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Background Background 

Hiphopp exists since the nineteen seventies as a new genre within the popular music 
canon,, and is considered to be a youth subculture, because of the strong relationship 
betweenn the music itself (rap and dj-ing), the spectacular B Boy style and the way the 
engagedd youngsters participate as a homogenous community. Since its founding years 
inn black New York neighbourhoods, the music and the style it is surrounded by be-
camee popular all around the world. 

Nowadayss hiphop is a music culture which still attracts a lot of youngsters, but cer-
tainlyy not all of them. Besides, there's a great variation in the level of commitment of 
thosee who love hiphop, and the genre is not exclusively appreciated by the young. Still 
thee core participants, the fans and most of the artists, remain relatively young, there-
foree hiphop can easily be defined as a youth subculture. 

Thiss dissertation focuses on the popularisation of the hiphop subculture in Europe. 
Inn the empiric phase of my research, the material I collected gives an accurate idea as to 
thee way hiphop has become popular since the nineteen seventies, the changes which 
havee occurred during the process of popularisation, and how these changes have af-
fectedd the hiphop music 'tout court' and hiphop as a subculture? The aim of my re-
searchh is to be able to contribute to the development of a coherent theory of the way 
subculturess operate within youth cultures, pop music and more generally in the popu-
larr culture. Although the field of my research is restricted to hiphop and rap, the way 
thee popularisation process develops, may also apply to other music related subcultures. 
Thee main research question therefore is: 

Howw does the process of the popularisation of a music related subculture develop 
fromm an underground subculture to the mainstream pop culture? This central issue 
hass operationalized into the next four questions: 
i.. Who are the actors who participate in this process and how do they distinguish themselves? 
2.. Which factors contribute positively to the popularisation of hiphop and which seem 

too work against it? 
3.. How do the interactions between actors and factors look like and are some inter-

actionss more dominant than others? 
4.. What is the influence of this popularisation on hiphop as a subculture? 
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Audience-cum-contentAudience-cum-content analysis 

Thiss field of research - youth subcultures - is based in the studies of subcultures, youth 
studiess and popular music studies. Perspectives from youth studies, lifestyle research, 
popularr music studies and most of all subculture theories of the CCCShave been used to 
developp a conceptual model (chapter i). I have used this model as starting point for my 
empiricc content-cum-audience analysis in Great Britain and the Netherlands. These 
countriess have been chosen because hiphop is not only firmly rooted in Afro-American 
andd Afro-Caribbean cultures in the United States, but also in the very same cultures in 
thee above mentioned countries at the end of the nineteen seventies and the early nine-
teenn eighties. Hiphop exists more than twenty years now, and I was curious to find out 
whetherr and how ethnicity still plays a major part in the formation of a European 
basedd subculture. Also, the two countries have a major (UK) and relatively major (Hol-
landd is a Top 15 market worldwide) market share in the popular music market. 
Thee content-cum-audience analysis consisted of interviews with 31 artists, 26 cultural 
intermediariess (people working in the music industry: media, clubs and record compa-
nies)) and 32 fans, and three content analysis case studies. 

Thee data of the interviews are analysed by using the grounded theory approach 
(chapterr 2). After several stages of (re-) collecting and (re-) analysing the interview data, 
sevenn central themes emerged: style, quality, ethnicity, gender relations, deviant be-
haviour,, national culture and popularity (chapter 3). 

Stylee (dress, language, hairdo, musical and lyrical content, dance) and quality 
(professionalism,, originality, authenticity, innovation) are concepts, which play an 
importantt role within subcultures at a micro level, and are thus bound to be impor-
tantt within the hiphop as well. Ethnicity, gender and deviant behaviour are both 
importantt within the subculture as in daily life for the social practices of the people 
involved,, at a meso level, that is. But they are equally significant on a discursive level 
inn violent gangster raps, Afro centrism and music video's in which men and women 
aree reduced are depicted in simple, but strong stereotypes (pimps, sluts). The popu-
larityy of hiphop outside the subcultural community, as well as the surrounding na-
tionall  culture, point at the interactions between the inner world of the subculture 
andd the outer world (macro level). 

