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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation is a study of migrant youths in Duisburg, a city in the heart of 
Germany‘s industrial northern Rhine region. It draws together various threads of inquiry – an 
ethnographic study of the Duisburg-Bruckhausen hip-hop crew Poedra and the artists of 
Chillichilliwa Productions, debates regarding the primacy of an ―exemplary‖ German culture, the 
social status and agency of migrant and post-migrant adolescents in a de-industrialized inner city, 
national German dialogues addressing ethnic enclaves and ghettoization, and media assessments 
that place migrant youths at odds with a vulnerable German social order - in an effort to tease out 
the dynamic social and economic relations that define power among young people who inhabit a 
contemporary German inner city neighborhood. 

This study aims to understand how hip-hop, risk, performance, and ―being Kanak‖ are 
interwoven. It takes as axiomatic the idea that hip-hop culture has played a significant role in 
shaping migrant behaviors, environmental perceptions, and ways of being in the world that are 
unique to Germany‘s urban communities yet maintain close aesthetic connections to hip-hop‘s 
traditional codes. Underlying the notion that hip-hop is a primary motivator of migrant and post-
migrant agency is the broader question of why it has become such a pervasive cultural force 
among Germany‘s migrant populations. I believe the answer lies in an understanding of the ways 
risk is both perceived and manipulated throughout the ethnoscape and the mediascapes that are 
the primary terrains for hip-hop performativity. 

I theoretically place hip-hop practice among my informants within a broader cultural 
continuum that examines migrant youths and the musical cultures they celebrate and create 
through the lens of risk. Throughout Europe, violence, or threatened violence, is a constituent 
element of migrant life, one that shapes the ways migrants live and construct their communities 
in the countries that absorb them. At its core, risk is disruptive. It poses a threat to stability and 
weakens the roots of human relations. Within hip-hop, however, risk can also serve as a creative 
animus, playing a pivotal role in what Sara Thornton has dubbed ―sub-cultural capital‖ (1996), 
defining behaviors, stances, and attitudes through with practitioners can gain social standing and 
approval among their peers. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
AN INTRODUCTION TO RISK AND KANAK CULTURE 

“Wo sind alle meine Kanaken?”1
 Stathi shouts out to the Saturday night Bunker crowd, a motley 

group of teens in baggy jeans, skater t-shirts, and New York Yankees baseball caps. His crew, 

Poedra, is set to warm up the crowd for Ruhrpott hip-hopper Olli Banjo, a local favorite who 

has recently garnered national airplay. As a cheer rises from the crowded floor, Stathi pumps 

them for more enthusiasm: “One more time – where are all my Kanaks?” “Here!” they cry, this 
time shouting and laughing and calling out names of songs they want to hear. Satisfied the 

audience is ready, DJ Sezen Usta lays down a steady hip-hop beat, prefaced by a brief rebab 

sample; Stathi, his partner Niko, and rapper A!Damn launch into “Kanakizm,” their first song of 
the evening.  

This concert takes place in the subterranean concert hall of the Bruckhausen Bunker, a 

former World War II refuge cum town center in Duisburg, Germany. The room is dank and 

heavy with sweat, despite the cold December wind howling just outside the building‟s walls. A 
young, mostly male crowd, ranging from fifteen to twenty-five, moves as one to the music‟s 
hypnotic bass, letting the flashing green and white stage lights wash over their faces as they sing 

along with each of Poedra‟s lyrics. As the crowd grows thicker and the night longer, the 
distinctive scent of pot wafts from a dark corner of the hall. This concert is the “coming-out” 
party for two of the Chillichilliwa label‟s newest acts, and both the concert goers and the 
performers are in high spirits as each new MC takes the microphone. 

When I later approach Stathi about the rallying cry, “Kanaken,” which generated so 
much fervor in the crowd, he shrugs. “It‟s what we are,” he states blankly. When I ask him to 
elaborate, he says, “We‟re all Kanaks. All of us here in Bruckhausen. It‟s in the way we talk and 
look and move and how we look at things. We come from strong people who know how to work, 

who made lives for themselves in this city, who raised us. All these kids that come to our shows, 

they‟re street kids, just like me and Sezen and Niko. We‟re not rich – we can see the smoke rise 

up everyday from the factories where our fathers worked, every time we look out the studio 

window. There‟s nothing dirty or wrong about the word „Kanak.‟ It‟s something I‟m proud of. 
Being a Kanak helps me see the world clearly.” 

 

Focus of the Study 

This dissertation is a study of migrant youths in Duisburg, a city that forms the 

manufacturing heart of Germany‘s industrial northern Rhine region. It draws together various 

threads of inquiry – an ethnographic study of the Duisburg-Bruckhausen hip-hop crew Poedra 

and the artists of Chillichilliwa Productions, debates regarding the primacy of an ―exemplary‖ 

German culture, the social status and agency of migrant and post-migrant adolescents in a de-

                                                 
1 ―Where are all my Kanaks?‖ Poedra frequently employ this method of exciting and uniting the crowd at the 
beginning of their concerts. The term ―Kanak‖ immediately broadcasts their identities to their audiences, adopts a 
specific political stance, and encourages their audiences to adopt the term as a point of in-group solidarity and 
inclusion. 
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industrialized inner city, national German dialogues addressing ethnic enclaves and 

ghettoization, and media assessments that place migrant youths at odds with a vulnerable 

German social order - in an effort to tease out the dynamic social and economic relations that 

define power among young people who inhabit a contemporary German inner-city 

neighborhood. 

At the center of this work are contemporary notions of threat and risk that are imbedded 

in hip-hop‘s narratives and behavioral codes and which thrive in the German mediascape as 

powerful evocations of African-American youth responses to cultural hegemony. Indeed, the key 

informants whose perspectives and music inform this case study - Greek rappers Niko Petrakis 

and Stathi Efthimiadis, their Turkish partner Sezen Ay,2 and the young migrant and migrant-

descendant artists on their hip-hop label – claim important points of commonality with African-

Americans: a history of social displacement, racism, exploitation, economic disparity, and social 

injustice they believe goes unchecked by German social institutions and authorities. In urban 

environments where competition over space and economic resources are the sources of debates 

over migrant ethno-cultural inferiority, hip-hop operates as a deflective shield: symbolic 

―blackness‖ or ―black power,‖ distinctly African-American in sound, attitude, and world view, 

offers the young men of Chillichilliwa verbal and performative weapons to confound their social 

domination. They in turn use these tools to socially dominate their own local environments.  

The members of hip-hop crew Poedra refer to themselves as ―Kanaks,‖ a term that 

encompasses a complex admixture of ethnic and urban identities and practices that have 

redefined Germany‘s contemporary metropolitan areas. The word Kanak, which I explore in 

detail below, is by nature inflammatory and imprecise, at once a racial epithet and proud marker 

of social difference. Niko, Sezen, and Stathi, along with other national hip-hop practitioners, 

embrace the term‘s incendiary, risk-laden power, a practice heightened by Feridun Zaimoğlu‘s 

best-selling book, Kanak Sprak (―Kanak-speak;‖ 1995), which catapulted the term into national 

prominence. As we shall see throughout this work, Poedra conceive ―being Kanak‖ as akin to 

being authentically hip-hop. They view Kanak culture as an augmentation of black hip-hop 

                                                 
2 ―Ay‖ is Sezen‘s family surname. Since 2007 he has recorded under the name ―Sezen Usta,‖ Turkish for ―Sezen the 
Lion.‖ 
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performativity that subsumes their own unique histories of migration and experiences in German 

culture. 3 

I take as axiomatic the idea that hip-hop culture has played a significant role in shaping 

migrant behaviors, environmental perceptions, and ways of being in the world that are unique to 

Germany‘s urban communities yet which maintain close aesthetic connections to hip-hop‘s 

traditional codes. Underlying the understanding that hip-hop is a primary motivator of migrant 

and post-migrant agency are broader questions of why it has become such a pervasive cultural 

force among Germany‘s migrant populations and how it has shaped hip-hop practitioners‘ 

personal performances and ethnic identities. I believe the answer lies in an understanding of the 

ways risk is both perceived and manipulated throughout the ethnic and mediated terrains of hip-

hop performativity. In this light, risk is a determinative factor that shapes how the young men in 

this case study create music culture and articulate their public personae. Risk likewise determines 

how these creations circulate in the German mediascape and complicates competing 

representational agendas among different segments of Germany‘s migrant communities. 

