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The concept of “the crossroads” has been a staple 
of US blues traditions. It refers to an oscillating 
state of paralysis when faced with equally 
unedifying moral choices concerning the personal 
directions to be taken in life – with the emotional 
resonance of “feeling the blues” lying in its 
poignant acknowledgement that pain inevitably 
accompanies any chosen action. The quintessential 
concept of the blues crossroads contrasts selling 
one’s soul to the devil in exchange for earthly 
gain, with the deferred satisfaction of piety 
promising heavenly reward. Beyond the religious 
overtones, of course, far more prosaic existential 
and ethical dilemmas fit the model thanks to its 
metaphorical economy of memory and biography, 
social imbrication, fantasy and individual agency, 
and the sense that the profound complexity and 
intransigence of the world never permits simple or 
perfect solutions. So, now that the cutting edge of 
globalising capitalism concentrates on squeezing 
profit from its colonisation of culture, even the 
most belligerently oppositional genres and forms 
of production find themselves indentured in its 
dream factory. Short of abject submission, those 
in the mesmerising matrix of this most secular of 
crossroads must thus also distinguish lines of flight 
from dead end postures in avoiding the sacrifice of 
autonomy. 

During the past decade hip-hop musicians, 
performers and entrepreneurs have transformed 
the profile of the contemporary popular music 
industry in an unprecedented invasion of 
commodified cultural space on the part of largely 
lower class Black people (with considerable 
multiracial involvement at all levels and stages). 
Starting from organic community responses to 
the social and economic circumstances of mid-
1970s New York, hip-hop’s immensely innovative 
compositional, discursive and productive 
formations spread like wildfire across the US, 
then worldwide. Mobilising and infecting other 
media and musical genres on the way, as well as 
the sports and fashion fields, so-called ‘urban’ 
style is now accepted to be the most profitable 
framework for cultural production. But success 
brought not only continual hostility from 
external gatekeepers, policers and arbiters of 
taste, and repeated backlashes against its vulgar 
profanity, but also dissent from within – so that 
all commentators now foresee no solution to the 
grave crisis of authenticity arising from the music’s 
dislocation from its grass-roots origins and the 
apparently inexorable primacy of commercial 
agendas. Through a survey of trends in last year’s 
urban recording releases, this review of the state 
of hip-hop asks whether the cultural and political 
movement pursued for three decades really is 
finally at a standstill in the cul-de-sac of the 
spectacle.

Roads to Nowhere New 

In a series of articles in Pop Matters magazine 
entitled ‘Rhythm & Bullshit?’,1 Mark Anthony 
Neal details the market consolidation of US 
recording and radio sectors in the 1990s, and its 
severely constricting effects on the range of music 
coming from blues and soul traditions reaching 

the public. Crucially, the cultural neo-colonialist 
recuperation of independent local production 
systems under monopoly control coincided with 
the clout of hip-hop’s younger Black audiences who 
rejected the yuppie 1980s MOR and disco R&B 
styles. Ironically, the subsequent overdue return 
of soul to the maturing hip-hop spectrum reflected 
both the business success of entrepreneurs like 
Sean ‘Puff Daddy’ Combs whose upward mobility 
masterminded the move, and major label rap’s 
rapid tumble into vapid bling. The outcome now, 
according to Neal, is that the promotion of R&B 
only through affiliation with superficial hip-hop 
has effectively evacuated the human heart of the 
genre.

This analysis accounts for the present 
preponderance of teenage R&B karaoke acts 
visibly lacking genuine feeling. However, R&B’s 
traditional opposition of big money and individual 
essence is as problematic as any simple model of 
alienation. Both musically and performatively, hip-
hop aesthetics specifically counterpose grass-roots 
collective experience and personal biography, 
thriving on the contradictions and ambivalences 
thrown up which the transcendent emotionality 
of a single isolated voice could never resolve. 
The contemporary challenge, then, is to find 
renewed expressive potential within a landscape 
of broken beats and fractured subjectivities 
without sticking with the busted flushes of 
spiritual uplift, liberal civil rights and bootstrap 
economics promising fortunes for tiny fractions. 
Hence thug soul2 thematics grapple forcefully with 
the fallout of class struggle in a neoliberal age, 
while exploratory R&B musical innovation is only 
intermittently apparent,3 as it has serious trouble 
resisting corporate sanitisation due to its dialogue 
with hip-hop.

