducement to cngage with his transgressive persona if not his mu-
sic. Charles Shaar Murray quotes the following diagnosis of Hendrix’s suc-
cess by the rival English blues guitarist Eric Clapton: “You know English
people have a very big thing towards a spade. They really love that magic
thing. They all fall for that kind of thing. Everybody and his brother in
England still think that spades have big dicks. And Jimi came over and
exploited that to the limit . . . and cvcrébody fell for it Sexuality and
authenticity have been intertwined in the history of western culture for
several hundred years.5! The overt sexuality of Hendrix’s neo-minstrel buf-
foonery scems to have been received as a sign of his authentic blackness by
the white rock audiences on which his burgeoning pop career was so sol-
idly based. Whether or not Hendrix’s early performances were parodic of
the minstrel role or undeniable confirmation of its enduring potency, his
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negotiation of its vestigial codes points to the antagonism between differ-
ent local definitions of what blackness entailed and to the combined and
uneven character of black cultural development. The complexity of his rela-
tionship to the blues and his fluctuating commitment to the politics of
racial protest which had set American cities on fire during this period
extend and underscore this point. The creative opposition in his work be-
rween obvious reverence for blues-based traditions and an assertively high-
tech, futuristic spirituality distils a wider conflict not simply between pre-
modern or anti-modern and the modern but between the contending
definitions of authenticity which are appropriate to black cultural creation
on its passage into international pop commodification. Nelson George, the
respected historian and critic of African-American music, resolves this
problem in his assessment of Hendrix by expelling the innovative guitarist
from his canonical reconstruction of the black musical idiom and making
Hendrix’s racial alienation literal: “Jimi’s music was, if not from another
planet, definitely from another country™? Ina thoughtful and solidly intcl-
ligent biography, the only book to treat Hendrix’s political sensibilities scri-
ously, another black American writer, the poet David Henderson, is more
insightful and more tuned in to the possibilities for innovation opened up
for Hendrix simply by his being in London rather than New York. The
multiple ironies in this location come across not only in Henderson’s ac-
count of Hendrix’s relationship with Rahsaan Roland Kirk but in his out-
sider’s attempts to place the guitarist’s image in a wider structure of cultural
relationships perceived to be shaped by class rather than race and ethnicity:
“The Hendrix Hairdo, frizzy and bountiful, was viewed by many cultural
onlookers as one of the most truly remarkable visual revolts of London.
For the British trendy public, who hardly ever outwardly acculturated an-
other race’s, appearance, another culture, to have their youths sporting
bouffant Afros and digging blues was a bit much”%* Hendrix would later
rationalise his ambivalence towards both blackness and America through
the nomadic ideology of the gypsy that appeared in his work as an interest-
ingly perverse accompaniment to the decision to play funkier and more
politically engaged music with an all-black band.

Authenticity is not so hotly contested in my third example of transna-
tional, diasporic cultural innovation centred on London. It is provided by
a song that circulated across the black Atlantic network rather than an indi-
vidual artist or group. It is included here precisely because the right to
borrow, reconstruct, and redeploy cultural fragments drawn from other
black settings was not thought to be a problem by those who produced
and used the music. This is also a more contemporary example, though it
relates to the piece “I'm So Proud,” originally written and performed by
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the Chicagoan vocal trio the Impressions, at the peak of their artistic and
commercial success in the mid-1960s. The group’s sixties hits like “Gypsy
Woman,” “Grow Closer Together,” “Minstre] and Queen,” and “People
Get Ready” werce extremely popular among blacks in Britain and in the
Caribbean. In Jamaica, the male vocal trio format popularised by the band
inaugurated a distinct genrc within the vernacular musical form which
would eventually be marketed internationally as reggac.5 The Wailers were
only the best known of many groups that patterned themselves on the Im-
pressions and strove to match the singing of the Americans in its rich har-
monic textures, emotional dynamics, and black metaphysical grace.

