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VOICES IN THE CROWD 
Message raps us all on the head 
It's time for America to face the music that warns of growing
segregation
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Whether you have been listening or not, rap music is trying to tell you something. And the message is as complex
as it is noisy and abrasive.
Rap represents one of the most influential forms of contemporary pop culture, its impact evident in everything from
television commercials to fashion design. It also has become synonymous with the pulse of today's urban youth
culture.
Music critic Nelson George is right when he says that rap "reflects both the best and the worst of black thought."
You may not like it, but we had all better listen if we hope to have a future together as one nation.
The riots in Los Angeles, Atlanta and elsewhere got our attention in ways that the Rodney King case did not or
could not. Just as videotape brought Mr. King's beating into public view, it also was videotape that brought the
senseless violence and looting of the south-central Los Angeles riots into our homes. But before all that, rap music
videos foretold the potential for urban violence, the discontent of the so-called underclass and the minority
community's general mistrust of police in our cities.
It also spoke clearly of the disillusionment of young blacks, who have been shown in countless ways that the
American dream is not for them. Public Enemy addressed this alienation in the song "Fight the Power": "Got to
give us what we want/Gotta give us what we need/Our freedom of speech is freedom or death/We got to fight the
powers that be."
Many thought rap would be a flash in the pan when it flamed up 15 years ago or that it at least would remain
limited to the urban dance club/house party scene. The resilience of rap illustrates its connection to the
contemporary African-American urban experience. The music speaks to what people see, hear and do every day.
A decade ago, MTV would not even program any black artists' music videos, no matter the genre. Now it provides
rap programming daily.
The change was hardly an aesthetic epiphany. With the likes of Public Enemy and Hammer selling millions of
records, rap has become big business - and what God-fearing capitalist could resist the chance to cash in?
More than a hot commodity, rap is an important cultural expression. Many are beginning to recognize that the
increasingly political and militant rhetoric of many rap artists has become the voice for a widening segment of
African-American youth.
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As a genre it's new, but rap has its antecedents in African-American musical forms and cultural practices, including
the blues, "signifying," "playing the dozens," "capping" and improvisation, spoken and musical.
Just as the jazz musicians of the '30s and '40s began inversing the meaning of terms such as "hot," "cool" and
"mean" to speak to an inner circle of artists and fans, rappers have created terms to communicate with those
within their circle. They include "fresh" (creative), "def" and "slammin' " (good) and "smoke" (to shoot with a gun).
Disco also figures into the roots of rap. In the late '70s, black New York DJs extended the practice of seamlessly
starting one disco record just as another ended.
For rap, they skillfully manipulated snatches of the same record on two turntables - isolating a short riff and
repeating it at will -without missing a beat. The DJ often provided additional rhymed text over the rhythmic music
textures - in a sense "signifying" on the existing song by subverting the recorded artist's original intent.
As these practices evolved, the DJ's role split into two: the scratcher and the rapper.
These resourceful young musicians merged their rhythmic sophistication with an uncanny ability to simulate a real
instrument to literally make their own music. This is an extension of earlier African-American folk practices - such
as the hambone - of using the human body as an instrument.
Rap incorporates comparatively little music content in the traditional sense. It is rhythmically sophisticated and
dense but contains little harmonic motion and few chord changes. In fact, most rap artists are what the word
implies: talkers. Their skills at improvisation are focused on the creation of the text and its rhythmic presentation.
It's no accident that rap's rise and proliferation occurred concurrently with the decline of music education programs
in public schools. Today's urban youth simply have created a new music form with the means at hand. Thus the
turntable and cheap synthesizer have become rap's prevailing instruments.
While the creativity should be applauded, this doesn't bode well for a future of full participation by all ethnic groups
in traditional art forms such as classical music.
Michael Greene, president of the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences, has warned of an emerging
cultural caste system in the United States in which the only students receiving art and music instruction are those
in private schools. Meanwhile, black and Hispanic kids get fewer and fewer chances to encounter cultures beyond
their neighborhoods.
Segregation - cultural or physical - is contemptible. The inevitable result of such trends would make the L.A. riots
look like a Sunday cookout. 
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