The paucity of significant major 2005 releases 
largely bears out the story of the suffocation of 
soul. Flashily fashionable new pop tarts with 
varying degrees of talent but utterly unoriginal 
material abound, whereas commercially-proven 
stars trot out more (or less) of their same. The 
respective vocal strengths of Mary J. Blige (The 
Breakthrough) and Faith Evans (The First Lady) 
retain considerable evocative power, but the 
excessively smoothed-out retro ‘80s production 
and minor tinkering with signature styles contain 
only flickers of their key contributions to hip-hop 
soul – an affiliation whose receding substance 
justifies the album titles in the narcissistic sense 
of resting on laurels.4 In contrast, Jon-B’s fifth 
album, Stronger Everyday, marks a minor advance 
due to the greater freedom given by a smaller 
independent label to combine songwriting, vocal, 
instrumentalist and production prowess with a 
wider range of subjects than hitherto allowed, with 
much darker and edgier material accompanying 
accomplished romantic balladeering.5

Rising stars signal little forward movement 
either. John Legend’s earnest soulman anthems 
in Get Lifted sparked mendacious marketing well 
beyond self-important moniker and pretentious 
title.6 Meanwhile the great black hope of neo-
soul also risks premature greyness. So there’s no 
doubting the sincerity and sweet soulfulness of 
Dwele, but second album Some Kinda … virtually 
recapitulates his debut.7 And although scarcely 
musically adventurous, Jaguar Wright’s Divorcing 
Neo 2 Marry Soul is far grittier and more energising 
in plumbing depths of frustrated desire.8 Anthony 
Hamilton’s still longer journey from North 
Carolina saw his debut Soulife9 followed this year 
by Ain’t Nobody Worryin’ – both classic documents 
of empathic soul detailing the manifold hurts and 
hopes in life spoiled by economic, emotional and 
social dysfunction. Hamilton’s voice conveys such 
generosity of spirit despite repeated heartbreak 
that questions of sentimentality seem superfluous 
– especially when his breakthrough required hired 
hook singing for tired radio rap, mirroring the 
payoff for perseverance of recuperation familiar in 

hip-hop.

Paths of Least Reminiscence 

If R&B authenticity appears possible only 
in nostalgic reference, hip-hop’s disputed 
golden ages are too recent to mythologise so 
effortlessly. From a rich field of hip-hop realism 
and representation, the only transcendence of 
pain and struggle yet yielded is a handful of 
moguls marching into mansions and boardrooms 
remixing the American dream. The celebration 
of such unlikely riches without any disavowal 
of origins may be an instructive demystification 
of continuing race and class aristocracy, but no 
political phoenix has yet risen (as anticipated by 
rap’s cultural visionaries) from the ashes of civil 
rights and Black power’s encounters with the late-
capitalist state. Instead commercial ascendancy 
has attenuated the potential down to cartoon 
caricatures of toxic ghetto freaks and monsters, as 
exemplified by Eminem and 50 Cent10 and sundry 
similarly tawdry seductions into the wild goose 
paper chase. Nevertheless many refuse to resign 
themselves to a social death of enslavement to 
repressive commodification – preferring a tactical 
retreat into harnessing the strengths of early 1990s 
styles but retrospectively questioning the logics 
of assimilation and accumulation leading to the 
present impasse.11

North Carolina’s Little Brother have no doubts 
about the status of mainstream rap. The Minstrel 
Show mimics the format of a television talk show, 
simulating comic interludes, cabaret and comment 
interspersed among tracks which excoriate the 
guns, sex and cash obsessions of radio rappers 
as no more than contemporary stereotyping and 
justifying racial subordination.12 But the equal 
appeal of progressive rap to both white and 
Black youth as well as the class affiliations of 
gangsta rap paint a more complex picture, which 
is probably why Little Brother offer no analysis 
or prognosis to back up the bald mantras. More 
nuanced is Black Dialogue by the Perceptionists, 
drawing on more hardcore conscious antecedents 
to experiment with a wider range of personal 
and political orientations in confronting present 
circumstances.13 Heavier still are The Black Market 
Militia, recalling the awesomely dark ghettocentric 
mysticism of the Wu-Tang Clan collective 
combined with the programmatic ambitions of 
Public Enemy, Paris and Dead Prez in calling the 
disenfranchised to arms on their own behalf.14