This study seeks to understand how hip-hop, risk, performance, and ―being Kanak‖ are 

interwoven. In order to understand how risk animates hip-hop behavior from those who a) 

perceive it, b) manipulate it, or c) resist it, I investigate the entanglements between urban space, 

musical creativity, risk, reactive fear, and proactive threat in contemporary Germany.  I further 

assert that risk shapes the way we as ethnomusicologists approach all hip-hop practice, leading 

us down analytical pathways of resistance and self-articulation that limit our hip-hop studies and 

our obscure our collaborators‘ agency. This work aims to shed light on risk‘s performative and 

institutional dimensions by dissecting the ways hip-hop‘s far-flung seedlings have taken root in a 

Duisburg recording studio, sprouting a cultural cultivar whose roots lie imbedded in U.S. inner 

cities but whose branches twine into urban banlieue and alleyways around the globe. 

 

                                                 
3 I am likewise avoiding misleading genre designations such as ―Kanak hip-hop,‖ which is a) not in circulation 
within either popular or scholarly parlance in Germany and which b) would be viewed as redundant within German 
cultural spaces due to hip-hop‘s ubiquitous (and racialized) associations with subaltern groups. I will explore this 
notion further in Chapters Two and Three.  
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Fig. 1.1. Poedra (from left): Niko Petrakis, Stathi Efthimiadis, Sezen Ay (2006). 

 

Background and Historical Overview 

Because of the inflammatory nature of the term, in the following section I will tease out 

some of the linguistic complexities and cultural associations of the word ―Kanak‖ so central to 

this dissertation. I then place Poedra‘s contemporary use of the moniker within a broader 

historical framework of post-World War II labor migrations to Germany and to the industrial 

Ruhr Valley. Finally, I demonstrate that Poedra‘s reactionary ―Kanakism,‖ is reflective of the 

socio-spatial segregation of migrant and migrant-descendent communities in contemporary 

Germany and the tightened border controls that problematize their symbolic movements and 

positions within the broader European Union. 

 
Linguocentric Predicament(s) 

 
Culture itself…is another of those artifacts of culture that has become 
symptomatic of current-day desires, fears, and fantasies. Above all, fantasies of 

control. The syndrome is a category of naming, not a category of analysis like the 
symptom, or a category of allegorization like the symbol. To name is to control, 
or to assert control, even over that which we cannot fully explain or understand. 

                
 - Marjorie Garber, Symptoms of Culture (1998, 3; emphasis mine) 
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When musicologist Charles Seeger coined the phrase ―linguocentric predicament,‖ he 

articulated the reality of anyone who attempts to commit musical behavior to prose. There exists 

an unbridgeable gulf between ―music knowledge and feeling in music‖ and ―speech knowledge 

of and feeling about music‖ (Seeger 1977, 23, 39, 47, 34). In other words, one cannot capture the 

musicness of music in the telling, and no amount of analysis will place music‘s vitality or 

inherent magic within one‘s verbal grasp. As we shall see in this dissertation, as with music, so 

with human beings – the linguocentric conundrum presented by naming has broader connotations 

when applied to a spectrum of human actors and their corresponding socio-cultural behaviors. 

When we name, we birth identities and lives into concepthood, ensconcing our collaborators 

within walls of language and taxonomy without ever quite telling their humanness, their vitality, 

their way(s) of constructing the world.  

Nowhere is this more apparent than in the naming of the participants in this study. 

Twenty years ago they might still have borne the moniker ―Gastarbeiter,‖ (guest workers), a 

name given to their parents and grandparents and applied for years to migrant progeny, whether 

or not they were old enough to work or to question the ascription of ―guest.‖ ―Ausländer,‖ 

(foreigners) has proven more tenacious, denoting those who by culture or ethnicity do not belong 

in the Federal Republic. To be certain, it is a practical word that delineates the German citizenry 

from the rest of the world. It, however, proves insidious when applied to third generation guest 

worker descendants who first secured pathways to citizenship more than four decades after the 

1950s transports from southern Italy and Spain brought the earliest guest workers into the Ruhr 

Valley. ―Migranten,‖ (migrants) is still common verbal coin, but it is imprecise; in everyday 

usage it brands both new-comers and non-ethnic Germans with the stamp of otherness and fails 

to apply to those who claim German space as their birthright, regardless of their ethnicities. 

Shifting cultural awareness in the wake of multiculturalism gave way to the more specific ―Leute 

mit Migrationshintergrund‖ (persons with a history of migration) -  this is currently the favored 

term in academia and the broader social sciences, perhaps because it has been accepted within 

many sectors of migrant and post-migrant populations. 

Throughout the present study we are confronted with another term: Kanak. This is a 

powerful moniker, both divisive and inclusive, with an obscure etymological journey to its 

contemporary usage in the German language.  According to Knaurs Konversation Lexikon 



 6 

(1936), ―Kanake refers to a ―human being‖ in Hawaiian, ―or a native of Hawaii.‖4 The 1983 

edition of Duden deutsches Universalwörterbuch, the German equivalent of Webster‟s English 

Dictionary, mentions two slang terms, each pejorative: the antiquated ―uneducated, simple 

person,‖ and the contemporary ―foreign worker, esp. Turk.‖ That same year the Collins German-

English Dictionary defined ―Kanak‖ as foreigner; Southerner (the latter term is ―Südländer,‖ 

used in German to refer to people of Mediterranean descent). ―Wop‖ and ―dago‖ are offered as 

suitable English substitutions in both that entry and in the 1999 edition of the Duden. The 1970 

Chambers English Dictionary defines ―Kanaka‖ as ―a South Sea Islander, esp. an indentured or 

forced labourer.‖ It is possible to speculate the term entered the vernacular during Germany‘s 

unspectacular forays into Pacific colonization during the late nineteenth century (Cheesman 

1999). Regardless of its origins, it became a German racial slur consistently applied to guest 

workers and their descendants beginning in the 1960s.  

When Niko, Sezen, and Stathi embrace the term Kanak, they do so as a descriptor of 

collective identity encompassing a migration history, common work and class experiences, and a 

clear connection to hip-hop culture. This alternative reading of Kanak‘s verbal power began in 

the 1980s as migrant and post-migrant hip-hop youths throughout the country adopted the term 

as a point of sub-cultural inclusion and racialized self-ascription, paralleling ways African-

American entertainers and their audiences in the United States claimed the term ―niggah‖ in the 

latter twentieth century (see Rose 1994; Jackson 2005; Strode and Wood 2007).  It attained 

widespread cultural circulation in Germany with the publication of Feridun Zaimoğlu‘s Kanak 

Sprak (1995) and Abschaum (1997) and their subsequent filmic interpretation, Kanak Attak 

(2000). As we will see in Chapters Three and Four, while Zaimoğlu‘s work exposed 

stereotypical public perceptions of migrant adolescent subversion by sardonically heightening 

their associations with street hedonism and the more salacious elements of hip-hop culture, his 

irony was often lost among titillating, mediated interpretations of migrant performativity that 

emerged in the popularity of gangsta rap styles. 

