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    The year 1994 was pivotal for hip-hop. My second album, Resurrection, came out the same year as Illmatic, as well as Biggie’s Ready to Die, Pete Rock and CL Smooth’s Main Ingredient, Outkast’s Southernplayalisticadillacmuzik, Gangstarr’s Hard to Earn, and many other great records too numerous to mention. But that’s where hip-hop was during that Golden Age. It was a very fertile period, as the late 1950s to early 1960s were for jazz, or the early to mid-1970s for soul music—when the world seemed wide-open to us then. Hip-hop’s incredible diversity reflected that era. And then there was Illmatic. You always have to return to Illmatic.
  


  
    I first heard Nas on the 1991 Main Source track “Live at the Barbeque,” and I knew, like everyone else, that Nas was an artist who meant something, who was going to change the game. And he didn’t disappoint. Because Illmatic was brilliant. His lyricism, his storytelling, his control on the mic, that production. Illmatic had all the elements, but it was even greater than the sum of its parts. It had that something else—that 
     rawness, that realness, something you could feel but not say, what you might hear on a classic John Coltrane or Curtis May-field record. It came together so flawlessly, so coherently, especially with just ten tracks. When you heard it, you definitely caught a vibe. And when I listen to it now, I still do. But now it’s a little bittersweet.
  


  
    Illmatic came out fifteen years ago and it will remain a classic album, no matter what genre of music you’re talking about. And it’s aged better with time, because it captured an important moment in hip-hop. In fact, I wrote “I Used to Love H.E.R.” in 1994 as a way of expressing how I felt about where hip-hop was at that point and where it might go. Because it was that serious for so many of us. We didn’t just grow up with hip-hop; we grew up with hip-hop as hip-hop was also growing, and so that made for a very close and intimate relationship that was becoming more and more urgent—and we all felt it. Our art was being challenged in many ways as the moneymen began to sink their teeth into us. Some of us got eaten alive and others, well, we made it out by the skin of our teeth. But barely. We lost Pac and Biggie, Big L and Jam Master Jay, and too many others along the way, many of them our friends and even family members. But through it all, it’s an album like Illmatic that keeps us going and reminds us of what’s possible.
  


  
    After Illmatic, much was expected of Nas, and maybe unfairly. But he didn’t disappoint. He’s one of the few MCs who has continued to put it down consistently, never falling into the easy traps that hip-hop tried to pigeon-hole us into. In his music, Nas was angry without being frustrated, smart but not preachy, and wise but straight up with you—and so you felt him. I like to think he was the round peg that didn’t fit the hole the squares created.
  


  
    People always ask me about hip-hop and the forces that have tried to narrow its creative possibilities. But it’s not time to despair because we’re in an interesting place right now. Nas 
     called one of his albums Hip-Hop Is Dead, and many people either believed it or got upset. I saw it as a call to arms, a battle cry almost. Because if one artist earned the right to say that, it was Nas. And we needed to hear it. That’s why this book you’re holding is so important. Because with hip-hop definitely in a period of transition, Born to Use Mics meets us at the crossroads and forces us to look back in order to chart a course forward. Michael Eric Dyson and Sohail Daulatzai have brought together an impressive group of writers—kind of a cipher in book form—to reflect on Illmatic and many of the very serious issues that the album raised and that hip-hop continues to raise. This book you’re holding—in case you’ve missed it—reaffirms that hip-hop matters, that this art form has said and continues to say so much about the world we live in. Read it. And listen.
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    As Miles Davis’s Kind of Blue was to jazz and Marvin Gaye’s What’s Goin On? was to soul music, Illmatic is arguably the greatest hip-hop album of all time. It’s been fifteen years since Illmatic was released, but in some ways, it seems like yesterday. But it also feels like long ago. It’s a strange thing—time—especially in the always accelerated world that is hip-hop. On that existential lament “Life’s a Bitch,” Nas claimed that “time is illmatic,” and no doubt it has been. So much has happened since then. And so much has stayed the same.
  


  
    Coming out at the tail end of hip-hop’s “Golden Age” (1987-1994), in the same year as Gang Starr’s Hard to Earn, O.C.’s brilliant but slept on Word . . . Life, Common’s Resurrection , Biggie’s Ready to Die, and many other great records, Illmatic’s subtle and powerful brilliance rests in Nas’s detailed descriptions, dense reportage, and visually stunning rhymes of the underbelly of the beast. Like the 1965 landmark masterpiece film The Battle of Algiers, which captured the Algerian resistance against French colonialism, Illmatic brilliantly blurred 
     the lines between fiction and documentary, creating a heightened sense of realism and visceral eloquence for Nas’s renegade first-person narratives and character-driven odes. And like The Battle of Algiers, Illmatic was about the stories of everyday people caught in the most horrific of circumstances, or as Nas referred to it, “the devil’s lasso.” Though Nas’s narration of life in Queensbridge didn’t have the explicit political project and radical liberationist thrust shown in The Battle of Algiers, Nas’s lyrics captured an urgency and immediacy about life at the tattered edges of the American empire. Through Illmatic you could hear the echoes of secret wars and you could see the picture it captured of a particular moment, a photo that revealed, among other things, the brutal reality of the failure of the post-Civil Rights romanticism, the crack war bum rush, that COINTELPRO worked, and that the new prisons caged the rebel that may have proved to be that messiah.
  