Unlike many rap luminaries critiquing 
the degraded state of the music who need 
distance from commercial imperatives to speak 
out, Common continues his sophisticated 
co-articulation of blues, soul and rap in the 
consistently excellent Be. The occasional preachy 
superciliousness of this wordsmith is here 
more than compensated for by his imaginative 
identification with the ordinary guy on ‘The 
Corner’ (the first single) mulling over constraints 
on agency and community and striving to make 
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honourable sense of a dishonourable world. 
Whereas on Version 7.0: The Street Scriptures, Guru 
swaps the hip-hop royalty status he shared with DJ 
Premier in Gang Starr for the hands-on difficulty 
of a small label. This gives further authority to his 
insistent stress on how the double binds of inner-
city hardship threaten to overwhelm integrity 
– where maintaining a capacity for ethical 
reflection is even more hard-won and essential 
than in the music business. And Kazé’s Spirit of 
’94: Version 9.0 renders explicit rap’s inherent 
intergenerational conflict with 9th Wonder’s 
evocative beats enclosing perceptive lyrics 
intimately connecting family history to individual 
and communal futures.15

Steadfast on the independent underground 
New York scene, talented lyricist J-Live is a 
real original in his use of the elements of hip-
hop. Preferring live shows with real bands and 
unusually capable of rhyming whilst scratching, 
he’s also an excellent producer. If that wasn’t 
enough, The Hear After oozes with intelligence and 
insight into the contradictions of the music and 
its social environment. Mobilising the banality 
of religious themes and concepts, their meanings 
are translated into everyday secular contexts of 
personal meaning and collective ramification 
with tentative conclusions woven back into a 
questioning of the purposes of cultural practice. 
On a similar level of artistry and commitment, 
Talib Kweli has made steady inroads into the 
mainstream, but, it seems, enough is enough – and 
Right About Now revels in the refreshing lack of 
constraints a small label imposes. This “mixtape” 
is “sucka free” in that no pretence of conceptual 
singularity inveigles the audience into passive 
consumption. Instead this exuberant collection 
of raw hip-hop expertise, energy and lust for life 
shines precisely due to the absence of overweaning 
promotional hyperbole corrupting strategic 
bragging into the tactics of the brand.16

Trade Routes and Branches 

Despite the seeming stasis of soul, and the 
stultifying pressures towards conformity required 
by major labels packaging rappers as brands 
rather than artists, as always in hip-hop seeds 
of renewal are being sown, responding to and 
mobilising technical developments in other 
genres and emerging from the fertile dynamics 
of competition and imagination in hip-hop itself. 
All sorts of musical and lyrical innovation are 
bubbling under mainstream radar, even if the most 
obvious examples achieve prominence not from 
grass-roots pressure but a commercially-driven 
need to appear fresh – widening audiences without 
threatening the existing corporate status quo. So 
production team the Neptunes (Pharrell Williams 
and Chad Hugo) started in hip-hop but thanks to 
their unparalleled range and mastery of digital 
composition can deliver compelling arrangements 
in any genre. However, without the vision or 
project of, say, a Dr Dre, all they’ve aimed for is the 
celebrity and wealth that gangsta rap ended up 
with once a depoliticised Black nationalist agenda 

of business development obliterated, in practice, 
other political or cultural tactics.17 Here, selling 
(out) seems the only agenda. 

A more interesting template is Outkast’s 
incorporation of big beat and disco rhythms 
to appeal to the pop sensibilities of younger 
mainstream white audiences18 – bringing 
Atlanta’s southern soul to new listeners without 
compromising its status as rap music. André 
3000 and Big Boi employ innovations in sound to 
stretch to the limits some of the oldest African-
American cultural themes (the trickster’s boasting 
and posing, plays on words and appearances, 
etc) that energised hip-hop from the beginning. 
Other new US production collectives similarly 
blur boundaries, such as the Sa-Ra Creative 
Partners’ soul, funk and ambient-tinged extensions 
of orthodox hip-hop beats – and Kanye West is 
attempting something similar without venturing 
so far from accepted formulae. Late Registration 
chronicles the distractions and affectations of 
the black lower middle classes at the bottom 
of the greasy meritocratic ladder, nervously (or 
longingly, depending on the mood) looking over 
their shoulders at what they’re leaving behind. The 
similarly schizophrenic musical accompaniments 
mix wistful melodic arrangements from indie-rock 
producer Jon Brion with West’s powerful beats 
laced with killer vocal hooks and unexpected 
sampled concoctions. Many of the lyrics deal 
with the psychological and social consequences 
of daily practices of consumerism among those 
with at least some disposable income, rather 
than extremes of utter poverty or ghetto fabulous 
fantasies favoured elsewhere. This is especially 
pertinent given that a significant minority 
of hardcore rap icons have more comfortable 
backgrounds than their performance personas 
suggest, and also signifies the socio-economic 
status of increasing numbers employed in the 
industry itself. 