A ncw version of the Impressions’ hit “I’m So Proud” topped the reggae
charts in Britain during 1990. Retitled “Proud of Mandela,” it was per-
formed in interperformative tandem by the Brummie toaster Macka B and
the Lovers’ Rock singer Kofi, who had produced her own version of the
tune closely patterned on another, soft soul version that had been issued
by the American singer Deniece Williams in 1983. I want to make no spe-
cial claims for the formal, musical merits of this particular record, but I
think it is a useful example in that it brings Africa, America, Europe, and
the Caribbean seamlessly together. It was produced in Britain by the chil-
dren of Caribbean and African settlers from raw materials supplied by black
Chicago but filtered through Kingstonian sensibility in order to pay tribute
to a black hero whose global significance lies beyond the limits of his partial
South African citizenship and the impossible national identity which goes
with it. The very least which this music and its history can offer us today is
an analogy for comprehending the lines of affiliation and association which
take the idea of the diaspora beyond its symbolic status as the fragmentary
opposite of some imputed racial essence. Thus foregrounding the role of
music allows us to see England, or more accurately London, as an im-
portant junction point or crossroads on the webbed pathways of black At-
lantic political culture. It is revealed to be a place where, by virtue of local
factors like the informality of racial segregation, the configuration of class
relations, and the contingency of linguistic convergences, global phenom-
ena such as anti-colonial and emancipationist political formations are still
being sustained, reproduced, and amplified. This process of fusion and in-
termixture is recognised as an enhancement to black cultural production
by the black public who make use of it. Its authenticity or artificiality was
not thought to be a problem partly because it was content to remain inside
the hidden spaces of the black cultural underground and also because of
the difference made by the invocation of Nelson Mandela. The name of
Mandela became a paternal talisman that could suspend and refocus intra-
racial differences that might prove difficult and even embarrassing in other
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circumstances. His release from prison projected an unchallenged, patriar-
chal voice, a voice rooted in the most intense political conflict between
blacks and whites on this planet, the final frontier of white supremacy on
the African continent, out across the relay systems of the black Atlantic.
The heroic, redemptive authenticity that enveloped the image of Mandela
in these locations was nicely deconstructed in a speech that he himself
made in Detroit on his first visit to the United States. Mandela answered
the Africentric expectations of his audience by confiding that he had found
solace in listening to Motown music while in jail on Robben Island. Quot-
ing from Marvin Gaye’s “What’s Going On?” he explained, “When we
were in prison, we appreciated and obviously listened to the sound of De-
troit.s The purist idea of one-way flow of African culture from east to
west was instantly revealed to be absurd. The global dimensions of diaspora
dialogue were momentarily visible and, as his casual words lit up the black
Atlantic landscape like a flash of lightning on a summer night, the value
of music as the principal symbol of racial authenticity was-simultancously

confirmed and placed in question.

Music Criticism and the Politics of Racial Authenticity

The problem of cultural origins and authenticity to which these examples
point has persisted and assumed an enhanced significance as mass culture
has acquired new technological bases and black music has become a truly
global phenomenon. It has taken on greater proportions as original, folk,
or local expressions of black culture have been identified as authentic and
positively evaluated for that reason, while subsequent hemispheric or
global manifestations of the same cultural forms have been dismissed as
inauthentic and therefore lacking in cultural or- aesthetic value precisely
because of their distance (supposed or actual) from a readily identifiable
point of origin. In his book-jacket comments on Nelson George’s The
Death of Rhythm and Blues, Spike Lee, a well-known exponent of cultural
protectionism, makes the obvious contemporary version of these argu-
ments. “Once again Nelson George has shown the the direct correlation
between the music of black people and their condition. It’s a shame that
the more we progress as a people, the more diluted the music gets. What
is the answer?”%¢
The fragmentation and subdivision of black music into an ever-
increasing proliferation of styles and genres which makes a nonsense of this
polar opposition between progress and dilution has also contributed to a
situation in which authenticity emerges among the music makers as a
highly charged and bitterly contested issue. The conflict between the trum-
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peters Wynton Marsalis and Miles Davis is worth citing here as yet anoth
example of how these conflicts can be endowed with a polit?cal si nigf
cance. Marsalis argued that jazz provides an essential repository for v%id
bl.ack cultural values while Davis insisted upon prioritising the restless cr:f
ative cnc.rgics. that could keep the corrosive processes of reification and
if)mmodlf.ic.:aUOn at bay. Marsalis’s assertive, suit-wearing custodianship of
jazz tradition” was dismissed by Davis as a safc, technically sophisticated
Pasuche of earlier styles. This was done not on the grounds that it w.
u.lauthcntic, which had been Marsalis’s critical charge against Davis’s “f:s
sion” output, but because it was felt to be anachronistic: -

.What’.s he doin’ messing with the past? A player of his calibre should
Just wise up and realize its over. The past is dead. Jazz is dead . . . Wh
get caught up in that old shit? . . . Don’t nobody tell me the ;vay 13;
was.. Hc.ll, I was there . . . no one wanted to hear us when we were
playing jazz . . . Jazz is dead, God damn it. That’s it finito! its over
and there’s no point apeing the shit.5” .