Kanak‘s use is contested within and without German hip-hop scenes. For Poedra, being 

Kanak allows them to inhabit a fraternity built upon a cultural non-Germanness sounded through 

                                                 
4 Outside of German cultural space the term Kanak refers to the indigenous inhabitants of New Caledonia in 
Melanesia. The term, of Hawaiian origin, was once used by European merchants, colonists, and missionaries in the 
southwest Pacific to refer to any non-European Pacific islander. For further reading see Deryck Scarr, The History of 

the Pacific Islands – Kingdoms of the Reefs. Sydney: MacMillan Publishers, 1990. 
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a music that emanated from marginalized urban youth in the United States and embodied by a 

creolized socio-cultural identity that unites these young Greeks and Turks as ―sons of 

Gastarbeiter.‖ For others it remains a denigrating assignation of otherness and social 

victimization. This dichotomy presents researchers with their own very prickly linguocentric 

predicament, one that requires careful definition and application of the term. My own response is 

to use the term Kanak throughout this dissertation in a manner that reflects the ways Bunker 

youths and Chillichilliwa artists used it with me – as a way of describing their personal 

worldviews and cultural understandings. In later chapters I will also borrow the term 

―Kanakism‖ from one of Poedra‘s own songs to flesh out what it means to be Kanak in 

contemporary Germany. In all other instances I will use the terms ―migrant,‖ ―post-migrant,‖ or, 

sparingly, the cumbersome ―persons with migration histories‖ to accurately reflect the ways non-

ethnic German communities are described in contemporary scholarly parlance. 

 

The Ruhrgebiet: Germany’s Modern Metropolis 

Our understanding of Poedra and their contemporary experiences will benefit from 

insight into the historical development of the communities to which they belong. When Germany 

surrendered unconditionally to the Allies in 1945 at the end of World War II, the German 

homeland was a devastated, ravaged landscape. Cologne and Dresden had been bombed to 

rubble; Berlin‘s proud cathedrals and parliament buildings smoldered for days after peace was 

declared. For Germans this meant the collapse of all formal infrastructure: public works, 

factories, offices, housing, bridges, railroads, radio and phone communications were badly 

damaged if not completely destroyed. The number of civilian and military casualties left families  

fractured and created a serious shortage of able-bodied male workers needed to rebuild the 

country. As one British observer noted, the economy had been ―cast back to the beginnings of 

industrialization‖ (Kramer 1991: 1).5 

By all accounts, the country made a remarkable recovery, commonly referred to as the 

―Wirtschaftswunder,‖ or ―economic miracle.‖ As a strategic site in the burgeoning Cold War 

developing between the United States and the Soviet Union, U.S. and British leaders invested 

heavily in the country with the expectation that economic prosperity would yield both political 

stability and dampened enthusiasm for extremists who opposed capitalist democracy (Chin 2007: 

                                                 
5 Quoted in Alan Kramer, The West German Economy: 1945-1955 (New York: Berg, 1991), 1. For a statistical 
account of physical damages throughout the country, see p. 11. 
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33). 6  Between 1948 and 1952 the new Deutsch Mark was introduced, industrial production 

surpassed 1936 levels (Turner 1992: 110), and the national economy grew at a rate of 8.2 percent 

each year (Rist 1978: 111).7  

 
 

 

Fig. 1.2 Map of Germany. North-Rhein Westphalia is highlighted. 
 
 

The largest amount of capital flowed into the Ruhrgebiet, the industrial Ruhr Valley that was the 

traditional home of Germany coal and steel production.8 Beginning in Italy in 1955, the German 

                                                 
6 For a further details regarding the Marshall Plan and U.S. investment in post-War Germany see Rita Chin, The 

Guest Worker Question in Postwar Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), 33. 
7 The first two figures are cited in Henry A. Turner, Jr., Germany from Partition to Reunification (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1992), 110. The last is offered by Ray C. Rist, Guestworkers in Germany: The Prospects for 

Pluralism (New York: Praeger, 1978), 111. 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/e/eb/Deutschland_Lage_von_Nordrhein-Westfalen.svg
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government and representatives from heavy industry launched a recruiting offensive throughout 

the Mediterranean region advertising Germany as a land of unlimited economic potential for 

enterprising young men. The ―Anwerbung,‖ or ―recruitment,‖ soon extended to Greece (1960), 

Spain (1960), Turkey (1961), Morocco (1963), Portugal (1964), Tunisia (1965), and the former 

Yugoslavia (1968). From 1960 to 1964 the number of guest workers swelled to more than one 

million, effectively tripling within four years.9 These able-bodied ―guests‖ proved ideal laborers: 

they brought a willingness to endure heavy labor and low wages in the growing construction and 

metallurgical industries, jobs their German counterparts were either unwilling or unavailable to 

do. As time passed and guests transformed into neighbors, however, their presence within the 

country became contested. When describing Niko, Sezen, and Stathi as ―persons with a history 

of migration,‖ we are simultaneously referring to their fathers‘ histories of travel, migration, 

labor, and legal struggles for basic rights and citizenship privileges in the German state. 

 

Migrant populations in Germany: a constituent feature of urban development 

One compelling facet of Poedra‘s collective biography is that none of its members owns a 

German passport, despite the fact that all have resided in Germany their entire lives.  Their 

parents were among the last workers to arrive before Chancellor Willy Brandt banned 

recruitment in 1973 – Sezen was born on a return trip to Istanbul, Niko and Stathi in Germany. 

Yet despite eased restrictions for guest worker descendents enacted by the German Parliament in 

2000 and 2001, all three have eschewed German citizenship. There are many like them 

throughout the country. Their stories underscore the heightened international trade and travel that 

have moved increasing numbers of people over the last half century and the often helpless 

responses of nation-states to positively adapt to their changing citizenship demographics. More 

than statistical footnotes in a global world, migrants like the members of Poedra and their 

families permeate and change the societies and individuals contained within the borders they 

cross, creating cultural relationships of variable complexity. Indeed, as these men and women 

animate capital, technologies, and communications, they intensify the demands upon 

                                                                                                                                                             
8 Recent scholarship posits that Germany‘s remarkable recovery rate was due in part to its preexisting industrial 
framework, which may have sustained less damage than earlier reports suggested. See Alan Kramer, The West 

German Economy: 1945-1955. (New York: Berg, 1991), 1-2. Kramer also cites low wages, the use of foreign labor 
(prior to the formal recruitments that began in 1955), and government tax breaks for investment as additional 
contributors to the Wirstschaftswunder. 
9 See Rita Chin, 46. 
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contemporary polities to manage the ways people of different cultures interact and co-exist 

(Hauchler 1998: 11).  

In contemporary Germany, blue collar and service sector work is disproportionately 

carried out by migrants, a social division that also determines where migrants will live and 

establish communities (Häusserman and Roost 2000: 85).  Urban dwellers are socio-spatially 

segregated into either well-equipped, often luxurious neighborhoods or poorer tenement housing; 

the relative compact size of German cities (in comparison to U.S. metropolitan areas) means 

these neighborhoods may exist in close proximity to one another.10 Loss of industrial jobs in the 

wake of global competition and outsourcing has further transformed the country‘s cityscapes by 

emptying factories and replacing them with offices, shopping centers, and valuable urban loft 

apartments, intensifying the spatial isolation of those who cannot afford more expensive goods or 

services. Undeniably, the stratification of the global economy is reflected in the social, economic, 

and divisions of the modern city (Laepple 2000: 202). Poedra are among groups of migrant hip-

hoppers throughout the nation who read these communities as ―ghettos,‖ claiming affinity with 

the isolated, economically disadvantaged urban enclaves in the United States where hip-hop 

culture was born. 

Sociologists Harmut Häusserman and Frank Roost suggest these phenomena are not 

endemic only to today‘s ―global cities;‖ positing instead that migration and socio-economic 

segregation within cities like Duisburg is typical of all large cities of the contemporary age 

(Häusserman and Roost 2000: 88).  To be certain, highly paid indigenous workers and skilled 

foreign labor toil in relative proximity to those who work in poorer conditions for lower wages in 

arguably all urban areas.  But as world wealth increases, economic contrasts between inward and 

outward migration countries deepen, populations grow, and polities place a higher premium on 

human rights, it is safe to assume migration pressures on countries such as Germany, Great 

Britain, and the United States will continue (Galtung 2003: 11). Migration, then, with its 

constituent flows of people and ideas, is a fundamental part of urban development, ―a source of 

economic, social, and cultural innovation and presents the exact qualities that transform a city 

into a metropolis‖ (Häusserman and Oswald 1997: 25). 