  
    Maybe nothing comes closer to embodying Illmatic’s dystopic end-time vision than HBO’s brilliant series The Wire. Arguably one of the greatest epics in any medium, up there with The Godfather saga and the Battle of Algiers, The Wire’s grim yet hopeful pessimism, like Illmatic, was layered and complex, refusing judgment yet hard-hitting. On Illmatic, Nas was bold but subtle, angry but not alienating, as he rapped from the point of view of a kingpin like Stanfield and a corner boy like Bodie. He wove narratives as mythic as Omar, with his outsider ethos defining a code while defying so much else. And like The Wire, Nas did it with a keen eye for the pathos of power, painting a haunting and sometimes redemptive portrait of life in urban America’s killing fields.
  


  
    With all that has happened in hip-hop and in the world for that matter since Illmatic’s release, time, and the critical distance that its passage provides, affords us some perspective and gives us an opportunity to look back on Illmatic. So we have to wonder, as great an album as it is, how can we continue to see it as 
     relevant? Does Illmatic hold some value for us today? Or is it simply a relic, an artifact of hip-hop’s “Golden Age” that has nostalgic value for some while eliciting shrugs of irrelevancy from younger audiences?
  


  
    As the first in a series on great albums, Born to Use Mics tries to answer some of these questions while posing some new ones, as we use Illmatic as a lens to better understand hip-hop and the history that made it, as well as the history that it made. But while Born to Use Mics is about exploring hip-hop through Illmatic, it’s also about exploring America through Illmatic, reflected and refracted through the prism of Nas’s poignant street poetry. Illmatic offers us the possibility to explore the landscape, that fertile ground and volatile minefield that gave birth to it: the post-Civil Rights and Black Power era, the Reagan/Bush/Clinton years of white backlash, the shifting sands of race and the emergence of the global economy, the crack era and the formation of an urban police state, the Post-Soul moment in black music, the guerrilla artistry around technology and sampling, the changing marketplace and hyper-commodification of hip-hop, the premillennium tension leading to 9/11, and the Bush II years that followed.
  


  
    But despite Nas’s brilliance, some might ask, why Illmatic? Why not Boogie Down Production’s Criminal Minded, Public Enemy’s It Takes a Nation to Hold Us Back, or Ice Cube’s Amerikkka’s Most Wanted? No doubt these were great albums, coming at a moment when hip-hop was cutting its teeth on social commentary and refining its ear on dusty breaks, hard snares, and sonic mayhem. But there is something about Illmatic that transcends the categories that have ever existed about hip-hop. Something complex about its simplicity, something elusive that we felt we wanted to explore. Straight up though, Illmatic is just a dope album, embodying everything that is hip-hop while mastering what matters most: beats and rhymes. It had arguably hip-hop’s greatest collection of producers: DJ Premier, 
     Pete Rock, Large Professor, Q-Tip, and L.E.S. But Nas made the album seem so effortless and flawless. His lyrical prowess was uncanny, his perceptions so wise for someone so young, and his wordplay and rhymes so visual. If Illmatic was film, and in many ways it was cinematic, it was at times documentary and fictional realism, melodrama and thriller, noir and sometimes even science fiction.
  


  
    Part of the reason we chose Illmatic was the moment that it was released and the place hip-hop had come to by 1994. You have to remember that from its genesis, hip-hop was both an aesthetic vanguard and a chin check to white America. Before the current babble about the “mainstream” versus the “underground,” hip-hop was both—and neither. It was Basquiat smoking a blunt with Marcus Garvey. Cheikh Anta Diop and Rakim building in a cipher. Bunny Lee and Marley Marl fucking with the SP. Harriet Tubman and MC Lyte sharing secrets. And Patrice Lamumba and Pac doing the knowledge. But by 1994, when Illmatic was released, things done changed. You have to remember that in 1994 hip-hop was at a crossroads, at the tail end of the “Golden Age,” a period of incredible creative and thematic ferment as hip-hop cut its teeth and found its voice both artistically and politically. Hip-hop had its own schools of thought, from street knowledge to the low end theory to everything in between. And consider the incredible artists that came up during that era: Boogie Down Productions and LL Cool J, the whole Juice Crew to the Alkaholiks, Rakim Allah to the Hieroglyphics, Goodie Mob to the Geto Boys, Kane to Cube, D.I.T.C. to EPMD, the wild styles of Organized Konfusion and Freestyle Fellowship, to the Native Tongues and N.W.A., not to mention Common, Ultramagnetic MCs, the Roots, Outkast, Pac, G. Rap, Ice-T, the prophets of rage in Public Enemy, Brand Nubian, and Poor Righteous Teachers, as well the rise of Gangstarr, the Wu Tang Clan, the Boot Camp Clik, Pete Rock and CL Smooth and so many others.
  



  
    But with all that inevitably came the money men. With hip-hop at the precipice about to go mainstream after the success of Dr. Dre’s 1992 album, The Chronic, the rise of Bad Boy, and the seemingly scripted, destructive East Coast-West Coast “beef,” hip-hop no longer knew the ledge as crass commercialism infected the art so that hip-hop became product placement and commercial jingle, overwrought spectacle and just plain mediocre for the most part. So part of the reason we chose Illmatic is that it represents this very important and urgent moment in hip-hop. Looking back, 1994 was kind of the tipping point, where transitions were happening and the ground under hip-hop’s feet began to give. That may be hard to understand today, fifteen years later, when hip-hop is everywhere, literally in the ether ready to be wirelessly downloaded. Hip-hop is impossible to avoid now, but back then you had to look for it, which makes that moment of Illmatic so important. Jay-Z called Illmatic the blessing and the curse for Nas’s career. That might also have been true for all of hip-hop too, because in many ways Illmatic was either the beginning of the end, or it was the exclamation point on the manifesto that was hip-hop. It’s a moment that will never be repeated despite the current recycling of the 1980s and the inevitable cannibalizing of the 1990s that is yet to come.
  