. Thc?re are many good reasons why black cultures have had great difficul
in seeing that the displacements and transformations celebrated in Davist’}s’
work after “In a Silent Way” are unavoidable and thar the developmental
proccs:vscs'regardcd by conservatives as cultural contamination mayictual]
be enriching or strengthening. The effects of racism’s denials not on} o};'
black cultural integrity but of the capacity of blacks to bear and rcprod}:xce
any culture worthy of the name are clearly salient here. The place prepared
for b.la.ck cultural expression in the hierarchy of creativity generated bp the
pernicious metaphysical dualism that identifies blacks with the bodyyand
whites with the mind is a sccond significant factor. However beyond these
general questions lies the need to project a coherent and st;ble racial cul-
ture as a means to establish the political legitimacy of black nationalism
and t‘.hf’.' notions of ethnic particularity on which it has come to rely. This
c%cfenslve reaction to racism can be said to have taken over its cvidcnt;a e-
tite for sameness and symmetry from the discourses of the oppressor. Eﬁlr)o-
pean romanticism and cultural nationalism contributed directly to ;he de-
Yclopmcnt of modern black nationalism. It can be traced back to th
impact of European theories of nationhood, culture, and civilisation .
elite African-American intellectuals in the early and r;u'd-ninctccnth cc:or-1
tury..£i8 Ht?rc, the image of the nation as an accumulation of symmctricl:ﬂ
family unfts makes a grim appearance amidst the drama of ethnic identity-
construction. Alexander Crummell’s endorsement of Lord Beaconsﬁelctl}:s
views on the fundamental importance of race as “the key to history”
should sound a cautionary note to contemporary cultural critics wrl{o
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would give artists the job of refining the ethnic distinctivencss of the group
and who are tempted to use the analogy of family not only to comprehend
the meaning of race but to make these rather authoritarian gestures:
“Races, likc families are the organisms and the ordinance of God; and race
feeling, like family feeling, is of divine origin. The extinction of race fecling
is just as possible as the extinction of family feeling. Indeed race is family.
The principle of continuity is as masterful in races as it is in families—as it
is in nations.”®

Du Bois pointed out long ago that “the negro church antedates the ne-
gro home,”® and all black Atlantic appeals to the integrity of the family
should be approached with his wise observation in mind. The family is
something more than merely a means to naturalise and expel from histori-
cal time relationships that should be seen as historical and contingent. This
link between family, cultural reproduction, and ethno-hermencutics has
been expressed eloquently by Houston A. Baker, Jr., the leading African-
American literary critic who has advanced the trope of the family as a
means to situate and periodise the whole history of black cultural produc-
tion and more importandy as a kind of interpretive filter for those who

would approach black cultures.

My tale, then, to say again what I have said, is of a complex field of
sounding strategies in Afro-America that are part of a family. The fam-
ily’s history always no matter how it is revised, purificd, distorted,
emended—begins in an economics of slavery. The modernity of our
family’s sounding strategies resides in their deployment for economic
(whether to ameliorate desire or to secure material advantage) ad-
vancement. The metaphor that I used earlier seems more-than apt for
such salvific soundings—they are, indeed blues geographies that can
" never be understood outside a family commitment.®' (emphasis added)

Baker’s position is in many ways a sophisticated restatement of the absolut-
ist approach to “race” and ethnicity which animated black nationalism dur-
ing the sixties but which has run into trouble more recently. This position
has not always found it easy to accommodate the demands and priorities
of feminisms, many of which see the family relations that sustain the race
as playing a less innocent role in the subordination of its female members.
This position has also failed when faced with the need to make sense of the
increasingly distinct forms of black culture produced from diffcrent dias-
pora populations. It bears repetition that even where African-American
forms are borrowed and set to work in new locations they have often been
deliberately reconstructed in novel patterns that do not respect their origi-
nators’ proprictary claims or the boundaries of discrete nation states and
the supposedly natural political communities they express or simply con-
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tain. My point here is that the unashamedly hybrid character of these black
Atlantic cultures continually confounds any simplistic (essentialist or anti-
essentialist) understanding of the relationship between racial identity and
racial non-identity, between folk cultural authenticity and pop cultural be-
trayal. Here the idea of the racial community as a family has been invoked
and appealed to as a means to signify connectedness and experiential conti-
nuity that is everywhere denied by the profane realitics of black life amidst
the debris of de-industrialisation. I want to ask whether the growing cen-
trality of the family trope within black political and academic discourse
points to the emergence of a distinctive and emphatically post-national va-
riety of racial essentialism. The appeal to family should be understood as
both the symptom and the signature of a neo-nationalist outlook that js
best understood as a flexible essentialism. The relationship between this
ideal, imaginary, and pastoral black family and utopian as well as authoritar-
ian representations of blackness will be considered again in the conclud-
ing chapter.

Pop culture has been prepared to provide selective endorsements for the
premium that some black thinkers wish to place on authenticity and has
even set this special logic to work in the marketing of so-called World Mu-
sic. Authenticity enhances the appeal of selected cultural commodities and
has become an important element in the mechanism of the mode of raciali-
sation necessary to making non-European and non-American musics ac-
ceptable items in an expanded pop market. The discourse of authenticity
has been a notable presence in the mass marketing of successive black folk-
cultural forms to white audiences. The distinction between rural and urban
blues provides one good example of this, though similar arguments are still
made about the relationship between authentic jazz and “fusion” styles
supposedly corroded by the illegitimate amalgamation of rock influences
or the struggle between real instruments and digital emulators. In all these
cases it is not enough for critics to point out that representing authenticity
always involves artifice. This may be true, but it is not helpful when trying
to evaluate or compare cultural forms let alone in trying to make sense of
their mutation. More important, this response also misses the opportunity
to use music as a model that can break the deadlock between the two un-
satisfactory positions that have dominated recent discussion of black cul-
tural politics.

