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Book Review: Burakku noizu

Shingo HORI

Rose, T. (1994). Black noise: Rap music and black culture in
contemporary America. Middletown: Wesleyan University Press.
(Keiko Nitta. Trans., (2009). Burakku noizu. Tokyo: Misuzu shobou)

Black noise is known as an academic book first dealing with hip hop.
The author Tricia Rose is a scholar in American cultural studies engaged
in feminism and black culture interdisciplinary. Although some of her ac-
ademic works have been introduced to Japanese readers through her es-
says and interviews, Black noise is the first Japanese translation of Rose'’s
work. This translation would be valuable both for scholars in the same
fields and Japanese hip pop heads, as she has vigorously been engaged
with feminism and black cultural studies.

One of the purposes in Rose’s Black noise is as follows: “Black noise ex-
amines the complex and contradictory relationships between forces of
racial and sexual domination, black cultural priorities and popular resis-
tance in contemporary rap music.” Among various hip pop cultures, her
main discussion is spared for rap music. Rose tries to find out various as-
pects of race and gender in American society.

According to Rose, the birth and development of rap music should be
discussed in its social and historical contexts. Rap music was not born
suddenly from the vacuum space. "Polyvocal languages” narrating ideo-
logical, cultural, and sexual struggles, inscribed in rap music, is what she
calls “black noise.”

Rap music in Rose’s view is a product of fusion between African Ameri-
can people’s oral and music tradition and the technology used and dis-
carded in the Bronx, New York, in 1970’s, such as DJ turntables. However,
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Rap music, which is an inseparable means of expression for African
American people, is different from mobile identity politics. It attracted at-
tentions by the success of “Rapper’s Delight” and Run-D.M.C, and en-
abled to appeal to thousands of white boys and girls in living in a subur-
ban area, through industrial and commercial circuits and music videos.

Rap music does not reject people’s pleasure and participation. Rather,
we could say that it would have never grown up to popular music with-
out white people’s reception. This may cause a danger of depriving cul-
ture and annihilating resistance against racial repressions. For this rea-
son, rap music has appealed for both African American audience and
wider contexts dominated by white people, by retaining at least the
double structure of its discourse and musical style.

Moreover, in terms of aspects of its discourse, namely, analysis of the
lyrics, it is interesting to note what Rose mentions as follows: “Rappers
are constantly taking dominant discursive fragments and throwing them
into relief, destabilizing hegemonic discourses and attempting to legiti-
mate counterhegemonic interpretations.” Although there is no direct ref-
erence, it is possible to find out “resigni-fication,” as Judith Butler (1997)
argues, a possibility of subversion by citation and repetition of the domi-
nant language. Through such resistance in texts, Rose states that rap mu-
sic sometimes open up the possibility of concession and conciliation. In
other words, rap music is understood as a battle which interferes with ra-
cial and gender politics and demands to rewrite hegemony.

In these arguments on rap music by Rose which | have outlined so far,
we should note that her discussions do not simply end in applause of hip
pop and rap music. Emphasizing the tradition of black culture that in-
cludes them, she, at the same time, points out problems which cannot
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be ignored, such as significant differences and their oppositions existing
inside hip hop and rap music. These problems are sexist views represent-
ed in rap music, and the oppositions to them is the existence of female
black rappers who problematize pains of racial and sexual segregation in
a creative manner.

Rose calls rap music's sexism as “tales of sexual domination falsely relief
their lack of self-worthe and limited access to economic and social mark-
ers for heterosexual masculine power.” This is used by young African
American men, who cannot reap the economic and social benefits and
thus do not gain self-affirmation, to console themselves. In order to com-
pensate their lack of financial and social status, it employs heterosexual
masculinity. Rap music takes a role of providing those people under re-
pressive social situations with a means of accessing power.