  
    This gives us an opportunity to look back on Illmatic and consider where hip-hop, as a force of black creative expression, has come. In “Jazz and the White Critic,” an essay written almost fifty years ago that tragically is still relevant, Amiri Baraka laments that jazz lost its value and significance when it was “stripped of its social context” and emptied of the ideological crucible out of which it emerged: segregation, racial terror, and the creative impulse to resist and create sanctuaries of art and community. In many ways, the same arguments can be made about how hip-hop has been uprooted from its geographic, political, and ideological origins. Even though it has 
     been embraced by the Smithsonian Museum and ironically the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, that doesn’t mean that hip-hop hasn’t been uprooted from its history of resistance, emptied of its creative and artistic brilliance, and stripped of the racial and economic context that made its creation a necessity.
  


  
    If that’s the case, Illmatic reminds those who forgot or anyone who didn’t know. On the vinyl pressing of Illmatic, the album is organized not by the typical Side A and Side B, but by “40th Side North” and “41st Side South,” the two streets that divide Nas’s beloved Queensbridge, the largest housing project in the United States. By dividing the album in this way and centering Queensbridge, Illmatic becomes a sonic map, as the album serves as the legend for Nas’s ghetto cartography, as he narrates his experiences and those who live in the Queensbridge housing projects. But even though Illmatic is clearly about one place—Queensbridge—it is also about the projects more generally, and the racial and economic forces that create and maintain their existence. The album cover of the young Nasir Jones superimposed on Queensbridge poetically and poignantly reveals not just what poor black life must endure, but also that hip-hop emerged phoenix-like out of the ashes of poverty, segregation, racial violence, and militarized policing that have defined the hip-hop generation. But in an era when hip-pop has become the soundtrack to crass spectacle and hypercapitalism and where MP3s, ringtones, and downloading are making the music so disposable, it’s hard not to lose sight of the conditions of hip-hop’s genesis, and the ways in which those conditions continue to persist in one form or another.
  


  
    With Born to Use Mics, we’ve tried to address many of these concerns, and this book is part of an ever-growing body of work that attempts to grapple with the complexity, the diversity, and the brilliance of hip-hop. Books on hip-hop have flourished over the last fifteen to twenty years, as hip-hop publishing has become a powerful force in the literary world. Running
     the gamut from historical to scholarly tomes, journalistic missives to critical insights, biographies to behind-the-scenes accounts, as well as fiction and poetry to photography and art, books on or about hip-hop are as diverse as the art form itself. With Born to Use Mics, we’ve tried to do something different. Less a behind-the-scenes exposé or “the making of ” Illmatic, Born to Use Mics encompasses the different styles and forms of hip-hop publishing, from the scholarly to the journalistic, the historical to the first-person account, using freestyles and wild styles to wax philosophic on the meaning of Illmatic. But the final mix you hold is more than the sum of its parts, as we’ve brought together an eclectic group of writers, scholars, poets, filmmakers, journalists, novelists, musicians, and combinations thereof who have all grown up with hip-hop and have been deeply connected to it from jump. In essence, Born to Use Mics is a literary remix, a cipher in book form as all of these contributors offer up unique and fresh perspectives, as they meditate on the significance of Illmatic.
  


  
    In critically remixing Illmatic, we’ve borrowed and even extended hip-hop’s own tradition of interpretation and aesthetic democracy. Clearly sampling forms the very essence of hip-hop. Those breaks and loops taken from old jazz, soul, and funk records and then reinterpreted in new ways are all acts of interpretation. Ahmad Jamal didn’t intend for Pete Rock to flip his 1970 gem “I Love Music” for use on “The World Is Yours,” and Lee Erwin didn’t intend for DJ Premier to take his 1924 track “Thief of Baghdad” and bang out “Represent.” Hip-hop’s brilliance lies in that interpretive impulse, and that impulse has guided what we’re doing with Born to Use Mics, only we’re using Illmatic as the sample and reinterpreting it in a critical way.
  


  
    The main part of Born to Use Mics is structured by the ten tracks that make up Illmatic. Each of the writers and scholars on black music, race, and culture who are gathered here takes a 
     song as a jumping-off point, a starting block, to explore themes and ideas that are woven throughout not only Illmatic but the fabric of hip-hop culture and the broader world that it is rooted in. Weaving together the personal and the political, critical voices such as Mark Anthony Neal, Imani Perry, Eddie Glaude, Adilifu Nama, Kyra Gaunt, Guthrie Ramsey Jr., and others cover a range of topics, including Nas as a public intellectual, the role of black memory, gender and patriarchy, imprisonment and policing, the politics of “the come-up” for communities of color, the aesthetics of sampling and jazz’s influence on hip-hop, the connections between urban America and the Third World, and Nas’s implosion of the “mainstream versus underground” debate, just to name a few.
  


  
    The ten chapters are followed by “Remixes,” and like the great remixes done for Illmatic, the different contributors are not guided by a specific track but freestyle about Nas and the significance of Illmatic. Included here are not only voices such as legendary Wild Style director Charlie Ahearn, the brilliant provocateur Greg Tate, solider-scribe dream hampton, New York Times music writer Jon Caramanica, novelist Adam Mansbach, and poets Suheir Hammad and Kevin Coval, but we also have some vintage historical pieces, including the original five-mic Source review of Illmatic by Shortie, the original interview with Nas and others from the April 1994 issue of the Source, as well as Bobbito’s incredible May 1994 interview with Nas in RapPages.
  