Soul Music and the Making of Anti-Anti-Essentialism

As1 zfrgucd in the opening chapter, critical dialogue and debate on these
questions of identity and culture currently stage a confrontation between
two loosely organised perspectives which, in opposing each other, have be-
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come locked in an entirely fruitless relationship of mutual interdependency.
Both positions are represented in contemporary discussions of black music,
and both contribute to staging a conversation between those who see the
music as the primary means to explore critically and reproduce politically
the necessary ethnic essence of blackness and those who would dispute
the existence of any such unifying, organic phenomenon. Wherever the
confrontation between these views is staged, it takes the basic form of con-
flict between a tendency focused by some variety of exceptionalist claim
(usually though not always of a nationalist nature) and another more avow-
edly pluralistic stance which is decidedly sceptical of the desire to totalise
black culture, let alone to make the social dynamics of cultural integration
synonymous with the practice of nation building and the project of racial
emancipation in Africa and elsewhere.

The first option typically identifies music with tradition and cultural con-
tinuity. Its conservatism is sometimes disguised by the radical nature of its
affirmative political rhetoric and by its laudable concern with the relation-
ship between music and the memory of the past. It currem.ly announces
its interpretive intentions with the popular slogan “It’ a Black thing you
wouldn’t understand.” But it appears to have no great enthusiasm for the
forbidding, racially prescriptive musical genres and styles that could make
this bold assertion plausible. There has been no contemporary equivalent
to the provocative, hermetic power of dub which supported the radical
Ethiopianism of the seventies or of the anti-assimilationist unintelligibility
of bebop in the forties. The usually mystical “Africentrism” which animates
this position perceives no problem in the internal differentiation of black
cultures. Any fragmentation in the cultural output of Africans at home and
abroad is only apparent rather than real and cannot therefore forestall the
power of the underlying racial aesthetic and its political correlates.

This exceptionalist position shares elitism and contempt for black popu-
lar culture with the would-be postmodern pragmatism which routincly and
inadequately opposes it. Something of the spirit of the second “anti-
essentialist” perspective is captured in the earlier but equally historic black
vernacular phrase “Different strokes for different folks” This notional plu-
ralism is misleading. Its distaste for uncomfortable questions of class and
power makes political calculation hazardous if not impossible. This second
position refers pejoratively to the first as racial essentialism. It moves to-
wards a casual and arrogant deconstruction of blackness while ignoring the
appeal of the first position’s powerful, populist affirmation of black culture.
The brand of elitism which would, for example, advance the white noise
of Washington, D.C.’s Rasta thrash punk band the Bad Brains as the last
word in black cultural expression is clearly itching to abandon the ground
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of the black vernacular entirely. This abdication can only leave that space
open to racial conservationists who veer between a volkish, proto-fascist
sensibility and the misty-cyed sentimentality of those who would shroud
themselves in the supposed moral superiority that goes with victim status.
It is tantamount to ignoring the undiminished power of racism itself and
forsaking the mass of black people who continue to comprehend their lived
particularity through what it does to them. Needless to say, the lingering
effects of racism institutionalised in the political field are overlooked just
as its inscription in the cultural industries which provide the major vehicle
for this exclusively aesthetic radicalism passes unremarked upon.

It is ironic, given the importance accorded to music in the habitus of
diaspora blacks, that neither pole in this tense conversation takes the music
very seriously. The narcissism which unites both standpoints is revealed by
the way that they both forsake discussion of music and its attendant drama-
turgy, performance, ritual, and gesture in favour of an obsessive fascination
with the bodies of the performers themselves. For the unashamed essén-
tialists, Nelson George denounces black musicians who have had facial sur-
gery and wear blue or green contact lenses, while in the opposite camp,
Kobena Mercer steadily reduces Michael Jackson’s voice first to his body,
then to his hair, and eventually to his emphatically disembodied image.2 I
want to cmphasise that cven though it may have once been an important
factor in shaping the intellectual terrain on which politically engaged anal-
ysis of black culture takes place, the opposition between these rigid per-
spectives has become an obstacle to critical theorising.

The syncretic complexity of black expressive cultures alone supplies pow-
erful reasons for resisting the idea that an untouched, pristine Africanity
resides inside these forms, working a powerful magic of alterity in order to
trigger repeatedly the perception of absolute identity. Following the lead
established long ago by Leroi Jones, I believe it is possible to approach the
music as a changing rather than an unchanging same. Today, this involves
the difficult task of striving to comprehend the reproduction of cultural
traditions not in the unproblematic transmission of a fixed essence through
time but in the breaks and interruptions which suggest that the invocation
of tradition may itself be a distinct, though covert, response to the desta-
bilising flux of the post-contemporary world. New traditions have been
invented in the jaws of modern experience and new conceptions of moder-