Thee seven concepts form the leading thread of the dissertation and are used to de-
scribee the practices and the views of the main actors. The role of artists and their 
socio-aestheticc practices are treated in chapter 4. In chapter 51 discuss the role of the in-
termediaryy and their views and behaviour relative to the seven central themes. Chapter 
66 is a descriptive analysis of the consumptive practices of the hiphop fans. 

Thee seven main concepts have also been used as input for the three case studies. 
Thee first case study (chapter 7) looks at the function of music media in the promo-
tionn of'home-grown' hiphop. In the interviews the artists,, the fans and the interme-
diariess all stress the importance of these 'niche media' for the discovery and the 
launchingg of local talent. I have therefore analysed hiphop articles in the New Musi-
calcal Express (NME) and in OOR, both in a quantative and qualitative way. 
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InIn the second case (chapter 8) I have researched if and how printed media pay atten-
tionn to the relationship between certain types of deviant behaviour (mainly gangster 
crimess like drive by shootings and black militant nationalism) on the one hand and 
hiphopp on the other. I did this by looking at the way the British and Dutch press media 
havee treated the following subject: the case of the American rapper Snoop Doggy Dogg, 
whoo has been charged for murder in 1993 and has been released from those charges in 
1996.. Is this media attention really always negative, as much other subcultural research 
suggests,, or do differences occur in the way the different print media (newspapers, 
masss audience magazines, general music media and hiphop fanzines) treat the subject? 

Thee third case study, finally, is an analysis of the popularity of hiphop in de Dutch 
chartss between 1979 and 1993 (chapter 9). The Top 40 is the ultimate reflection of the 
choicess and practices of artists, cultural intermediaries and fans. In this case I have com-
paredd so called subcultural hiphop genres and the kind of hiphop, which makes into 
thee charts, to detect if any differences between 'subcultural hiphop' and 'mainstream' 
hiphopp exist, as most of the interviewed artists and fans suggest. 

Inn chapter 10 the results of the previous chapters are being reviewed in order to be 
ablee to draw some final conclusions. 

Artists:Artists: socio-aesthetic production 

Studiess of music subcultures treat the subcultural community as a collective in which 
noo essential differences exist between the involved artists and the fans. However, the 
positionn subcultural artists occupy is much more complex than the position of fans. 
Subculturall  artists continuously deal with the ambiguity of being part of a small 'hard-
core'' community on the one hand and their musical ambitions on the other. Their 
subculturall  identity is mainly based on social practices, while their musician identity is 
constructedd by cultural and material aesthetics. The musical ambitions make them 
longingg for commercial success outside the subculture or for making hiphop which 
mightt no longer belong to the 'hardcore'. As a result of this ambiguity, there's also a 
differencee in professional status between them. 

Amateurr artists have other standards of style and quality than those who can be 
calledd professionals. The professionals really make a living out of their music; for the 
amateurss the making of hiphop is a leisure time activity. A large part of these so-called 
professionalss don't produce subcultural hiphop any longer, but 'crossover' (metal with 
rap,, punk with rap, etcetera) or, what I have defined as, 'rap mixed formats' (hiphouse, 
Eurodance). . 

Inn Holland and the UK, due to the differences between musical and subcultural atti-
tude,, and the differences between amateurs and professionals, this has lead to a situa-
tionn in which artists are very worried about the lines between the inner and outer world 
off  the hiphop subculture: the fear of being excluded from a small elite. Only a few 
artistss accept the fact that those lines are really very fine lines, and that being judged a 
goodd artist, is no longer linked to their subculturality. But all hiphop artists, from un-
dergroundd to mainstream - the few above mentioned included -, are most worried 
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aboutt their being authentic. This well-known element of the rock discourse, dominant 
withinn the entire field of popular music, is exposed in many ways. 

Gangsterr rap is often considered as the ultimate subcultural genre, although in daily 
lifee artists and fans do suffer from the negative associations of gangster rap. Explicit lyr-
icss and macho attitudes belong to subcultural hiphop because it produces street credi-
bility.. Opinions about style and quality are also heavily guided by authenticity claims. 
Thee harder the sound, the more authentic it is according to subcultural artists. Style is, 
equally,, important, but no longer to those artists, who are considered as the role mod-
elss and innovators of the genre. For those 'arrivés' style does not have to be embodied 
andd objectified anymore: 'being in the know' of the latest trends and brands will do. 