 

                                                 
10 This reflects an important cultural difference between the cities in Western Europe and in the United States, 
whose extended suburbs and interstate systems often place residents of the same metropolitan area in widely 
dispersed neighborhoods that are only easily accessible by automobile or mass transit. 
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Migration processes in Europe 

Since Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands signed the 

Treaties of Rome in 1957 to establish the European Community, the nations of Europe have 

grown economically, socially, and culturally closer to one another, culminating in the 

contemporary European Union (Thielr 1999: 13). This loose federation of states shares 

significant trade relationships and, more significant for this study, internal and cross national 

security policies which have grown increasingly substantial since Sept. 11, 2001. The need for 

shared European security intelligence also intensified with the collapse of the Soviet bloc, which 

confronted the European Community with massive migratory waves from middle and Eastern 

Europe, the Balkans, and the southern Mediterranean. The economic pressure they placed on 

countries that received them (notably geographically expedient, wealthy Germany) quickly 

silenced euphoria over the end of the Cold War and replaced it with loud demands for stronger 

border controls (Muenz 1997: 34). In order to understand widespread, dominant German 

attitudes toward asylum seekers, migrants, and migrant-descendent youths and the cultural 

expectations involved in ‗being Kanak,‘ one must also contextualize the broader European 

Union‘s immigrant politics that have shaped the mode and volume of people across member state 

borders since the Treaty of Amsterdam went into effect in 1999 (Holzberger 2003: 111). 

 
Migration and Citizenship 

While globalization has wrought significant social and cultural changes throughout the 

modern world, it is important to note that polities such as France, Germany, Great Britain, and 

the United States have developed widely divergent social and institutional mechanisms for 

dealing with their own migrant and post-migrant populations. Cultural affinities between these 

nations or assumptions of their shared cultural ―Westernness‖ can lead to facile, often erroneous  

readings of the ways migrants negotiate their new social spaces and the ways those spaces 

expand (or, in some instances, contract) to absorb them. In the following section I detail 

specifically German political strategies for addressing the waves of new residents that have 

entered the nation‘s borders in the last half century. This detailed exploration of the strata of 

migrant populations in the modern Federal Republic contextualizes Poedra‘s claims to Kanak 

culture and crucially exposes class associations that inform their own notions of Kanak identity. 
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The boundaries of acceptance and exclusion that have affected all migrants entering 

Germany within the last century are rooted in the country‘s imperial past. Prior to the First World 

War, Germany‘s leaders adopted two principles that would extend into the first decade of the 

twentieth century and complicate the country‘s globalized present. First, they insured that labor 

recruitment would be tied to employer and market demands. Second, migrants were afforded 

―permanent‖ transience, excluded from participation in civic society by a policy of ethnocultural 

interdiction. The government formulated a notion of citizenship based on blood descent – jus 

sanguinis – rather than on nativity or residency – jus soli, resulting in legal barriers to integration 

and social belonging for millions of migrant worker children and grandchildren. They instead 

were accorded their parents nationalities, regardless whether they had ever visited their ancestral 

homes or their native language was German (Horrocks and Kolinsky 1994: xiv). The issue of 

blood descent has led to a stratification among migrants entering the country, effectively 

privileging those with a legal claim to German ethnicity over those who have resided in the 

country for multiple generations but who cannot claim German ethnic heritage. The question of 

cultural heritage and geographic belonging changed the national debates only in the first decade 

of the twenty-first century. 

 

Hierarchical Divisions among German Migrant Groups: Work Migrants, Elite Migrants, 

“Ethnic” Germans and Asylum Seekers 

 
Work Migrants 

Viewed historically, work migration into Europe began during the early industrial 

revolution, a period which marked the beginning of capitalism as the region‘s dominant 

economic model. Industrialization, with its dependence on voluntary, paid labor, operated under 

the principle that a worker‘s physical power and creative energies could be translated into 

capital. Workers offered their labor as a good on the burgeoning market; at the same time they 

relinquished control over the means of production to business owners in exchange for a wage 

(Auenheimer 2005: 16). This shift from the practice of trades to industrial production shaped the 

development of the Ruhr Valley; entrenched industrialization and long-standing class 

relationships related to factories, their management, and the cities that developed around them 

set the course of migration into this region. 
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One noteworthy feature of the German labor market is that from its inception, it was 

comprised of workers recruited from comparatively underdeveloped neighboring countries. 

These ―Wanderarbeiter,‖ or ―wandering workers,‖ from Poland and Bohemia dug the coal mines 

of the Ruhr Valley and worked the grain fields of eastern Prussia, transforming the recently 

unified country‘s economy into a significant nation-state (Horrocks and Kolinsky 1996: xiv). The 

aftermath of World War II, however, was the catalyst that shaped Germany‘s labor recruitment 

policies for the last half of the twentieth century. The country‘s indigenous, war-depleted labor 

force was insufficient to rebuild and modernize its cities; labor recruitment and expanded trade 

relationships with developed countries of the third world, however, contributed to Germany‘s 

phoenix-like ―Wirtschaftswunder‖ [economic miracle], a decades-long period of remarkable 

economic growth. The ―Anwerbung,‖ or recruitment of foreign workers, was a necessary step in 

rebuilding the country under extraordinary conditions (Auenheimer 2005: 16). 

The idea of guest worker recruitment began to circulate in the mid-1950s, with the first 

formal ―Gastarbeiter‖ arriving in 1957. The earliest laborers fit a limited profile: they were male, 

between the ages of twenty and forty, either single or with families that remained in their home 

countries, and came from Spain, Greece, Italy, or the former Yugoslavia. Turks, who would later 

form the greatest statistical minority in the country, began to arrive by 1959. Most were recruited 

as unskilled or semi-skilled labor to staff the dirtiest industrial jobs in mining and construction 

while West German nationals found more desirable employment.11 For example, in the decade 

between 1961 and 1971 saw the German labor force decrease by 870,000, while the ranks of 

foreign labor swelled to over one million. By 1973, three million Germans had switched to white 

collar jobs (Smith 1983: 162-163). 

 
Elite Migrants 

An additional group of work migrants in Germany is comprised of highly qualified 

scientists, academics, medical professionals and information-technology specialists who 

represent a particularly profitable investment for the Federal Republic (Butterwegge 2004: 72). 

The activities (and labor/capital) of this selective group enhances Germany‘s economic, cultural, 

and public sectors; their home countries, however, experience a loss in valuable human 

                                                 
11 Bundesanstalt für Arbeit, ed. Anwerbung, Vermittlung, Beschäftigung ausländsicher Arbeitnehmer: 

Erfahrungsbericht 1963 (Nuremberg: Bundesanstalt für Arbeit, 1964), 6. See also Stephen Castles, Heather Booth, 
and Tina Wallace, Here for Good: Western Europe‟s New Ethnic Minorities (London: Pluto Press, 1987), 132-137. 
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creativity. These countries furthermore bear the economic burden of the migrant‘s education and 

advanced training, which ultimately become the assets of the destination country (Han 2005: 28).  

Nonetheless, the migration of elites can function as a way of managing labor overflows in 

densely populated fields or markets, and high unemployment in their home countries often 

compels workers to seek their fortunes elsewhere.  

Elite migrants are not only drawn by capital, however, but also by the lure of centers of 

scientific innovation and research where they can collaborate with and learn from colleagues of 

both prestige and reputation; one need only examine the large number of U.S. Nobel Prize 

winners from foreign countries to observe this phenomenon. If migration in general is a feature 

of globalization, then so too is the steady dribble of ―brain drain‖ creativity from poorer 

countries to wealthier nations (ibid: 36). In the first half of the twentieth century Germany was 

generally on the losing end of this equation as intellectuals and prominent leaders in the natural 

and social sciences dispersed throughout Western Europe and the United States in the wake of 

two world wars. Since World War II, heavy investment in technology and the successful growth 

of German universities has drawn large numbers of highly skilled professionals into the country.  

Their entrance into Germany is typically negotiated by the country or industry that hires them, 

making them valuable human commodities with motivated advocates within the nation‘s 

industrial and political arenas. 

