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mandl. CULTURE 

H ip-hop's global 
appeal has often 
been dismissed as 
evidence of US cultural 

imperialism, as a signifier of 
American culture's dominance 
beyond its borders. Effectively, 
the argument is that hip-
hop, along with other cultural 
products from America, forms 
part of the homogenisation 
of cultures to the detriment 
of diverse cultural practices 
around the world. In essence, 
distinct cultural and national 
identities are threatened by the 
totalising forces of Hollywood 
and American genres of music, 
such as hip-hop. There are legal 
and contractual mechanisms 
that ensure the dominance of 
US entertainment media. These 
include multilateral agreements, 
like GATT and TRIPS, that 
globalise very narrow and 
self-serving understandings of 
intellectual property (see Stealing 
Empire for more on this), but this 
is not the focus of my article. 
Instead, I am interested in 
exploring the agency of hip-hop 
artists outside the US. 

Many advocates of the cultural 
imperialism analysis make assumptions 
about what cultural identities are in 
different parts of the world. For example, 
some assume that there was such a 
thing as a pure or distinct cultural or 
national identity prior to colonialism 
or imperialism. Is it true that before 
Western colonialism in Africa all 
Africans lived in perfect harmony and 
that their identities and cultural practices 
were not influenced by migrations, 
exchanges, conquests, invasions and 
trade? There is enough evidence by 
academics like A, G. Hopkins to suggest 
that this was not the case; he contends 
that globalisation is not an exclusively 
twentieth century, Western phenomenon. 
At any rate, sociologists like Zimitri 
Erasmus argue that notions about race 
and culture as pure entities are flawed 
- race and culture are hybrid. Consider 
how hybrid the English language itself is, 
for instance. 

Arguments about US cultural 
production and the homogenising forces 
of cultural imperialism undermines the 
intelligence, creativity and political will 
of people under the assumed spell of 
US news and entertainment media to 
both challenge and co-opt aspects of 
US culture to suit their own ends. We 
have seen challenges to mainstream 
media representations of our realities 
before. Locally, poets such as Lesego 
Rampolokeng and Mzwakhe Mbuli along 
with novelists like Nadine Gordimer 
and Wally Serote produced work that 
challenged apartheid, and inspired those 
interested in social justice. Why should 
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things be any different in the age of neo-
Hberal triumphalism? 

It is true; after the fall of the Berlin 
Wall, neo-liberal economics seemed 
inevitable and mainstream R&B music 
as well as gangsta rap (hip-hop's more 
infamous and commercially successful 
relative) expressed this sentiment so well 
through 'bling' (exaggerated signifiers 
of opulence and wealth). But this is not 
where the story of hip-hop begins, or 
ends. With the steady decline of the white 
male rocker in the nineties, it was hip-
hop that gained ascendance. However, 
it was not the rapidly commercialised 
gangsta rap and 'bling' values that 
prevailed, but conscious hip-hop. Thanks 
to Black Consciousness-inspired hip-hop 
crews like Public Enemy, many people in 
and beyond America came to see hip-hop 
as the 'black community's CNN'. Thanks 
to its militant lyrical challenges to white 

America, hip-hop was beginning to draw 
attention to itself. Artists and fans in 
places like New Zealand, Korea, Senegal, 
Palestine and South Africa began to see 
the potential of hip-hop's challenge to 
social injustices. Tony Mitchell argues 
that a wide range of people who saw 
themselves as politically, economically 
or culturally marginal in their respective 
contexts, gravitated towards hip-hop. 
Cape Town, South Africa, in the late 
eighties was one such context. 

Youngsters from townships like 
Mitchells Plain made every effort to get 
into the city for Saturday matinees at the 
Base near Greenmarket Square. This was 
where the future DI Ready D would have 
encountered politically conscious hip-
hop for the first time: songs like Public 
Enemy's 'Fight the Power' and NWA's 
'Fuck the Police' come to mind. Spaces 
like the Base were vital to constituting 
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