- nity produced in the long shadow of our enduring traditions—the African

ones and the ones forged from the slave experience which the black vernac-
ular so powerfully and actively remembers. This labour also necessitates
far closer attention to the rituals of performance that provide prima facie
evidence of linkage between black cultures.
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Because the self-identity, political culture, and grounded aesthetics that
distinguish black communities have often been constructed through their
music and the broader cultural and philosophical meanings that flow from
its production, circulation, and consumption, music is especially important
in breaking the inertia which ariscs in the unhappy polar opposition be-
tween a squeamish, nationalist essentialism and a sceptical, saturnalian plu-
ralism which makes the impure world of politics literally unthinkable. The
preeminence of music within the diverse black communities of the Atlantic
diaspora is itself an important element in their essential connectedness. But
the histories of borrowing, displacement, transformation, and continual
reinscription that the musical culture encloses are a living legacy that
should not be rcified in the primary symbol of the diaspora and then
employed as an alternative to the recurrent appeal of fixity and rootedness.

Music and its rituals can be used to create a model whereby identity can
be understood neither as a fixed essence nor as a vague and utterly contin-
gent construction to be reinvented by the will and whim of aesthetes, sym-
bolists, and language gamers. Black identity is not simply a social and polit-
ical category to be used or abandoned according to the extent to which
the rhetoric that supports and legitimises it is persuasive or institutionally
powerful. Whatever the radical constructionists may say, it is lived as a co-
herent (if not always stable) experiential sense of self. Though it is often
felt to be natural and spontaneous, it remains the outcome of practical
activity: language, gesture, bodily significations, desires. We can use Fou-
cault’s insightful comments to illuminate this necessarily political relation-
ship. They point towards an anti-anti-essentialism that sees racialised sub-
jectivity as the product of the social practices that supposedly derive from
it:6% “Rather than seeing [the modern soul] as the reactivated remnants of
an ideology, one would see it as the present correlative of a certain technol-
ogy of power over the body. It would be wrong to say that the soul is an
illusion, or an ideological effect. On the contrary it exists, it has a reality, it
is produced permanently around, on, within the body by the functioning
of power that is exercised.”**

These significations can be condensed in the process of musical perfor-
mance though it does not, of course, monopolise them. In the black Atlan-
tic context, they produce the imaginary effect of an internal racial core or
essence by acting on the body through the specific mechanisms of identi-
fication and recognition that are produced in the intimate interaction of
performer and crowd. This reciprocal relationship can serve as an ideal
communicative situation even when the original makers of the music and
its eventual consumers are separated in space and time or divided by the

technologies of sound reproduction and the commodity form which their
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art has sought to resist. I have explored elsewhere how the struggle against
the commodity form has been taken over into the very configurations that
black mass cultural creation assumes. Negotiations with that status are re-
vealed openly and have become a cornerstone in the anti-aesthetic which
governs those forms. The aridity of those three crucial terms—production
circulation, and consumption—docs scant justice to the convoluted outcr-,
national processes to which they now refer. Each of them, in contrasting
ways, hosts a politics of race and power which is hard to grasp, let alone
fully appreciate, through the sometimes crude categories that political
economy and European cultural criticism deploy in their tentative analyses
of ethnicity and culture. The term “consumption” has associations that are
particularly problematic, and needs to be carcfully unpacked. It accentu-
ates the passivity of its agents and plays down the value of their creativity
as well as the micro-political significance of their actions in understanding
the forms of anti-discipline and resistance conducted in everyday life. Mi-
chel de Certeau has made this point at a general level:

Like law [one of its models], culture articulates conflicts and alter-
nately legitimises, displaces or controls the superior force. It develops
in an atmosphere of tensions, and often of violence, for which it pro-
vides symbolic balances, contracts of compatibility and compromises,
all more or less temporary. The tactics of consumption, the ingenious
ways in which the weak make use of the strong, thus lend a political
dimension to everyday practices.”ss

Some Black Works of Art in the Age of Digital Simulation

I suggested in Chapter 1 that hip hop culture grew out of the cross-
fertlisation of African-American vernacular cultures with their Caribbean
equivalents rather than springing fully formed from the entrails of the
blues. The immediate catalyst for its development was the relocation of
Clive “Kool DJ Herc” Campbell from Kingston to 168th Street in the
Bronx. The syncretic dynamics of the form were complicated further by a
distinctly Hispanic input into and appropriation of the break dance moves
which helped to define the style in its early stages. But hip hop was not
just the product of these different, though converging, black cultural tradi-
tions. The centrality of “the break” within it, and the subsequent refine-
ment of cutting and mixing techniques through digital sampling which
took the form far beyond the competence of hands on turntables, mean
that the aesthetic rules which govern it are premised on a dialectic of rescu-
ing appropriation and recombination which creates special pleasures and
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s not limited to the technological complex in which it originated. The
deliberately fractured form of these musical pieces is worth considering for
2 moment. It recalls the characteristic flavour of Adorno’s remarks in an-

other, far distant setting:

They call [it] uncreative because [it] suspends their concept of cre-
ation itself. Everything with which [it] occupies itself is already there
... in vulgarised form; its themes are expropriated ones. Nevertheless
nothing sounds as it was wont to do; all things are diverted as if by a
magnet. What is worn out yields pliandy to the improvising hand; the
used parts win second life as variants. Just as the chauffeur’s knowl-
edge of his old second hand car can enable him to drive it punctually
and unrecognised to its intended destination, so can the expression of
an up beat melody . . . arrive at places which the approved musical
language could never safely reach.%¢

Acoustic and electric instruments are disorganically combined with digi-
tal sound synthesis, a variety of found sounds: typically ‘screams, pointed
fragments of speech or singing, and samples from earlier recordings—both
vocal and instrumental—whose open textuality is raided in playful affir-
mations of the insubordinate spirit which ties this radical form to one im-
portant definition of blackness. The non-linear approach which European
cultural criticism refers to as montage is a useful principle of composition
in trying to analyse all this. Indeed it is tempting to endorse the Brechtian
suggestion that some version of “montage” corresponds to an unprece-
dented type of realism, appropriate to the extreme historical conditions
which form it. But these dense, implosive combinations of diverse and dis-
similiar sounds amount to more than the technique they employ in their
joyously artificial reconstruction of the instability of lived, profane racial
identity. An aesthetic stress is laid upon the sheer social and cultural dis-
tance which formerly separated the diverse elements now dislocated into
novel meanings by their provocative aural juxtaposition.

Ronnie Laws’s recent instrumental single release “Identity™® is worth
citing here. Produced in a low-tech setting for an independent record com-
pany, the record is notable not just for its title but as an up-to-date case of
the more radical possibilities opened up by this new form of the old genre
which demands that the past be made audible in the present. The architect
of the tune, the eccentric Californian guitar player Craig T. Cooper, utilises
an ambient style that recalls the oversmoked dub of the Upsetter’s Black
Ark studio at its peak. The track combines a large number of samples from
a wide range of sources: a fragment lifted from the chorus of the Average
White Band’s “Pick up the Pieces” (already a Scottish pastiche of the style
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of James Brown’s JBs) struggles to be heard against a go-go beat, half-
audible screams, and a steady, synthetic work-song rhythm rcconsu:uctcd
-from the sampled sound of the Godfather’s own forceful exhalation. Hav-
ing sEatcd an angular melody and playfully teased out its inner dynamics

Laws’s soprano saxophone embellishes and punctuates the apparent chao;
of .the rhythm track. His horn is phrased carefully so as to recall a human
voice trained and disciplined by the antiphonic rituals of the black church

“Identity” is the product of all these influences. Its title offers an invitation.
to rc‘cognise that unity and sameness can be experienced fleetingly in the
rcflatxonship between improvisation and the ordered articulation of musical
f:hsordcr. The chaos which would have torn this fragile rendering of black
identity apart is forestalled for the duration of the piece by the insistent
thumping of the bass drum’s digital pulse on the second and fourth beat
of cth bar. The producers of the record underscored its political point by
pressing it on white vinyl.

It bears repetition that the premium which all these black diaspora styles
Placc on the process of performance is emphasised by their radically unfin-
ished forms—a characteristic which marks them indelibly as the products
of slavm'y.""8 It can be glimpsed in the way that the basic units of commercial
consumption in which music is fast frozen and sold have been systemati-
cally subverted by the practice of a racial politics that has colonised them
and, in the process, accomplished what Baudrillard refers to as the passage
from object to event: P

The work of art—a new and triumphant fetish and not a sad alienated
one—should work to deconstruct its own traditional aura, its author-
ity and power of illusion, in order to shine resplendent in the pure
obscenity of the commodity. It must annihilate itself as familiar object
am.i b.ecomc monstrously foreign. But this foreignness is not the dis-
quieting strangeness of the repressed or alienated object; this object
c!oes not shine from its being haunted or out of some secret disposses-
sion; it glows with a veritable seduction that comes from elsewhere