 
 Repatriated Germans 

The great political upheavals of the twentieth century exposed the flaws in Germany‘s 

citizenship policies. As wars raged on the European continent and the U.S.S.R. collapsed, the 

country was flooded with ethnic Germans who claimed citizenship based on the jus sanguinis 

clause in the German Grundgesetz (constitution). Indeed, Germany feels a particular obligation 

to migrants who arrive from the former Eastern bloc, millions of whom were forcibly resettled 

by the National Socialists during World War II. Their ethnic heritage makes them the most 

privileged group of migrants in the Republic. They share legal parity and access to the country‘s 

extensive social assistance network with their ―geographically‖ German counterparts, benefits 

which stand in marked relief to the majority of migrant workers and their descendents. Under the 

Bundesvertriebenengesetz, or ―Federal Expellee Law,‖ in force until 1990, ethnic Germans from 

Central and Eastern Europe were granted automatic citizenship and legal equality in the 
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economic, professional, social, educational, and residential spheres of German society. They 

were also made equal to native Germans in all social security issues, including pensions, 

unemployment, and health insurance. (Holzberger 2003: 111) 

 The 1993 Kriegsfolgen-bereinigungsgesetz, or ―Law for the Correction of the Results of 

the War‖ placed significant quotas on the number of repatriated ethnic Germans who could enter 

the country in a given year. Since then the German constitution has allowed 226,280 of the more 

than three million ethnic Germans still living in eastern and southern Europe to enter the country. 

(ibid., 89) The need for these quotas was clear. In the years 1990 and 1991 nearly one million 

ethnic Germans from the Soviet Union and Romania migrated to the Federal Republic, while an 

additional 400,000 arrived from Bulgaria (Knabe 1997: 54). According to an EU-survey in 1992, 

another twenty million people from the former Soviet bloc hoped to migrate to western Europe 

(ibid: 56).  The country‘s socialized medical system, welfare assistance, and tax-supported 

schools and universities have bent under the weight of this large influx of repatriated Germans; 

national political debates about higher unemployment and a weakened economy have however 

targeted the post-1957 work migrants, particularly those from the Mediterranean,  as a root of the 

nation‘s woes. 

 
Asylum Seekers 

Germany‘s political and social infrastructure must further deal with another group of 

migrants whose numbers cannot be easily managed, even with state intervention: political 

refugees and asylum seekers. Despite more stringent border controls and citizenship 

requirements, those who wish to enter the country devise ways to do so, drawn by the country‘s 

relative wealth and stability (Heck 2004: 129). Unlike ethnic work elites whose specialized skills 

are viewed as a welcome enhancement to the country, asylum seekers are met with daunting 

hurdles to legally crossing Germany‘s borders. This means that immigration law will dictate 

widely varying migrant experiences, and that the law is predicated on the perceived value of the 

migrant.  If Germany views migrants coming from poverty stricken and politically turbulent 

regions as existential threats to the country‘s own economic and social health, it conversely 

favors the migration of ethnic elites and technological experts who enter the Bundesrepublik 

with relative ease (Butterwegge 2004: 72).  
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Nationalist politicians frequently debate the misuse and expansion of asylum rights, 

encouraging enforcement of a constitutional clause that requires asylum seekers from certain 

third-world countries be deported. This approach, which shrinks asylum rights and often foists 

the problem onto neighboring countries, is a powerful and divisive political tool (Santel 2003: 

181). On the other hand, as globalization limits the power of the nation-state, a polity‘s autonomy 

in shaping its own migrant policy is curtailed by the interest of corporations and larger political 

coalitions (Ottersbach, 1999: 331). Migrants are caught in this political web, confronted with 

economic (and often human rights) decisions that push them from one country into another, only 

to find that national and international political measures have virtually defined the routes they 

must take (ibid). The economic push and pull factors that affect their lives become magnified as 

larger political barriers are constructed to restrict their free movement. 

Wars, social conflicts and political discord have driven more than fifty million people 

worldwide into secure neighboring countries or onto other continents in the past fifteen years; the 

competition for space and resources in the world‘s poorer areas make it likely Germany will 

continue to see a steady stream of refugees well into this new century (Hauchler, Messner, and 

Nuscheler 1997: 97). The situation will only ease with widespread, far-reaching development of 

infrastructure and education projects at the local level, investments beyond the scope of the 

European Union or the German government (Galtung 2003: 12).  

In sum, as business, political, and cultural networks expand transnationally, migration 

and refugee politics in contemporary nation-states like Germany and the United States are 

becoming increasingly hierarchical systems.  This means that Stathi, Niko, Sezen and their peers 

are imbedded within webs of socio-economic and identity politics that shape their creative 

responses and their connections to their local neighborhood and their country. When it comes to 

German law, migrant groups are not clothed with a ―one size fits all‖ immigration policy. They 

are instead received differently based on the way the government perceives their relative value to 

the polity. This fact has a profound effect at the local level, as young migrants and post-migrants 

form taxonomies of group belonging and exclusion based on both ethnicity and the specific 

pathways that have led a person to reside in Germany. Hip-hop culture has added a further set of 

clear behavioral codes that sound and delineate in-group status, often assigning values to people 

and actions that are diametrically opposed to those most prized by the Bundesrepublik. 
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Misadventures in Diasporic Understanding 

 
You call me a Kanak – then that‘s what I am 
I‘ll wear the name proudly and know I‘m a man 
Not German not Jugo12 not Black and not White 
I‘m the man in-between, and I know how to fight 
 
Strike me once and I‘ll strike you twice 
I‘ll strike you down cool just like ice 
My weapon is words, my power is time 
I‘m a lyrical boxer and I dance in my rhyme 

- Levent Ersen 
 

 
Like many researchers, what I imagined I would find when I began this work and what I 

actually found were quite different. Because my preliminary research focused solely on the 

legacy and experiences of the Turkish diaspora in Germany, I became familiar with the histories 

of the ―Gastarbeiter‖ and their descendents, particularly as they were expressed in the musical 

and literary arts. I read case studies of  inner-city Turkish gangs (Tertilt 1996),  Milli Görüs 

congregations (Bade 2004), Turkish coffee house culture (Ceylan 2006), youth center hip-hop 

fans (Kaya 2004), ―Frankfurter Türken,‖ (Sauter 2000), journalistic accounts of guest worker life 

(Wallraff 1985), and the primary (and abundant) sociological literature on Turkish migrant and 

post-migrant populations throughout the country ( Bade, 2000, 2002, 2004, 2006; Butterwegge, 

2004; Ottersbach, 1999; Şen 1980; 2004; Klaus and Kolinsky, 1996, inter alia). Having had the 

good fortune to live over a Turkish-owned music shop in Mannheim, Germany, many years prior 

to this study, I was familiar with Germany‘s commercially successful Turkish hip-hop artists as 

the shop‘s owner Adem Yilmaz enthusiastically shared Cartel, Aziza-A, and Erci E, Boe B., and 

Microphone Mafia with me. I had Turkish friends and acquaintances that evidenced strong 

national solidarity, some of whom had little social contact with the ethnic and cultural diversity 

of the broader German societies in which they lived. I imagined I would meet their ideological 

and cultural kin in Turkish-dominated hip-hop scenes. This ―cultural education‖ accompanied 

me into the field, where I set about searching for music emanating from third generation Turkish 

youths who ascribed to my own burgeoning notions of Turkishness (or German-Turkishness, in 

                                                 
12 This is a slang term for immigrants from the former Yugoslavia. 
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this case) and that supported a notion of diasporic consciousness, allegiance, and problematic 

cultural duality. 

Initial fieldwork experiences suggested that I would indeed find what I expected. When I 

moved to Cologne, Germany, in 2004, I quickly became involved in that city‘s Zentrum für 

Muslimische Frauen (Center for Muslim Women), where I was introduced to a large community 

of Turks who would become close friends and advisors as I began my work. My circle of 

acquaintances expanded as I took Turkish language classes at the local DITIB mosque. I 

frequented interfaith roundtables, intercultural weeks, and Turkish festivals, attended lectures on 

Turkish music at the University, tried and failed to master the stringed bağlama. I moved to the 

neighborhood of Mühlheim, whose main ―Keupstrasse‖ Cologne residents reference with 

varying degrees of affection and distaste as ―Little Istanbul.‖ The initial suspicion or indifference 

with which restaurateurs and shopkeepers greeted my appearance rapidly gave way to acceptance 

and warm greetings; I was often asked to share the obligatory glass of Turkish tea as I shared my 

research and ideas, stories about my life in the United States, ideas about politics, or, as news 

spread I was a singer, songs.  