Of course, this does not mean that rap music is essentially sexist. It has
also criticized its own sexism. Also, as it represents and repeats the sex-
ism rooted in the American cultural structure itself, this assumption
would make rap music into a scapegoat if we attribute these problems
only to rap music. Although Rose considers these situations, she strongly
criticizes male rappers’ excuse for sexism: “l have grown weary of rappers’
stock retorts to charges of sexism in rap."Rose thus vigorously finds out
the difficulties of rap music as well.

Yet, Rose carefully avoids the binary opposition between male black
rappers as sexists and female black rappers as anti-sexists. This scheme
can be “the monolith of male sexism and women rapper’s opposition to
it.” Rose points out two problems in this monolith of the resistance.

First, there is a problem of generalizing female rappers as counterbal-
ance of male rappers. According to Rose, female rappers such as Queen
Latifah and MC Lyte notice this problem. These rappers as well as Rose
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herself are concerned that their anti-sexist discourse may wrongly be ap-
propriated to the anti-racial politics. At the same time, however, the sex-
ism of rap music cannot be ignored. In these obstacles, female rappers
have supported male rappers’ sexual discourse along with criticizing it in
various paradoxical ways rather than directly confronting them.

Second, Rose points out the problem that we cannot account for the
paradoxical nature and complexity of rap’s sexual dialogism, even if we
set women against men in a unified manner. The paradox of the lyrics
and discourse in rap music cannot be explained simply by gender. For
example, it is possible to consider thsese paradoxes and differences from
the perspective of sexuality. Even in the relationships between women
or men, they are also found. While A Tribe Called Quest criticizes date
rape, Ice Cube stimulates sexist awareness. YO-YO is unconscious of patri-
archy whereas Salt'n Pepa expresses understanding for African American
men's predicaments. To sum up, male rappers’ sexual discourse is not al-
ways sexist, nor is female rappers’ discourse feminist.

Even though we consider that a kind of representation as well as sub-
jectivity has dominant individualities, it is difficult to generalize it. For in-
stance, according to Rose, if we define rap as reconfirmation of masculin-
ity, it will lead to understand masculinity as sexuality, and annihilate the
pleasure which women find out in hip hop and their consistent contribu-
tions. What we need is to reveal the differences and paradoxes rap music
contains. For this purpose, as Rose argues, we should fundamentally en-
courage discussions on sex, sexism, and violence, rather than reduce
them.

Discussing these differences and paradoxes in rap music, Rose goes on
to discussions on a relationship between white feminism and black fe-
male rappers. In dialogues with African American female rappers includ-
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ing MC Lyte, Salt'n Pepa, and Queen Latifah, Rose finds out their feeling
of discomfort with being labeled as feminists. Rose understands them;
she is rather critical to white-dominant feminism, stating that their self-
centered movements have neglected human rights and they have been
ignorant about a history of backlash. There are reasons for their antipa-
thy toward (white) feminism. African American women reject feminism
for specific reasons concerning their situations, and this is also refusal of
racist society which attempts to set African American men against wom-
en.

If these social situations continue, it is difficult to create sisterhood
across races. In other words, the creation of monolithic subjectivity based
on female identity may neglect issues of races and classes and thus it
works repressively. Furthermore, we could even say that “what white
feminists say to MC Lyte will remain paper thin.”

While feminism has been confronted with these criticisms, female rap-
pers have developed criticisms against sexism and invited African Ameri-
can men and women to having dialogues. Female rappers separate their
actions from (white) feminism. For them, their activities are movements
encouraging and supporting young black female audience along with
establishing close communication with black male audience and rap-
pers.” For the brothers that ain't here,” a song from Ninety-Nine for Black
noise, is a representative example. Female rappers’ practices are the at-
tempts to connect African American men with dialogic relationship/ “dia-
logy” and tell women's voices, which has never been heard traditionally,
in an alternative public space. How feminism can segment for these fe-
male rappers’ practices, not simply by having others tell. This has been a
question since 1994 when Black noise was published. Rose’s discussions
which reveal such challenges urge us to elaborate criticisms of rap music’s
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sexism and feminism’s white-centricity.