  
    All of these pieces make this project a unique collective insight into the possibilities and pitfalls of not only hip-hop but also the world that we all inhabit. The post-9/11 moment that we now endure has hit the reset button on a whole host of things, erasing so much of what made America what it is, while also centering things that continue to remind us in case we forgot. At its best hip-hop was always that constant reminder, that battle cry that spoke truth to power. In many ways Illmatic
     , and hip-hop for that matter, made visible what was not seen, having prophesied so much about where things are at. It had a clairvoyance about America’s penchant for militarism and war, an insight into the country’s cash rules philosophies, and an omen about the nation’s gangster ethos. Using Illmatic as our weapon, the contributors to Born to Use Mics chronicle and probe that American landscape in that war against oblivion, arguing not just for hip-hop’s continued relevance but also for its urgent necessity.
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    Like a bold foreword to a brilliant novel, Nas’s sonic prologue “The Genesis” jump-starts his debut album Illmatic. Although the track clocks in at a scant one minute and thirty-nine seconds, it is essential for any in-depth interpretation of the artist and his art. The title alone positions the track as foundational and key in understanding Nas and Illmatic . The fact that Nas’s first recorded MC appearance on Main Source’s “Live at the Barbeque” plays in the background of “The Genesis” suggests the first track is referring to Nas’s beginning. Case closed, right? Not exactly, because on top of Nas’s faintly audible rapid-fire lyrical delivery is a sampled exchange between two male characters from a scene in Charlie Ahearn’s brooding cinema verité film Wild Style (1982), which is followed by one of the most sinister old-school beats in all of hip-hop, DJ Grand Wizard Theodore’s “Subway Theme,” also from the film. Not only is the opening dialogue on “Genesis” sampled from a pivotal scene in Wild Style, the music played throughout the track is sampled from the film. This is no 
     aesthetic coincidence. Clearly, Wild Style is the primary sonic reference and centerpiece of “Genesis.” Why? Because Wild Style is to hip-hop what Charlie “Yard Bird” Parker’s “Cherokee” is to bebop. Required homework for aspirants and aficionados interested in knowing what the music was and what it was trying to be about.
  


  
    Even though Wild Style is periodically referenced or cited in discussions about hip-hop, the film has failed to receive its proper intellectual due, making it woefully underappreciated as the cultural touchstone it represents. Most often the film is mentioned in terms of its trivia quotient as the first hip-hop film. The romantic comedy Brown Sugar is an excellent example of how the popular history of hip-hop often trivializes Wild Style. The film parallels the contours of a couple’s unsung love for each other with the evolution of hip-hop from public park verbal jam sessions to Park Avenue deal discussions. In the beginning of Brown Sugar a series of past and present hip-hop luminaries are asked, “When did you first fall in love with hip-hop?” Their separate responses are edited into a clever montage that shows the majority of the different respondents delivering the same historical refrain, “Rapper’s Delight,” as jump-starting the genre. But as Jeff Chang wonderfully details in his hip-hop tome Can’t Stop, Won’t Stop, the orgy of economic, social, and cultural currents that contributed to the origin of hip-hop cannot be reduced to one seminal song. Instead, a series of serendipitous discoveries, chance meetings, determined individuals, economic setbacks and successes all combined to create this thing called hip-hop, a point best captured in Wild Style. Nas draws from this relatively untapped reservoir of hip-hop history by sampling the film in “Genesis” and sonically signifies on the evolution and transformative power and practice of hip-hop.
  


  
    Wild Style depicts the organic building blocks of the hip-hop generation before it entered the American national pop 
     consciousness. In this sense, Wild Style is hip-hop’s earliest “home movie” and captures the awkward first steps and formative stages of the varied expressions of hip-hop as an urban folk culture that cobbled together several creative mediums—art, dance, spoken word, and music. This makes Wild Style one of the most important films to emerge in the past thirty years. Unlike a host of Johnny-come-lately academics and critics who will eventually end up recognizing the cultural significance of Wild Style, Nas is already hip to the fact. Wild Style is the hip-hop equivalent to the film Easy Rider (1969), which cinematically captures and embodies the counterculture values of the 1960s generation. Wild Style combines documentary footage, narrative artifice, and real hip-hop figures to chronicle the underground beginning of a counterculture.1 Much like the feel and look of the depiction of the Algerian insurgency in the film Battle of Algiers (1965), Wild Style artfully blends fact and fiction to present another form of violent struggle, a cultural insurrection fought by black and brown youth squaring off against postindustrial decline, combating the failure of America’s war on poverty. Wild Style records what the postindustrial urban decline of the 1970s would reap in the 1980s, the counterculture of the B-boy and B-girl. But the use of Wild Style on “Genesis” goes beyond a simple tactic to imbue Illmatic with an aura of old-school authenticity. The sonic vignette comments on the collective memory of the hip-hop community and its real, remembered, and even imagined beginning, as well as the pitfalls of assimilation, the importance of history, and the passing of hip-hop’s “age of innocence.”
  


  
    The Wild Style cast consists of a who’s who of hip-hop pioneers like Grand Master Flash, Grand Wizard Theodore, Fab Five Freddy, and Rock Steady Crew, as well as the king and queen of graffiti art, Lee Quinones and Sandra Fabara. The film is ostensibly about Raymond (Lee Quinones), an outlaw graffiti artist, as he covertly creates spray paint masterpieces 
     on the exterior of New York subway trains under the pseudonym Zorro. The film’s protagonist, Raymond, is just another Puerto Rican kid looking to find work on the streets of an economically desolate South Bronx. At night, as Zorro, he secretly paints graffiti art across subway trains. The Zorro figure is not just about stealth but personifies hip-hop as an outlaw endeavor to, in the words of Fab Five Freddy in the film, “make things all beautiful and shit.” Zorro leaves his beauty marks on subway trains as graffiti murals. These subway trains signify escape to other communities of promise while reminding us, to paraphrase the prolific playwright August Wilson, that there are always “two trains running,” one train leaving and one train returning. Hip-hop was the response to this metaphorical embodiment of the cycle of poverty that black and brown youth faced in the late 1970s and early 1980s. It was hip-hop, not Roosevelt’s New Deal or Johnson’s War on Poverty, that was “the last great social program of the 20th Century.”2
  