My next door neighbor often invited me to watch the news from Istanbul via satellite 

while we shared an evening meal in her generous efforts to improve my limping Turkish. While 

my interest in hip-hop was rarely shared by the community into which I had moved, she 

introduced me to her nephew Levent, an MC with the hip-hop group Kanaken Kollabo. Levent 

was not actively performing when we met, but he provided me with important insights into hip-

hop throughout the region, accompanying me to clubs and introducing me to several local crews. 

He also allowed me to observe his activities at the Offene Jazz Haus Schule (OJHS), where he 

participated in deejaying and mixing seminars with other young hip-hop hopefuls. As I expanded 

my observations to include hip-hop studios at local Jugendzentren (youth centers), I realized my 

musical research was complicating and often rendering invalid the cultural composite forming in 

my mind. My perception of the Turkish communities I orbited were of vibrant, expanding groups 

of people with extensive support networks, hierarchies, aspirations, and a certain degree of 

ethno-national solidarity.  The young people with whom I came in contact in Cologne-Ehrenfeld, 

Holweide, and Mühlheim were striking in their ethnic, cultural, and national heterogeneity. 

United by neither ethnicity nor language, they rallied around an enthusiasm for hip-hop culture 

and a creolized, hybrid notion of Kanakism, a way of living in the world that encompasses a 
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history of migration, common working class experiences, social liminality, and devotion to hip-

hop culture. 

Over time my research associations deepened and drew me further north into the 

Ruhrgebiet, where I would spend the next eighteen months associated with the young men who 

form the basis of the current study. As I became familiar with the streets, businesses, and 

residents of Duisburg-Bruckhausen, the heterogeneity I had observed in Cologne‘s youth centers 

was amplified to encompass an entire city neighborhood and, ultimately, broad swaths of the 

Ruhr megalopolis. As we shall see, this diversity was mirrored at the micro level by Poedra and 

the other artists of Chillichilliwa Productions. Moreover, as I gained a deeper understanding of 

Germany‘s prominent hip-hop artists, I grew to understand the cultural diversity that often lay 

masked behind ―Turkish‖ hip-hoppers like Azad, Erçi E, Islamic Force or Cartel.  

In this work I will therefore avoid reducing the musical and lyrical content of Poedra and 

other artists‘ songs to their individual diasporic connections. As an analytical construct the 

notion of diaspora assumes longings, loyalties, and pragmatic connections to homes or spaces 

that are ―there‖ rather than ―here.‖ It is the supreme taxonomic ―Other‖ the social sciences apply 

to a broad swath of migrant groups; although frequently apt, it is of questionable value among 

those who shared their perspectives in this study and who localize their experiences in the ghetto. 

For those on the Chillichilliwa label, music is created to celebrate a temporal and spatial present 

rooted in the Ruhrgebiet – not to explore the routes between temporary and permanent, 

Deutschland and ―home.‖ Hip-hop is available and ready to sound ―where you‘re at.‖ This 

reflects a central fact of hip-hop culture: in its commercial and sonic ubiquity it is available 

virtually everywhere, its codes, fashions, and aesthetics forming a kind of global ecumene 

linking young people from Atlanta to Istanbul by way of a unique cultural vernacular. When 

Stathi, A!Damn, or Chillody perform, they are an extension of a broader hip-hop imaginary that 

evidences great political, cultural, and artistic variety, but they are not necessarily doing so as 

―diasporic‖ representatives. 

 
Theoretical Stance and Literature Review: Key Features of Risk 

In this study I place hip-hop practice among my informants within a broader cultural 

continuum that examines migrant youths and the musical cultures they celebrate and create 

through the lens of risk. Throughout Europe, violence, or threatened violence, is a constituent 
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element of migrant life, one that shapes the ways migrants live and construct their communities 

in the countries that absorb them. At its core, risk is disruptive. It poses a threat to stability and 

weakens the roots of human relations. Within hip-hop, however, risk can also serve as a creative 

animus, playing a pivotal role in what Sara Thornton has dubbed ―sub-cultural capital‖ (1996), 

defining behaviors, stances, and attitudes through which practitioners can gain social standing 

and approval among their peers. 

African-American, inner-city youth cultures have drawn increased attention among the 

social sciences for the past decade as researchers have specifically focused on issues of poverty, 

violence, and crime that place urban populations ―at risk‖ within the broader society and ―of 

risk‖ to that society (Fagan and Wilkinson 1998; Krivo and Peterson 1996; Bruce, Roscigno, and 

McCall 1998; Anderson 1999; Kubrin and Wadsworth 2003; Kubrin and Weitzer 2003). This 

body of work analyzes social interaction among adolescents and young adults in impoverished 

urban neighborhoods as a manifestation of the ―code of the street,‖ a set of behaviors, stances 

and perspectives that approach violence as a normative feature of daily life.  

Urban performativity and the culture it produces lie at the center of sociologist Elijah 

Anderson‘s work.  In Code of the Street (1999) he suggests that impoverished, inner city 

African-American communities represent alternative cultural systems whose behavioral codes 

both amplify and subvert broader societal lifeways. Anderson explores these ‗street codes‘ as 

responses to socio-political and economic power relations animated by globalization and 

deindustrialization, residential segregation, racial and class discrimination beget by a history of 

slavery, and a punitive criminal justice system. He investigates inner-city spaces in which 

adolescents generate social status and sub-cultural capital with limited means (and frequently 

without access to the luxuries of organized sports or music study afforded by wealthier 

communities).13 The result is an emphasis on physical prowess, the ability to dominate or 

intimidate others (often with the aid of firearms or other dangerous weapons), displayed material 

wealth, or verbal acumen.14 

If the code has a musical manifestation, it is found in hip-hop culture. As hip-hop has 

evolved from its earliest incarnations as party music in Latino and African-American 

neighborhoods in New York, it has grown into a multi-faceted musico-cultural phenomenon with 

                                                 
13 Tricia Rose reaches similar conclusions in her examination of the flowering of hip-hop culture in ―post-industrial‖ 
New York. See Black Noise. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1994, 21-61. 
14 See also Wilkinson 2001: 235. 
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sub-genres, multiple centers, and attitudes. Within German society, the hip-hop sub-genre with 

the greatest commercial success and longevity is gangsta rap, arguably hip-hop‘s most 

controversial expression. Criticized for ―vivid, sexist, misogynistic, and homophobic lyrics, as 

well as its violent depiction of urban ghetto life in America‖ (Abrams 2000: 198), gangsta rap 

trades on the fine line between authenticity and sensationalism. Emerging from the U.S. West 

Coast in the late 1980s (Keyes 2002; 4), gangsta‘s origins lie in 1970s blaxploitation films that 

glorified urban African-American men and women were as hustlers, pimps, prostitutes, and 

gangsters. One of its primary features is autobiography, which offers emcees the chance to 

expound on their personal experiences as victims and enforcers of the code of the street. 

Gangsta differs from rap forms that evidence varying degrees of Afrocentricity and 

political consciousness (Perkins, 1996; Martinez, 1997; Keyes, 2002: 98). It also assumes a 

spatial particularity rooted in the urban ghetto, one that involves that ―black youth cultural 

imagination that cultivated varying ways of interpreting, representing, and understanding the 

shifting contours of ghetto dislocation‖ (Watkins 2001: 389). Among hip-hop scholars, gangsta 

rap offers hip-hop‘s most clearly delineated behavioral and objective focus: it specifically 

engages the African-American urban underclass who inhabit the ghetto, whereas other hip-hop 

forms may more generally chronicle elements of the African-American experience (Rose, 1994: 

12, 114; Smith 1997: 346). During the 1990s it served as a kind of portal through which to view 

(and broadcast) the crime and violence that marked urban street life (Kitwana 1994: 19; Keyes 

2002: 4), a function it serves in the contemporary hip-hop scenes and public imagination of the 

Bundesrepublik. 