InIn terms of gender and ethnicity the claims of authenticity resulted in a subcultural 
hierarchyy among the artists, starting from black male artists in the top, followed by 
blackk females and on a short distance white males, and ending by white female artists. 
Blackk is 'natural' dominant in the hiphop subculture, as is masculinity. In the nineteen 
eightiess and nineties black female hiphop artists were very successful with rap mixed 
formatss (hiphop soul, R&B, hiphouse), and as a result of that, white male artists have, 
inn a musical way, gained more respect than black females. On the social subcultural 
ladderr however, white male artists suffer from the black dominance. For white female 
theree is hardly any respect, which explains why this category is close to non-existent. 

Thee strong authenticity claims and the negative image of the hiphop subculture in 
thee outer world resulted in drawing very strict lines between the rock and pop idiom, 
betweenn underground and mainstream. The internal cohesion is best kept by main-
tainingg the boundaries between the inner world and outer world, although this dichot-
omyy no longer exist on musical and professional grounds and has become a continuum 
off  styles and attitudes. Only a few artists have found a way to deal with these changes. 
Somee artists have succeeded in expanding their territory because the hiphop subcul-
turee itself is still growing (horizontal popularisation), others crossed over to other audi-
encess (vertical popularisation). 

CulturalCultural intermediaries: material production 

Inn my research the differences between people working within record companies, in 
thee media or at clubs were not as big as the differences between amateurs and profes-
sionals;; this is the very reason why I call all people working in the music culture in-
dustryy cultural intermediaries. The differences between amateurs and professionals, 
however,, make clear that a subculture not only consists of fans and artists, but also of 
peoplee (the amateurs), who, as dedicated fans, decided to promote hiphop and have 
sett up independent record labels, fan magazines, started working as journalists or 
wentt into club and live promotions. Amateur intermediaries act, like the amateur 
artists,, more from a subcultural perspective. In their work street credibility, small-
scalee activities and limited target group perceptions prevail. 

Professionals,, who work from a more general perspective, have completely different 
viewss about the style and the quality of hiphop. In their opinion home-grown hiphop 
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artistss often lack professionalism and hardcore hiphop has too littl e quality to appeal to 
bothh crossover and mass audiences. Black intermediaries are in both countries more to 
bee found on the amateur side. Women working as cultural intermediaries are still a mi-
nority,, but if they do, they can be found both in amateur and professional functions. 

Thee way intermediaries do deal with national hiphop comes down to three strate-
gies.. The socio-cultural strategy treats hiphop as a social movement, rooted in black 
ghettos,, which raises relevant social and political issues. The acknowledgement strategy 
givess space to both new and to subcultural (amateurish) acts, but does this by trial and 
error,, hoping that one major success might emerge eventually. This strategy is very 
welll  known at major record labels, and can in my research also be found among club 
intermediariess and some journalists. The third strategy, the adaptation or adjustment 
strategy,, is constandy trying to adjust hiphop within existing rock or pop frames. In 
microo media the social strategy is the most frequendy used. Niche and mass media of-
tenn use a combination of acknowledgement and socio-cultural strategy. Big commer-
ciall  clubs prefer to deploy the strategy of acknowledgement and the socio-cultural one 
sidee by side. Big record labels usually start with trial and error and go for the adjust-
mentt strategy, once an artist has broken through. 

Soo it seems these strategies are divided unequally among the three branches and none 
off  them is exclusively used within one branch. This indicates two things. Firsdy, those 
intermediaries,, due to the fact that they all have to promote and sell cultural products, re-
semblee each other very much in their work attitude. This becomes even clearer, when 
lookingg to the huge amount of intermediaries that work for two or sometimes even more 
culturall  institutions at the same time. And secondly, that the perceived gap and misun-
derstandingg between artists on the one hand and intermediaries on the other, can be 
solved,, or at least diminished by the amateur intermediaries, who understand both 
subculturall  values and the strategies of the music industry branch, they work in. 

Thee relationships between the three branches are very tight, but the media are, in the 
end,, the most essential part. Without any media buzz, clubs and record companies can't 
contractt hiphop acts without financial consequences. A huge buzz alone is no guarantee 
forr success, but it can be a big help. The promotional function of the media is vital for the 
popularisationn of hiphop, both inside and outside the subcultural community. 