As we have seen so far, Rose’s arguments provide many suggestions
with scholars in cultural studies as well as feminism and those who en-
gaged in hip hop in one way or another. It is a great achievement that
she theorizes noises, which the existing western-centered music studies,
such as Adorno and Fredric Jameson, have failed to hear, as “black noise,”
by closely considering the congested politics of race and gender.

On the other hand, | would like to state that rap music studies are still
yet to be developed. Discussions shown in Black noise await for further
exploration.

First, | would like to point out that historical situation with which Black
noise dealt and what hip hop is expected to be have become more di-
verse and complex. Given that Rose herself tried to explain hip hop along
with historical backgrounds and cultures in American society, we should
be careful for applying her discussions into our contemporary American
hip hop or hip hope outside the United States.

For example, Rose sees "communal countermemory” in DJ plays and
samplings used by turntables. This method of using discarded equip-
ment and mixing the existing sound sources from records makes it possi-
ble to perform values emphasized in traditional black culture and write it
anew by using musical resources.

However, at the present moment after a few decades since the dawn of
hip hop, to what extent is this view valid? Rap music nowadays often cre-
ates a new sound by using equipment such as MPC. In this situation,
where can we place memory storage of black culture?

The same question occurs in discussing rap music in relation with glo-
balization. It has been more than thirty years since rap music was accept-
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ed by Japanese audience. There appeared a number of Japanese rappers
since 1990's. According to Reiichi Kimoto (2009), a sociologist, Japanese
rap music has now reached a stage of autonomy, in which they are not
always conscious of the United State as a place of its origin, after a period
of localization, in which they followed and opposed to it, as globalization
has been advanced. How valid the method of placing the local and au-
tonomous rap music which Kimoto discusses into the black oral conven-
tion and music tradition could be?

It is possible to consider that Rose’s arguments are valid for these is-
sues. It deserves attention that autonomous rap music also employs a
similar form of expression to that in Rose’s discussions. For instance, Rose
finds out a form of repetition and disconnection in hip hop and theorizes
it as “flow, layering, and rapture.” She states that this is often found in cul-
tural forms of Afro-diaspora and still used in most of the rap music which
has always been changing. In fact, these forms of expressions have newly
been developed, having left the hand of African American people. The
cultural forms of Afro-diaspora and the blackness here is no longer no-
ticeable at all times; at least, it sometimes happens that they are not
clearly referred. If so, our next challenge would be to create a new theory
for forms of black culture found in hip hop, by using vocabulary appro-
priate for the present hip hop, which continues to become diverse and
complex.

In other words, this is a task of understanding black culture with focus
on its form and style as well as its representations. Or, we could see “black
noise” as a starting point of cultural translation in various cultures. It is
expected to make further contribution to Rose’s arguments in which she
attempts to understand hip hop not as identity politics but as rewriting
of hegemony. As she sees the origin of hip hop as a mixture of the Afri-
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can American tradition and technologies of city life, her work can be
placed in this transition period. The translator of this book, Keio Nitta,
points out that we cannot ignore its sociality in analyzing sounds. “Black
noise” should be understood as “changing same” (Gilroy, 1993) in prac-
tices of cultural translation, in a sense apart from its blackness.

Rose states that invention of the style that no one can achieve is the
most effective way to preserve a right to share pleasure as well as
strengthening a resisting community. This is a reflexive style of narrating
stories of counterattack against ever-moving and ever-changing ene-
mies, rather than understanding or erasing them. Developing a style no-
body can deal with —a style that cannot be easily understood or erased,
a style that has the reflexivity to create counterdominant narratives
against a mobile and shifting enemy—may be one of the most effective
ways to fortify communities of resistance and simultaneously reserve the
right to communal pleasure. “How can we theorize practices of hip hop
as the style that no one can achieve? Black noise continually challenges
us to discuss voices of “KEEP IT REAL" in call and response.
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