Across the German mediascape risk is a significant descriptor applied to migrant groups; 

it reaches its sensational zenith when offering a causational connection between young migrants, 

hip-hop, and violence. While damaging racial profiles and stereotypes emerge from this 

manipulation of ephemeral threats, the present study is more concerned with the interactions 

between threat assessments and the ways both audiences and practitioners respond to them. On 

the one hand hip-hoppers like Poedra are suspended between different interpretations of hip-hop 

risks: they inherit dialogues of toughness and nihilism from national and international hip-hop 

crews that delineate the genre‘s behavioral aesthetics. Niko, Sezen, and Stathi must then publicly 

demonstrate that they both understand and have mastered these codes in order to be taken 

seriously by local hip-hop fans and cognoscenti. At the same time, they recognize the 
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performative boundaries of risks and acknowledge that risk manipulation is a key feature of hip-

hop agency; i.e., appearing strong can help amplify the perception of one‘s strength in those 

around you. 

Risk theory has significantly shaped my personal reading of the strategies Chillichilliwa 

artists employ to fulfill hip-hop‘s aesthetic mandates and the process of cultural framing this sets 

in motion in the German mediascape. In the following section I investigate the key theoretical 

perspectives associated with contemporary risk studies, highlighting the contributions of each to 

my own ethnographic case study of Poedra‘s music and the interpretations of Kanak 

performativity found within the subsequent chapters. 

 
Ulrich Beck’s Risikogesellschaft 

 

From the perspective of the social sciences, risk perception involves people‘s 
beliefs, attitudes, judgments and feelings, as well as the wider social or cultural 
values and dispositions that people adopt, towards hazards and their benefits. 
        - Nick Pidgeon 1992: 89 

 
 Since his seminal Risikogesellschaft appeared in 1988 (translated into English as Risk 

Society in 1992), the concept of risk has remained at the epicenter of sociologist Ulrich Beck‘s 

analytical work. It has been received with both acclaim and criticism within and outside of 

academia (see Rustin, 1994; McGuigan, 1999; also Beck 1994; 1995, 1997; 1999; 2000; 2002). 

In its earliest incarnations, Beck‘s research into a sociology of families and of industrial societies 

shaped his analyses of the workplace, family experiences, and broader social relationships. 

Significant, too, was his analysis of social and political structures as they shape and are shaped 

by German society – with his emphasis on the negative consequences of advanced industrialism 

and global capitalism, his work builds upon an intellectual trajectory trod by Karl Marx, Max 

Weber, and Georg Simmel. His most recent work has placed risk at the center of employment 

relations (2000), political activity around the globe (1997; 1999), the contestations of 

globalization (2000), and the impending threats of international terrorism (2002). 

Beck posits that risk has animated a slow but steady transition from industrial modernity 

to risk societies based on the ways ―goods‖ such as health, wealth, and access to education and 

―bads‖ such as threats of violence, infection and disease are distributed across a society (1992: 

23). He places specific emphasis on manufactured risks that arise due to globalization 
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(displacement of large groups of people in search of economic stability, human-made 

environmental dangers) as particularly destabilizing social forces.  

His core thesis is that the differences between the class-based societies that arose during 

industrialism and contemporary risk societies are matters of scarcity versus insecurity (Beck 

1992: 34; see also Scott 2000: 34).  In class societies, unequal distribution of wealth is apparent 

and palpable: ―…the certainties of class societies are…the certainties of a culture of visibility: 

emaciated hunger contrasts with plump satiety; palaces with hovels, splendour [sic] with rags‖ 

(Beck 1992: 44). Taken further, in a class-based society one‘s class position is linked to the 

ability to attain wealth; 15 a risk position refers more to the probability of exposure to risk 

(violence, pollution, poverty) because of one‘s economic, social, or geographic circumstances. 

As risks spread, either legitimately or in public perceptions, the ―good‖ of greatest value is 

safety, not class equality (Beck 1992, 38). Risk encourages avoidance over ownership: ―…the 

driving force in the class society can be summarized in the phrase ‗I am hungry!‘ The driving 

force in the risk society can be summarized in the phrase ‗I am afraid!‘‖ (Beck 1992: 49).  

The concept of risk has received wide circulation in economics and the health sciences, 

where emphasis has been placed on its objective nature; the social sciences have instead focused 

on risk‘s subjective interpretations. Objective risk assessment might be used in the medical 

community, for example, where individuals are asked to estimate the probability of a range of 

medical and environmental hazards that pose threats to human health. Cultural theory, on the 

other hand, suggests the very notion of risk is a socially constructed one, a phenomenon in which 

different social groups will identify and respond to varied types of threats and risks. Marris and 

colleagues summarize it as follows:  

 
Cultural theorists have argued that the psychological approach, by focusing solely 
on abstract ratings of risks, has failed to focus on the important issues at stake in 
judgments about risks. More interesting questions would include: who is trusted 
to manage risk? Who gets blamed in the case of mishap? What constitutes 
fairness, consent or accountability? (Douglas 1986). Cultural theory consists of 
two components. The first is a theoretical approach based on the belief that 
adherence to a certain pattern of social relationships generates a distinctive way of 
looking at the world, and vice versa: that adherence to a certain world view 

                                                 

15 Note here a distinction between class and social status. Status may be based on expertise, knowledge, talent, 
ability; class embraces economic difference.  
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legitimizes a corresponding type of social relations (Marris, et al 1996: 5-6; 
emphasis mine). 

 
Individualization 

An additional feature of Beck‘s risk society is an assertion that risk destabilizes everyday 

interactions by introducing cleavages in traditional social structures and patterns of 

enculturation: ―Biographies are removed from the traditional precepts and certainties, from 

external control and general moral laws, becoming open and dependent on decision making, and 

are assigned as a task for each individual. (Beck and Beck-Gernsheim 1994, 5). As social 

structures loosen due to declines in jobs and manufacturing, educational differentiation, and 

changing patterns of consumption and traditional networks of belonging fragment, social actors 

are called upon to confront risks as individuals rather than as members of a collective (Furlong 

and Cartmel 1997: 27). This process is amplified by globalization, the failures of states to 

regulate and govern risk, and deterioration of welfare states (Beck 2000: 21). The organization 

and predictability of industrial societies has been stamped out by risk‘s chaos and instability 

(Beck 1998: 11). He asserts that a social or analytical logic that focuses strictly upon the 

distribution of wealth cannot address the splintered anxieties and quandaries faced by 

contemporary social actors. 

 

Risk – key sociocultural perspectives 

During the last twenty-five years, three major socio-cultural perspectives on risk have 

emerged. The first, advanced by anthropologist Mary Douglas and her colleague, Aaron 

Wildavsky, represents a cultural/symbolic perspective. These scholars direct their attention to the 

ways in which notions of risk are used to establish and maintain conceptual boundaries between 

Self and Other, with a particular interest in how the human body is used symbolically and 

metaphorically in discourses and practices surrounding risk.  The second is that of ―risk society‖ 

theorists such as Ulrich Beck and Anthony Giddens who are chiefly concerned with the large-

scale social processes they feel are characteristic of modern societies and their relation to 

concepts of risk. These processes include reflexive modernization, or critical perspectives on the 

outcomes of modernity, and individualization, or the breaking down of traditional (and 

communal) norms and values.  A third group might be called ―administrative‖ or 

―governmentality‖ theorists who draw heavily upon the work of French philosopher Michel 
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Foucault. Based on Foucault‘s assertions that governments try to produce citizens that are best-

suited to fulfill the polity‘s objectives, these theorists explore risk as it relates to surveillance, 

discipline and regulation of populations, and how concepts of risk shape human behavior as they 

encourage individuals to voluntarily self-regulate (see Beck 1992; 2000; 2003; Mythen 2004; 

Giddens 1991; Foucault 1991; Lemke 1997) . 