  
    Nas’s use of a pivotal scene from Wild Style on “Genesis” exemplifies the above point. Early in the film Raymond is shown climbing into his room through a window after spray painting a subway car and unexpectedly finds his older brother, Hector, lying on his bed pointing a gun at him. Hector, in full military dress, is poised to shoot this “intruder” until he recognizes his younger brother. After the initial shock, Hector vocalizes his disgust over the graffiti art that adorns the inside of his room and the incorrigible lifestyle he believes it reflects. Hector tells Raymond, “Stop fucking around and be a man; there’s nothing out here for you!” Raymond responds to Hector’s pessimism with, “Yes there is: this!” At that moment the title track drops in to fill the space set up by the sonic cliffhanger. The symbolism embedded in the scene is quite powerful. Raymond’s older brother, Hector, is projected as successfully “escaping” the bleak ghetto streets by integrating 
     into the civic mainstream. Hector is the proverbial military man encoded with legitimacy, authority, and military respectability when he implores his younger brother to “stop fucking around and be a man.” For Hector, the South Bronx, a borough with rows of abandoned buildings perched over a community littered with high unemployment, is a space that arrests personal and social maturity. Despite his brother’s admonishment, Raymond has faith in hip-hop to deliver him from the socioeconomic clutches of what William J. Wilson identifies as the truly disadvantaged, a stratum of urban poor virtually stranded in poverty. For this group of urban denizens, life is confined to the exploration of ghetto postindustrial decay: where the everyday persistence of poverty teaches one to make do with making do. Given this socioeconomic reality, to choose the hip-hop life—the wild style—in the face of a proven route, like military service, to escape such bleak conditions demonstrates a profound commitment by black and brown youth to transform rather than flee the poverty-riddled social space they inhabit.
  


  
    Historically, escape from ghetto scarcity has been a selling point for the military as a place and vocation that holds the most promise for racial minorities to gain a generic cloak of esteem and economic security. Even though black servicemen and women have found the military an inadequate cloak of protection from savage racism in and out of uniform, it continues to attract black and brown youth today. Whether it’s the GI bill, the promise of “being all you can be,” funding for college, or expedited citizenship, military service has provided some form of inducement if not hope for a better socioeconomic future for many people of color. The message captured in Wild Style and clearly signified in “Genesis” resonates with Chuck D’s classic diatribe “I’m a black man. I could never be a veteran” in the song “Black Steel in the Hour of Chaos” more than anything Colin Powell could ever advocate. By Raymond choosing hip-hop in Wild Style and Nas choosing this scene to 
     open the “Genesis” track, both texts form an ideological one-two punch that subverts the social symbolism of the military man and the allure of respectability associated with military service. In one fell semiotic swoop both the symbolic status and attractiveness of the military as a conventional means of mainstream social assimilation for racial minorities is replaced in the film. Thus the hip-hop identity of the B-boy and B-girl usurps the promise of respectability and economic opportunity offered by military service.
  


  
    With the adoption of various monikers like Zorro, Whipper Whip, Grand Master Flash, and Chief Rocka Busy Bee, the black and brown youth in Wild Style who choose hip-hop engage in an audacious act of personal self-transformation that defies traditional routes of economic escape. Nas illustrates this point in “Genesis” by sampling Raymond’s rebuff of military service in Wild Style. Raymond’s rejection of his brother’s statement “there’s nothing out here for you” demonstrates that the formative stage of hip-hop was less about leaving the ghetto and more about transcending the stifling conditions of ghetto life by transforming the street, stoop, and playground into a cultural workshop, a theater of the oppressed. The block was where black and brown youth challenged and transformed their social identity from individual expressions of a disenfranchised socioeconomic racial group to that of a statistically unquantifiable B-boy and B-girl. In this sense, hip-hop, like the blues, expresses what Amiri Baraka characterizes in the seminal volume Blues People as a highly responsive and fluid temperament.3 The music and its adherents, like so many other elements of the black experience, are on the move, migrating, shifting from one register to another, constantly looking for the perfect beat. Hip-hop is a continuation of the politics of racial transformation fermented in the fear, faith, and juju magic of the black experience, a transformation witnessed in 
     those intrepid persons who took the first furtive steps off the plantation and were never dragged back. It was witnessed in those black artists who dared to step outside the restrictive confines of big band swing to play bebop in uptown New York nightclubs as well as the sanctified soul voices that left the orthodoxy of the black church to sing the devil’s soul music. And certainly the B-boys and B-girls who broke from the convention of making music with instruments to making new music with old records are examples of this transformative impulse.
  


  
    Hip-hop, like its bebop predecessor, was about creating community right where you were and adopting a standard of validation based exclusively on black peers, not on what outside critics had to say or what white societal norms dictated. For the postwar bop revolutionaries, Harlem hot spots like Minton’s Playhouse and the Three Deuces were the hothouses of innovation and their bandstands the public planning session where radical ideas were etched out in real time. The transformative promise of hip-hop that Nas samples from Wild Style is also about radically remaking the cultural landscape with reckless improvisational abandon. Lee, other graffiti writers, break dancers, and rappers in Wild Style have the same sort of door-die middle finger to the stark conditions of urban poverty that bebop gave to mainstream American musical conventions. Both would ultimately alter the sonic and cultural landscape of America. Consequently the birth of bebop and hip-hop mirror each other and if Monk, Dizzy, Bird, and Miles had been born several decades later they would have been B-boys rocking the most vicious styles. For caustic critics of hip-hop and diehard fans of jazz like Stanley Crouch, who chide the cultural relevance of a music made by and bought by what he would probably consider a loose consortium of knuckleheads, such a statement must sound like blasphemy.
  