having exceeded its own form and become pure object, pure evcnt."",

From this perspective, the magical process whereby a commodity like a
twelve-inch single, released from the belly of the multinational beast
comes to anticipate, even demand, supplementary creative input in thc)
hidden spheres of public political interaction that wait further on up the
road seems less mysterious. We do, however, need an enhanced under-
standing of “consumption” that can illuminate its inner workings and the
rcla‘u'onships between rootedness and displacement, locality and dissemi-
nation that lend them vitality in this countercultural setting. The twelve-
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inch single appearcd as a market innovation during the late seventies, It
was part of the record companies’ response to the demands placed upon
them by the dance subcultures congealed around the black genres—reg-
gae and rhythm and blues. Those demands were met halfway by the cre-
ation of a new type of musical product which could maximise their own
cconomic opportunities, but this had other unintended consequences. The
additional time and increased volume made possible by the introduction
of this format became powerful factors impelling restless subcultural cre-
ativity forwards. Once dubbing, scratching, and mixing appeared as new
elements in the deconstructive and reconstructive scheme that joined pro-
duction and consumption together, twelve-inch releases began to include
a number of diffcrent mixes of the same song, supposedly for different lo-
cations or purposes. A dance mix, a radio mix, an a capella mix, a dub mix,
a jazz mix, a bass mix, and so on. On the most elementary level, these
plural forms make the abstract concept of a changing same a living, familiar
reality. Record companies like this arrangement because it is cheaper for
them to go on playing around with the same old song than to record addi-
tional material, but different creative possibilities open out from it. The
relationship of the listener to the text is changed by the proliferation of
different versions. Which one is the original? How does the memory of
one version transform the way in which subsequent versions are heard and
understood? The components of one mix separated and broken down can
be more easily borrowed and blended to create further permutations of
meaning. The twelve-inch single release of LL Cool J’s rhythm and blues—
hip hop hybrid hit “Round the Way Girl” came in five different versions:
the LP cut, built around a sample from the Mary Jane Girls’ 1983 Motown
pop soul hit “All Night Long,” and several remixes that extended and trans-
formed the meaning of the original rap and this first sample by annexing
the rhythmic signature of Gwen McCrae’s “Funky Sensation.” This funky
southern soul record from 1981 was an original B. Boy cut, used by the
old-school DJ’s and rappers who originated hip hop to make breaks. These
borrowings are especially noteworthy because they have been orchestrated
in pursuit of a means to signify Cool J’s definition of authentic black femi-
ninity. The record’s mass appeal lay in the fact that his definition of authen-
ticity was measured by vernacular style reviled on the one hand by the Afri-
centrists as preconscious because it didn’t conform to the stately postures
expected of the African queen and disavowed on the other by the enter-
tainments industry in which bizarre, white-identified standards of feminine
beauty have become dominant. To be inauthentic is, in this case at least,

to be real:
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I'want a girl with extensions in her hair
bamboo earrings at least two pair

a Fendi bag and a bad attitude

that’s what it takes to put me in a good mood.”

The hybridity which is formally intrinsic to hip hop has not been able
prevent that style from being used as an especially potent sign and s mbui
of racx-aI authenticity. It is significant that when this happens the tcrn); “h?
hop’.’ is often forsaken in favour of the alternative term “rap,” prefe lg
preciscly because it is more ethnically marked by Aﬁican-Ame’ricF:m i r:lc
ences than the other. These issues can be examined further throu Lntl:l -
cxample of Quincy Jones, whose personal narrative of racial uplift ﬁas r :
cently become something of a cipher for black creativity in general a:d
b}ack mus%cal genius in particular. The identification of black musical ge-
nius constitutes an important cultural narrative. It tells and retells notgso
ml'xch the story of the weak’s victory over the strong but the relative powers
enjoyed by different types of strength. The story of intuitive black creative
development is personalised in the narratives of figures like Jones.” It dem-
onstra.tcs the aesthetic and commercial fruits of pain and suffcrit;g and h
a special significance because musicians have played a disproportionate as
in the long struggle to represent black creativity, innovation, and cx[:::ff
lence. Ionest, an entrepreneur, preeminent music producer, r’ccord com-
pany executive, arranger of great skill, sometime bebopper, fundraiser for
Jesse Jackson’s campaigns, and emergent TV magnate, is the latest “role
n.wdel” figure in a long sequence that descends from slavery and the
cially representative heroism of men like Douglass. -