Fans:Fans: consumptive practices 

Theree is not such a thing as 'the' hiphop fan. Differences in random I have found are 
relatedd to their level of commitment, the subcultural capital tliey invest, but have also 
too do with social and economical backgrounds and - to a certain extent - with die kind 
off  hiphop tiiey like. I distinguish four hiphop fan types: subcultural members, generalist 
connoisseurs,, specialist connoisseurs and incidental lovers. All subcultural members once 
startedd as a non-subcultural fan, mostly as specialist connoisseur. 

Inn comparison to die other fans, the subcultural members invest more money, time 
andd energy in hiphop and they share a strong feeling of belong to a community. Follow-
ingg Fiske's and Willis' theories of consumptive practices, they show a lot of symbolic 
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creativity,, which goes beyond mere semiotic productivity. Their subcultural fandom is 
mainlyy expressed in enunciative and textual productivity: attending fan club days, par-
ticipatingg in chat sessions, keeping diaries and scrap books. The enunciative productiv-
ityy is most important in creating and maintaining the subcultural group identity. 

Sometimess fans possess, in a certain manner, even more subcultural knowledge 
tJiann the genuine subcultural members, yet they lack die necessary social capital to par-
ticipatee in the subculture. But they don't care. They are, what I have called, generalist 
connoisseurs.. They are aware they besides some subcultural capital; they are also the 
ownerss of cultural capital in a more general way. They love all kinds of music, though 
mainlyy within the rock canon. Style paraphernalia of hiphop don't interest them 
much.. The musical aesthetic authenticity of hiphop is the main focus in their fandom. 

Anotherr type of random can be found among mainly young fans, which I have called 
'specialistt connoisseurs'. Unlike the generalists and the subcultural members, these fans 
onlyy like one or two artists and do not embrace the complete genre. These fans are poten-
tiall  subcultural members if they invest more in enunciative productivity. Their fandom 
iss an expression of a mix of rock and pop idiom, although the rock part is dominant. The 
specialistt connoisseur is especially keen on adopting many elements of the subcultural 
look,, in order to combine these with elements of other (often black) styles. A lot of these 
youngsters,, who look subcultural, do not in a strict sense, belong to the subculture. 

Finally,, I have distinguished the incidental lovers, who once in a while buy a 
hiphopp record or attend a concert. Their fandom is pop orientated and their fan 
practicess are limited to semiotic productivity. Occasionally they wear a hiphop 
brandedd T-shirt, not longing for subcultural status, but because they want to be hip. 

Besidess differences in fandom there are also clear gender and ethnic differences, as I 
havee already shown in the part I dedicated to the artists. The moral panic surrounding 
hiphopp (violence and misogyny in gangster rap) is something they all find very offen-
sive.. This is not only the case for the subcultural members, but for all fans. In spite of, 
orr maybe even thanks to all the controversy, hiphop fans in all their variety are ex-
tremelyy proud of their music preference. 

NicheNiche media and the popularisation of national hiphop 

Inn the OOR and NME material I have researched, I have tried to establish how hiphop 
hass been picked up in these magazines, and to what degree attention is paid to national 
hiphopp between 1979 and 1994. 

Nonee of diem have discovered hiphop in an early stage. Hiphop was already main-
streamm (charts success for Sugar Hill Gang) when they started to publish about the hiphop 
inn the United States. Neither OOR nor NMEhaxe had a part in the discovery of hiphop as 
aa new interesting genre. So it was no surprise to see that it took a while before they started 
too cover national hiphop acts, but both magazines have been essential for the popular-
isationn of national hiphop. As a matter of fact a lot of artists have been covered years before 
theyy had actually reached the charts. Yet OOR has had far more difficulty as compared 
too NME, to evaluate national (Dutch) hiphop as a genre with its own particular qualities. 
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Thee over all conclusion is that OOR and NMEwere not trend setting in discovering 
hiphopp as music, but they really played a significant role in putting hiphop on the 
agendaa as a social movement. When hiphop was no longer considered as a gimmick, 
butt as a firmly rooted subculture, both magazines took up their pioneer role and paid 
moree attention to upcoming hiphop talent and crossovers between hiphop and other 
rock-orientatedd genres. 