  
    Yet the popular embrace and identification with the “hood” found in much of hip-hop echoes the bebopper’s strident commitment to make the music relevant for those who were insiders to the culture. Nevertheless, for the hip-hop Horatio Algers who extricate themselves from “slangin’” dope on the boulevard to spitting rhymes onstage and in the studio, their odyssey of upward social mobility known as “the come-up” has not endowed these black men (and a few women) with the same aura of artistic admiration or racial respect heaped on minorities that crawl out of the well of obscurity and make it up the ladder of success. Instead, the opposite has often occurred with both black and white political quarters sounding the alarm that hip-hop is corrupting American youth in general and young black folk in particular. However, by sampling the confrontation scene between Raymond and Hector in Wild Style, Nas reaffirms in “Genesis” the transformative power and practice of hip-hop not only for himself as a young man making his way out of one of the largest public housing projects in America, Queensbridge, but for all the nameless B-boys and B-girls who tried to do the same. Nas is also aware of the cultural double standard that persists with hip-hop’s racial image when it comes to black American success stories and confronts it with a subversive élan in the “I Can” video off the God’s Son release.
  


  
    In the video Nas has the slogan “I Am the American Dream” plastered on his chest. By wearing that shirt, Nas confronts the topic of young black men being identified as America’s nightmare.4 The first time I saw this video it immediately brought to mind the classic black-and-white footage of early civil rights protesters who wore placards suspended from their shoulders declaring “I Am a Man” to symbolically attack the perception and practice of referring to black men as “boy.” Nas’s statement shirt is performing similar symbolic work. It signifies that the black and brown youth who have pulled 
     themselves up by their own Adidas (or Nike) shoelaces vis-à-vis hip-hop and go from “ashy to classy” are in keeping with the rags-to-riches narrative that has come to define the American Dream, even though they are often stigmatized and denied the esteem and status of representing it. In previous decades the hard-fought and won upward mobility demonstrated by scores of African Americans served as proof that the American Dream is ripe for anyone who possesses enough determination and talent. Rightly or wrongly these black women and men bore the burden of representing the race and were conscripted as “race men and women” to lead the good fight against racism. A substantial part of what made them candidates for this platform was that their personal narratives reflected a high degree of self-reliance. The net effect of their personal success dovetailed with the collective American mythology of rugged individualism and meritocracy in ways that made them a “credit to their race.” Black entertainers like Sidney Poitier, Jackie Robinson, Bill Cosby, and, at its most radical, Paul Robeson embodied this title and represented a connection between an upright image and gaining the respect, rights, and privileges commensurate with first-class American citizenship.5 The key contrast between hip-hop’s narrative of success and social transformation and the civil rights generation’s narrative of upward mobility is that hip-hoppers do not equate social mobility with escape but embrace the ghetto as a site and source of social identity. Unlike the civil rights generation, securing a spot in some suburban oasis is not a significant part of the hip-hop aura of ghetto authenticity. The ideas and imagery found in hip-hop magazines and rap videos to a large extent depict ghetto fantasies of “thug life” success in which a black or brown protagonist is shown surrounded by his “crew” on the mean streets they rap about trying to desperately escape. Moreover, the willingness to express beliefs and engage in behavior associated with the ghetto has blossomed into a 
     hip-hop sensibility that informs a multitude of black and brown youth today. Hip-hop, for better or worse, has facilitated the transition from middle-class respectability to ghetto authenticity as the predominant black racial paradigm.
  


  
    For this cohort, what white America and “decent” black folk think about them is not all that important. Consequently hip-hop refuses to accept black middle-class notions of appropriate racial representation or adopt white liberal conceptions of racial decorum. For the hip-hop generation it’s not about representing the race or adhering to strict codes of morality. It’s about being “real” in representing hip-hop, and if that involves profanity, weed-induced philosophies, an aggressive social posture, the glorification of violence, and coarse sexual politics lifted from everyday experience, then so be it. For hip-hop the issue is not over content; anything is fair game for discussion (maybe even doing). To hip-hop’s credit this sensibility has lessened the artificial and often idealized separations between “the good, the bad, and the ugly” aspects of the black and brown experience. Consequently, stringent and bifurcated notions of the sacred and the profane have been jettisoned for a messy and fluid assessment of right and wrong. The prototypical example of this sensibility is heard on Nas’s “Thug Mansion,” also off the God’s Son release, where the late rapper Tupac Shakur—who encompassed the moral polarities of saint and sinner—is featured rapping about the people he “kicks it wit” in heaven.6 For the hip-hop generation, it’s no longer about holding the moral high ground to compel white acceptance or even God’s grace. In the cosmological lexicon of hip-hop, even gangsters get to go to heaven.
  