Kanye West’s balancing of compositional artistry 
with a contemporary thematic spin allows him 
to maintain subcultural hip-hop credentials, 
as in his production for Common’s Be. Missy 
Elliott’s strategy is bolder still. The Cookbook 
moves further away than before from Timbaland’s 
lush multi-layered polyrhythmic production 
paradigm towards stripped down digital beats 
– simulating a bygone party aesthetic for a CD-
buying MTV audience. Gone too is her video 
portrayal19 of a monstrous gothic-futuristic female 
trickster flouting the rules of pop femininity. Now 
conforming to acceptable conventions of beauty, 
her early career in routine R&B harmonising 
also echoes through several tracks which are 
otherwise entirely out of place. The overall effect 
is to reference her previous incarnations and 
questioning of gender stereotypes, but with the 
associated ambivalence, irony and depth no longer 
integrated into the music. 

Missy is certainly unusual in sidestepping 
the past 20 years of hip-hop and in jettisoning 
the styles that made her name. Nevertheless 

anchoring her new image in the mythic history of 
rap parallels the trend noted above among today’s 
maturing MCs and DJs for retrenching within hip-
hop’s cultural and political strengths as a defence 
against the theft, trivialisation and symbolic 
murder they observe in the corporate takeover (i.e. 
of both the music and society generally). But of 
course the appropriation has always been a two-
way process, where hip-hop’s key compositional 
breakthroughs stemmed from cultural guerilla 
raids – on the commodified history of Black music 
and electro’s manipulation of found material 
for dance beats, which in the 1990s extended to 
digging in the crates of all regions of contemporary 
popular music. And whereas the most commercial 
producers go straight for the pop payoff in 
incorporating the most abject teenybop chart-
topping material, smaller hip-hop labels and 
their rosters of independent artists specialise 
in venturing beyond easily available musical 
resources, giving other media and genres of youth 
subculture an urban twist. 

Esoteric experimentation may be conceived as 
art among independent hip-hop aficionados as well 
as in electronic and dance genres. This elevation 
sometimes manifests itself in apparently elitist 
ambitions to stake a claim in modern classical 
music, where Stockhausen et al can be cited as 
inspirations alongside more recent digital wizards. 
Short of such pomposity, the ‘concept album’ is a 
common phenomenon, often drenched in futuristic 
cod-mysticism. A good example is Princess 
Superstar’s intriguing sci-fi themed My Machine, 
hybridising fashionably explicit cyborg erotica to 
ironically critique and/or celebrate virtual desire. 
In addition to the obvious allure of science fiction 
narratives for generations reared on computer 
games and virtual reality hyperbole, many other 
artists plunder cult horror and comic book back 
catalogues. A superior and thoroughly conceived 
example of hip-hop superhero animation is 
Dangerdoom’s The Mouse and The Mask, with 
characteristically clever and subtle lyrics 
supported by equally skilful and original beats.20 
In contrast, those associated with the Def Jux label 
often combine rock music samples and references 
with the orchestral pretensions of 1970s prog-rock, 
or trade in the individualist indie currency of art-
school existentialism and fashionable depressive 
angst rather than the collectively-oriented 
passions of other hip-hop subgenres. 

Meanwhile – refracting the other end of the guitar 
music spectrum – all those dreary white metal 
bands trading on urban cool with desultorily 
clueless pseudo-rapping are counterpointed by 
pre-eminent performance poet Saul Williams 
pissing away his blistering political spoken word 
with 1980s NY thrash-style backing.21 Utilising a 
rather different conception of Black punk rock, 
the Ying Yang Twins’ exuberant The United States 
of Atlanta celebrates the rowdy, lower-class crunk 
aesthetic of the southern state’s party scene, 
digitally synthesised using elements of Miami 
bass and reggae dancehall, with its relentless 
slackness watered down (though not much) to 