TheThe representation of deviant behaviour: Snoop Doggy Dogg 

Thee way Snoop is represented in the print media has two preferred readings. The first 
onee concern musical qualities, the other reflects the promotional function of the media. 

Snoop'ss music, is almost without exception, evaluated very positively. Reviews of 
Snoop'ss debut are not only positive, but also perfectly fit  in the dominant rock idiom 
off  pop journalism. His hiphop is promoted as an interesting art form, both in micro, 
niche,, and mass media. This cultural promotion function of the media is very much 
neglectedd in subculture studies, which pay far more attention to the commercial and 
ideologicall  incorporation of subcultures. 

Thee other preferred reading is very complex. In their presumed watchdog func-
tionn the analysed media pay attention to gangster rap and Snoop's murder charge. 
Thee articles reflect a major concern with degrading values and the threat of gangster 
mentalityy being embraced by large (white) hiphop audiences. Like earlier representa-
tionss of subcultures, the issue of'youth as problem' is far more dominant than 'youth 
ass fun'. The moral panic each subculture seems to produce, has also been found in 
thee media coverage of Snoop. 

Theree are some striking similarities in this media coverage: the use of inadequate 
sources,, the use of photo's and illustrations, and, apart from the subcultural micro me-
dia,, the initial irrelevance of Snoop to mass audiences. Snoop was completely un-
knownn at the time of the excessive media coverage. When Snoop finally was released 
fromm the murder charge in 1996, hardly any of the media I have analysed have paid 
attentionn to this release, although by that time Snoop had become very popular. The 
morall  panic surrounding Snoop is de facto not about Snoop himself, and not even 
aboutt gangster rap, but about the influence of black culture as a whole, therefore ex-
ceedingg the traditional subcultural fuss. 

Butt all this attention, prompted by watchdog motives, only had one, probably op-
positee effect: Snoop became extremely popular. The watchdog motives of tides like 
TheThe Times and Het Parool turned into ordinary promotion for an artist. 

ChartsCharts success 

Betweenn 1979 and 1993 hiphop has become more popular, both in the number of hits 
andd their weight. Three processes characterize the popularisation of hiphop. 

Firsdy,, hiphop has been picked up as a gimmick, a funny side effect of disco music. 
Secondly,, only the most danceable and melodic elements of subcultural hiphop have 
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beenn adapted into the mainstream. So only two elements of subcultural hiphop have 
beenn taken over: repetition (danceable) and 'flow' (melodic). Other characteristics, like the 
wayy mix, rupture and layering are been used in hiphop, have become less popular. 

Andd finally, as with other genres, political lyrics (message raps) are less popular than 
sexx and entertainment raps. 

Thee popularisation of hiphop was not an example of step by step progress, in 
whichh the subcultural members act as the avant-garde opinion leaders who's taste 
preferencess are adopted by mass audiences. So called mainstream audiences and sub-
culturall  audiences co-exist, and both prefer other types of hiphop. If, occasionally, 
largee non-subcultural audiences buy 'real' subcultural hiphop, they prefer the most 
melodicc and danceable sub genres, so can be concluded from the charts analysis. 

Conclusions Conclusions 

Thee conducted research offers a new, a more detailed starting point for other 
subculturall  studies. The way the seven central concepts have been filled in, is very topic 
(i.e.. hiphop) specific. The conceptual model in itself can easily be used for future re-
search,, although it is probably less suitable for non-music subcultures. 

Thee most obvious conclusion of my dissertation is the need to differentiate. In con-
trastt to lots of other subculture studies my research shows that a subculture consists of 
peoplee playing different roles (artist, fan, intermediary) and showing different levels of 
commitment.. Another would be that when researching a music genre, which origi-
natedd as a subculture, it is necessary to look at non-subcultural (f)actors as well, because 
bothh inner and outer world construct the idea of a subculture. 

Thee popularisation of hiphop occurred on two levels: horizontal and vertical, and 
byy becoming part of the mainstream pop culture, the subculture has not died out. The 
twoo co-exist, though not always in peaceful harmony. The moral panic surrounding 
hiphop,, has a negative impact on the self-image of the involved fans and artists, male 
andd female, black and white. And the arrival of hiphop in the arena of the mainstream 
makess them anxious, butt proud 