  
    These contradictory polarities of hip-hop are brought to bear on “Genesis” when Nas must restrain one of his partners from unknowingly trashing the featured track from the film. Nas counters the unwitting rejection of the track by conferring legitimacy to the track as “the shit,” a classic example of 
     the inverse play on language in black culture where bad means good. But on an even broader level it demonstrates a contradiction: those who consider themselves the most adamant adherents of “real” hip-hop can also be the least knowledgeable. When this is the case, only an appeal to history and memory are capable of bridging contradictions between status and taste. The significance of history and memory in hip-hop is signaled on “Genesis” when Nas implores his crew to stop burning phillies (a cigar-like marijuana joint). The connection is further amplified on “No Ideas Original” from the controversial Lost Tapes release where Nas states: “If niggas could look inside my mind . . . go to the center and enter with caution past the brain cell graveyard where weed is responsible for memory losses.” The allegorical point of Nas’s admonishment on “Genesis” to “stop burning phillies” and the loss of memory on “No Ideas Original” speak to the meaning and place of memory in hip-hop more than any type of antidrug diatribe ever could. Consequently, the link between smoking weed and memory loss is not an analytical fluke but a significant metaphor for the vulnerable position historical memory has had in hip-hop and by extension black culture.7
  


  
    Nas throws the hip-hop generation into the cultural fray by showing that hip-hop nation is susceptible to cultural amnesia, a point made when Wild Style is unwittingly rejected by one of his peers on “Genesis.” When Nas admonishes his hip-hop peers about the importance of memory, he echoes many members of the civil rights generation who have also critiqued the hip-hop generation for forgetting and therefore being unable to appreciate and uphold the legacy of struggle and sacrifice by the civil rights generation—dismantling the legal scaffolding of institutional racism. Although the hip-hop and civil rights generations are presumed to be at opposite ends of the political spectrum, this generational breach is not as dire or distinct as some have proclaimed.8 The time and conditions 
     of the contemporary moment are different, but the rules of generational engagement remain relatively unchanged. Each generation responds to the social conditions of its time in its own particular fashion. For the first wave of civil rights advocates, peaceful protest and freedom songs made sense, but for the subsequent black student generation, direct civil disobedience and black power chants were deemed more appropriate for confronting institutional racism. Many civil rights advocates fail to recall the rupture that occurred between the old civil rights bulwark and the new direct action student activists of the 1960s black freedom movement. The classic example of this generation divide is beautifully captured on the critically acclaimed Eyes on the Prize documentary series when Dr. Martin L. King and Stokely Carmichael (later known as Kwame Toure) walk side by side articulating divergent approaches to the specter of violent intimidation waiting for them as they marched toward Jackson, Mississippi. Here is an example of two generations of black folk caught in the same crucible of southern racial discrimination and violence yet advocating different remedies to the situation. Admittedly, Nas’s use of Wild Style to comment on the place of memory in the hip-hop generation is more socially obscure than the ideological schism that became of the civil rights versus black power generational conflict. Nevertheless Nas’s use of Wild Style suggests that the rejection of tradition by the hip-hop nation is not the result of an uncritical acceptance of nihilism but a lack of historical memory.
  


  
    Certainly the lack of historical memory is endemic across the generational spectrum and if we are to be honest the real and symbolic rejection of traditional means of upward social mobility by black and brown youth is problematic. Case in point, the popular gangsterism of today’s hip-hop undercuts the notion of acceptable means for black folk to achieve material success. Unfortunately, however, for too many black and 
     brown youth the dream of success as outlaw rapper or just plain outlaw outweighs the more tangible and substantive opportunity to experience success in virtually any nine-to-five profession. Although today’s thug/gangster is similar to Raymond’s antihero status in Wild Style it has become a clichéd symbol of status quo defiance that arrests the imagination and stifles potential. In Wild Style, the source of identity for a growing segment of black and brown youth was as B-boy and B-girl, but for many, now it is as thug/nigga or gangster/bitch. Whether true or concocted, the hip-hop gangster identity is a million miles away from Wild Style in tone and style. This troublesome development, however, is not a detour or dead end but merely a bump along the road. It means some aspects of hip-hop as social critique are more difficult to relate to and even more difficult to find. But one thing remains certain. Hip-hop is political and popular, both vulgar and progressive. At its best it is the continuation of the African American oral tradition of preserving and transmitting suppressed, censored, and ignored narratives of racial resistance and struggle not shown in corporate media or discussed in the halls of political power.
  


  
    A striking example of a black counter-narrative in action is the unauthorized remix of Kanye West’s “Gold Digger” single and retitled “George Bush Don’t Like Black People” by the hip-hop duo K-Otix. They were inspired by Kanye’s comments on a live telethon where he proclaimed: “George Bush doesn’t care about black people.” The remix lyrically characterizes the dire circumstances that poor black folk in New Orleans faced in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the failure of the Bush administration to effectively address the calamity. Despite such flashes of political subversiveness much of hip-hop has shifted from critical social allegory to senseless spectacle, rendering it virtually meaningless as social critique; too often it is an obscene cliché of black-on-black violence, material desire, and male sexual fantasy. These elements were also present 
     in the formative stages of hip-hop but formed only a part of what fueled the music and shaped the message. Like a Romare Bearden collage, the best of the music expressed, with urgency, the disjointed and hard angles of the struggle to find dignity in making a way out of no way and the brutal consequences of violence, pain, and the unbridled embrace of nihilism when the effort proves unsuccessful. This is Nas’s relevance and his gift to the hip-hop genre.
  