Jones is untypical in that he has recently been the subject of a biographi-
cal film, “Listen Up: The Many Lives of Quincy Jones,” supported by a
book, and a CD/Tape sound track and single. In all these intcrlocki)rll
formats. “Listen Up” celebrates his life, endurance, and creativity.” Mos%
f’f all, it affirms black participation in the entertainment indt;stry an
mvolvc.rf]cnt that Jones has summed up through a surprising invocatio,n of
the British Broadcasting Company’s distinctive corporate code: the threc
E’, f‘Enlightcnmcnt, Education, Entertainment””® The proc.ess which
culminated in this novel commemorative ‘package was clearly encouraged
by. Jones’s growing involvement with television as producer of “The Frish
Prince of Bel Air” and “The Jesse Jackson Show” But it began earlier with
th? release of his 1990 LP “Back on the Block.””* This set made use of ra
as its means to complete the circle of Jones’s own odyssey from poverty oxl:
Chicago’s South Side through Scattle, New York, Paris, Stockholm, and
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thence to Los Angeles and mogulhood. The positive value of “Back on the
Block” is its powerful and necessary argument for the seams of continuity
which lie bencath the generational divisions in African-American musical
culture. However, there were other more problematic clements at large in
it also. One track, a version of Joseph Zawinul’s composition “Birdland,”
typifies the spirit of the project as a whole by uniting the talents of old-
and new-school rappers like Melle Mel, Kool Moe D, Ice T, and Big Daddy
Kane with singers and instrumentalists drawn from earlier generations.
George Benson, Dizzy Gillespie, Sarah Vaughan, Miles Davis, and Zawinul
himself were among those whose vocal and instrumental input was synthe-
sized by Jones into an exhilarating epic statement of the view that hip hop
and bebop shared the same fandamental spirit. Jones put it like this: “Hip
hop is in many ways the same as Bebop, because it was renegade-type mu-
sic. It came from a disenfranchised sub-culture that got thrown out of the
way. They said, ‘We’ll make up our own life. We’ll have our own lan-
guage.”””® .
Rap provided this montage (it is tempting to say mélange) with its artic-
ulating and framing principle. Rap was the cultural and political means
through which Jones completed his return to the touchstone of authentic
black American creativity. Rapping on the record himself in the unlikely
persona of “The Dude,” he explained that he wanted the project “to incor-
porate the whole family of black American music . . . everything from Gos-
pel to Jazz that was part of my culture” Brazilian and African musical pat-
terns were annexed by and became continuous with his version of black
America’s musical heritage. They are linked, says Jones, by the shared “tra-
ditions of the African griot storyteller that are continued today by the rap-
pers.” The delicate relationship between unity and differentiaton gets lost
at this point. Old and new, cast and west simply dissolve into each other
or rather into the receptacle provided for their interaction by the grand
narrative of African-American cultural strength and durability. However
compelling they may be, Jones’s appropriations of Brazilian rhythm and
African language become entirely subservient to the need to legitimate
African-American particularity. The promise of a truly compound diaspora
or even global culture which could shift understanding of black cultural
production away from the narrow concerns of ethnic exceptionalism and
absolutism recedes rapidly. The potential signified in the inner hybridity of
hip hop and the outer syncretism of the musical forms which makes Jones’s
synthesis plausible comes to an abrupt and premature end. It terminates in
a portrait of the boys, back on the block where they ride out the genocidal
processes of the inner city through the redemptive power of their authentic

racial art.
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Quinq.f Jones tells us that “the times are always contained in the thythm.”
Assuming for a moment that most black cultural critics do not want sim l
to respond to the end of innocent notions of the black subject with festisi)-’
tes—whether they are wakes or baptisms—do we attempt to specify some
new conceptions of that subjectivity that are less innocent and less obvi-
ously open to the supposed treason which essentialism represents? Or do
we cut ourselves off from the world where black identities are madc'—cven
required—by the brutal mechanics of racial subordination and the varieti
of political agency which strive to answer them? e
. thn. I'was a child and a young man growing up in London, black mu-
sic provided me with a means to gain proximity to the sourcc; of feelin
from whic.h our local conceptions of blackness were assembled. The Carib%
bean., Africa, Latin America, and above all black America contributed to
our lived sense of a racial self. The urban context in which these forms were
cncoun.tcred cemented their stylistic appeal and facilitated their solicitation
of our 1d;1;1;iﬁcation. They were important also as a source for the dis-
courses O i i
cours ackness with which we located our own struggles and experi-
. Twenty years later, with the sound tracks of my adolescence recirculatin
in the exhilaratingly damaged form of hip hop, I was walking down a strceti
in New Haven, Connecticut—a black city—looking for a record sho
stocked with black music. The desolation, poverty, and misery cncountcrcg
on th_at f.ruitlcss quest forced me to confront the fact that I had come to
America in pursuit of a musical culture that no longer exists. My scepticism
about the narrative of family, race, culture, and nation that stretches down
thc.ycars from Crummell’s chilling remarks means that I cannot share in
Qum.cy Jones’s mourning over its corpse or his desire to rescue some dem-
ocratic possibility in the wake of its disappearance. Looking back on the
a@olcsccnt hours I spent trying to master the technical intricacies of Albert
King and Jimi Hendrix, fathom the subtleties of James Jamerson Larry
Graham, or Chuck Rainey, and comprehend how the screams of Sly, ,]amcs
and Aretha could punctuate and extend their metaphysical modc; of ad-’
dx.'css to the black subject, I realise that the most important lesson music
still has to teach us is that its inner secrets and its ethnic rules can be taught
afld learned. The spectral figures of half-known or half-remembered musi-
cians like Bobby Eli, Duck Dunn, Tim Drummond, Andy Newmark, Carol
Kaye, Iqhn Robinson, and Rod Temperton appeared at my shoul,dcr to
nod t!]Cll' mute assent to this verdict. Then they disappeared into the dusk
on Dixwell Avenue. Their exemplary contributions to rhythm and blues
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have left behind a whispered warning that black music cannot be reduced
to a fixed dialogue between a thinking racial self and a stable racial commu-
nity. Apart from anything else, the globalisation of vernacular forms means

.that our understanding of antiphony will have to change. The calls and
responses no longer converge in the tidy patterns of secret, ethnically en-
coded dialogue. The original call is becoming harder to locate. If we privi-
lege it over the subsequent sounds that compete with one another to make
the most appropriate reply, we will have to remember that these communi-
cative gestures are not expressive of an essence that exists outside of the acts
which perform them and thereby transmit the structures of racial fceling to
wider, as yet uncharted, worlds.
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