  
    In the same way Marvin Gaye’s sonic masterpiece “What’s Going On” expresses a myriad of social concerns that demanded change or Stevie Wonder’s poignant racial narrative “Living for the City” captures the public imagination with socially biting material, Illmatic is similarly situated in the genre of hip-hop. With Illmatic hip-hop witnessed the birth of an urban griot telling hard-boiled tales of ghetto alienation and triumph like a spoken-word version of a Chester Himes novel. Unfortunately, critics and dilettantes alike have misread the portraits of pain and passion found in Nasir Jones’s ghetto pulp fiction as tawdry tales meant to fulfill the cheap thrills that all pulp fiction promises. Rather, the urban motif Nas verbally paints throughout Illmatic signals how the world of Wild Style has gotten bleaker, darker, and more intense. Competition between crews was no longer for the bragging rights, cheap champagne, or exciting and easy sex exemplified by Busy Bee’s rap victory and celebratory party in Wild Style. In the age of Wild Style black and brown youth were concerned with audaciously claiming public space, not with freedom songs, picket signs, and closed fists aimed toward the sky but with boom boxes, cardboard dance floors, and colossal graffiti murals scrawled across public facades. This first wave of the hip-hop generation re-created community in underground clubs, decorated its living space with graffiti art, and celebrated the body with aggressive street corner style and stances à la Black Panther Party machismo. The culmination of this is articulated
     in Joseph Simmons’s classic line, “I cold chill at a party in a B-boy stance.”
  


  
    Admittedly, many listeners will view “Genesis” as a conversational prologue to the main event. But some will decode the cryptic sampling of Wild Style and understand it as a challenge and admonishment to the staunchest adherents and practitioners of hip-hop to bear witness not only to the beginning but in many ways the end of hip-hop’s age of innocence. “The Genesis” demonstrates that Nas is a purist and wants to remind the hip-hop collective that they are too if they would only remember and recognize it. This is a theme that Nas returns to in subsequent releases that give praise to various hip-hop luminaries. What Nas did with “Genesis” on Illmatic is amplified on Street’s Disciple with the track “U.B.R.” (Unauthorized Biography of Rakim). Nas chronicles the life and times of Rakim, a lyricist approaching the status of a living hip-hop deity for his verbal prowess and who is known as the “god of the microphone.” This is a fitting tribute from Nas, given he makes a point to define himself as God’s son.
  


  
    Although Nas’s body of work brilliantly illuminates the vulnerability beneath the bluster of too many young black men trapped in the shadow world of underclass poverty trying to make a dollar out of fifteen cents, Nas faces fierce criticism and even ridicule for offering up a premature autopsy of hip-hop nation with the declaration that hip-hop is dead. Maybe Nas is wrong. Maybe hip-hop is not dead. But for me hip-hop is at the least a zombie, a walking corpse like the ones in George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead (1968), and in this sense I share Nas’s lament over the seemingly lifeless state of hip-hop today. The brooding street poetry, poignant portraits of life and loss along with “live by the sword die by the sword” inner-city street justice laid over beats and breaks found in Nas’s work have too often been replaced with racial clichés like Hollywood’s take on ghetto strife presented in the 
     MTV-backed film Hustle and Flow (2005). Then there is the pornographic pop art of hip-hop music videos littered across much of today’s hip-hop landscape in the early rounds of the new millennium. What started out as a sophomoric appreciation of the African American and third world female form has mutated from provocative eye candy to raw objectification, with a black woman’s femininity reduced to the circumference and bounce quotient of her behind. Scores of hip-hop music videos now pay dubious homage to the memory of Sarah Bartmann (the Hottentot Venus).
  


  
    Still, hip-hop has experienced tremendous growth despite a series of debatable achievements. At the moment hip-hop is the proverbial irresistible force that has yet to meet the immovable object. Like a Las Vegas gambler on a runaway winning streak, hip-hop continues to “double down” and wager its relevancy on the popular acceptance of new hedonistic spectacles and their ability to outsell the previous sonic craze. Given that hip-hop is merely one brand among many jockeying for position in a multibillion-dollar music industry, it is not surprising that instead of bringing into bold relief the spectacle of American excess, both economically and sexually, many hip-hop artists have uncritically embraced and promoted it. Yet this excursion through the economic underbelly and soft-core pornographic side of hip-hop demonstrates how hip-hop is alive (although maybe not well) and animated enough to take economic directions from American consumer capitalism. “Bigger is better” and “sex sells” continue to be the market mantras of American capitalism, and hip-hop as industry and product has come to the same conclusion. As a result, like the late Liberace, with his glittering candelabras and flamboyant suits, much of hip-hop has become simultaneously sensationalistic and mediocre, controversial yet predictable, over-the-top and underachieving.
  



  
    Against this backdrop, Nas draws on his stature as one of the top lyricists in the hip-hop pantheon to exhort the hip-hop nation to become better.9 Nas’s struggle over what images and ideas represent blackness threatens to consume his art, but this struggle is neither new nor unique. Hip-hop has now matured to such an extent that evaluating where the line between pandering to the public for pop hits and genuine social expressions begins and ends becomes increasingly difficult.10 Is true hip-hop about staying underground or selling millions of units? The chopping block of American popular culture is as strident as it is fickle when it comes to categorizing black genius, and Nas continues to let experience be his teacher as he fights for his own place of recognition and respect in the hip-hop pantheon. There was the public war of words against Jay-Z, the edict that hip-hop is dead, and now the controversial title of his next release with the n-word as the prominent catchphrase. In the wake of hip-hop’s meteoric commercial rise, I view these events as examples of an aesthetic war between emergent notions of hip-hop street credibility and tradition against hip-hop modernism as command of mainstream popular culture. This tension permeates Nas’s body of work as well as the hip-hop cultural landscape and, in my judgment, will continue to fuel the internal struggle that Nas seems compelled to share with the public as he attempts to reconcile his old-school B-boy sensibilities with new-school counterparts that demand homage to market forces. I only hope that the most public expression of this internal struggle, the Nas and Jay-Z beef, is remembered or replicated as the aesthetic war that it was and not as a hip-hop preamble for a black-on-black turf war over reputation and revenge. The lesson to learn from their rivalry is that such skirmishes are to be expected when true artistry is at stake. Socially relevant black art always involves a clash of attitude and outlook over the feelings, 
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