While there are significant differences between these perspectives, they collectively 

argue that there are important new facets of risk in contemporary western societies. They view 

risk as a central cultural and political concept by which present-day individuals, social groups, 

and institutions are organized, monitored, and regulated. They likewise share the notions that a) 

risk has become a central feature of human life in western societies; b) risk is a central fact of 

human subjectivity; c) risk can be managed through human intervention, and d) risk is associated 

with notions of choice, responsibility and blame. The present study delves in greatest detail into 

this concept of choice, particularly regarding risk as a generator of personal agency and catalyst 

for specific kinds of musical behaviors. 

 
Risk and Impurity 

In her book, Risk Acceptability According to the Social Sciences (1985), Mary Douglas 

develops previous ideas introduced in Purity and Danger in focusing directly on risk‘s socio-

cultural ramifications. She extends an earlier argument that 'humans pay attention to a particular 

pattern of disasters, treating them as omens or punishments' (ibid.: 2). Her argument is this: in a 

situation where potential (perceived) dangers dog one‘s every action and choice, the risks that 

receive the most attention in a particular culture are those that connect with the society‟s 

overarching moral principles. Like the distinction between dirty and pure objects or actions, 

danger is framed by political and moral concerns which rely on responsibility for risk (1985: 60). 

In contemporary western cultures, every death, every accident, every violent act and every 

misfortune is 'chargeable to someone's account' — someone must be found to be blamed: ―The 

central tenet underlying cultural understandings of risk, therefore, is that 'in all places at all times 

the universe is moralized and politicized. Disasters that befoul the air and soil and poison the 

water are generally turned to political account: someone already unpopular is going to be blamed 

for it.‖ (ibid: 5) This tenet underpins Douglas' discussions on the ―forensic theory of danger,‖ or 

how people, as members of certain social groups or communities, explain misfortune by looking 
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back to what might have caused it. One type of explanation for misfortune, she argues, is 

moralistic and relates to a sin committed — someone died because they broke a taboo, and 

purification rituals are called for. Another explanation is that which attributes a misfortune to the 

work of individual adversaries. A third explanation blames the misfortune on an outside enemy, 

who must be punished.  

An examination of the ways Turks and other ethnic minorities are viewed as agents of 

risk within contemporary German society extends to not only arguments regarding blood right to 

citizenship (a nod to Douglas‘ concepts of purity) but also to associations between the events of 

Sept. 11, 2001, and commom (mis)conceptions regarding Islam and violence. In the wake of the 

World Trade Center attacks young Turks living in Germany were subjected to increased public 

scrutiny for fear they might be terrorists; in the wake of the country‘s accelerating economic and 

employment woes, an unfortunate debate regarding the primacy of a German leading culture 

(Leitkultur) debate ensued. These examples lend credence to Douglas‘ concepts of blame, 

impurity, and social scape-goating.  In practice, statistical analyses do not seem to logically 

infiltrate ways the German populace perceives the risk of ―foreigners‖ or ―Ausländer‖ – the mere 

idea of risk simply equals an unacceptable danger. In essence, ―risk‖ no longer signifies an all-

around assessment of probable outcomes but becomes instead a stick for enforcing authority or a 

slogan for drumming up xenophobia. 

Anthony Giddens has been equally influential in the field of risk studies. Giddens, it must 

be noted, has examined the notion of risk only in terms of negative consequences, such as threats 

to collective well-being and security. Differing from Ulrich Beck, Giddens argues that modernity 

does not generate risk or trusts; instead, it changes their nature (Giddens 1990,100-11).  In his 

view, modernity disrupted the highly personal, local nature of pre-modern societies. In the latter, 

trust was secured through a) kinship relations, which stabilized social ties across time and space; 

b) the local community or neighborhood, whose fixity and predictability offered a familiar milieu 

c)religious cosmologies, in which modes of belief and ritual practice offered interpretations of 

meanings of human life and nature; and d) traditions, behaviors which connect the past, present, 

and futures of local communities. These societies experienced risks as dangers or threats 

emanating from the natural world, threats of human violence from warlords, gangs, robbers, or 

invading armies, and as falls from religious grace. Modernization disrupted these highly 

personal, local relations. Kinship relations have been replaced by personal relationships, local 
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communities by abstract systems, shifts aided by the advent of advanced communication and 

transportation systems. Religious significance has waned, as have religion‘s concomitant 

traditions; modern risk societies are future oriented, with tenuous (and typically mediated) ties to 

the past. He further posits that modern societies experience risks as threats and dangers that 

result from the technological advances of modernity, especially the threat of human violence 

from the industrialization of war (or, on a smaller scale in the inner city context, the widespread 

access to firearms), and the threat of personal meaninglessness derived from the reflexivity of 

modernity as applied to the self (Giddens 1990).  

 

Risk and Kanak Culture 

Poedra, the artists of Chillichilliwa Productions, and their fans adhere to elements of the 

code that correspond to their worldviews and their understanding of hip-hop authenticity. Among 

local youths in Duisburg-Bruckhausen there is a spectrum of behavior from delinquency to those 

who experience violence second-hand or through the stories or boasts of peers. When crime is 

present, it falls along the lines of vandalism, drugs, breaking and entering, or, rarely, battery. 

Friendship and solidarity, respect and recognition, manliness and courage, girls and music as 

well as football (soccer) and billiards are other ways many of Poedra‘s followers pass their time. 

For younger members of the local hip-hop scene, being Kanak offers a mode of in-group 

solidarity that supersedes ethnic categories and which is imbued with a stance that provides the 

―threat‖ to the cultural ―risk.‖ At the same time, Kanak identity is an ethnic distinction, for it has 

become a type of hybrid non-Germanness which young people feel identifies both the street-wise 

strength and coolness they wish to embody and distinguishes them from the dominant body 

politic. Being Kanak absorbs being Yugoslav, being Greek, being Turkish, or being Italian; its 

power and aesthetics are oppositional, and self-identifying as Kanak through opposition is a way 

of claiming local status. 

              My analysis draws inspiration from a growing corpus of research devoted to hip-hop 

expression among Germany‘s migrant youths, among them Ayhan Kaya, "Sicher in Kreuzberg": 

Constructing Diasporas. Turkish Hip-Hop Youth in Berlin (2001); Ayse Çağlar, "Popular 

Culture, Marginality and Institutional Incorporation: German-Turkish Rap and Turkish Pop in 

Berlin‖ (1998); Tom Cheesman, "Polyglot Politics: Hip Hop in Germany‖(1998); and Kevin 

Robins and David Morley, "Almançi, Yabançi‖ (1996). It is noteworthy that an 
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ethnomusicological perspective is missing from this literature, and my own analysis differs in 

theoretical and interpretive thrust.  

 Ayhan Kaya, who conducted fieldwork for his Ph.D. in political science among Turkish 

youths in Berlin‘s Kreuzberg neighborhood, approaches Turkish rappers as a synthesis of 

Gramsci‘s ―organic intellectuals‖ and contemporary minstrels who negotiate their connections to 

the Turkish diaspora from liminal positions in the German society. His is the only book-length 

monograph of migrant hip-hop consumers (rather than performing artists) in Germany. 

Sociologist Çağlar counters this view of ―radical opposition from the margins‖ (12), positing 

instead that Turkish rap lies at the center of the ―commodification and reification‖ (244) of 

cultural differences, depending on the social institutions in which it is practiced. German 

literature scholar Tom Cheesman‘s offers an extended narration of Cartel‘s rise to fame as the 

first Turkish group of note within German popular music space, positing that they are a 

manifestation of ―polyglot pop politics‖ reflecting the contemporary global age. Robins and 

Morley amplify the controversy and allegations of Cartel‘s hypernationalism to examine how 

their music ‗brought Turkey back to Deutschland.‘ While these studies and my own differ 

markedly in matters theoretical, methodological, and empirical, the greater difference lies in my 

eschewing diaspora as a taxonomic tool and in my emphasis on risk as a way of reading hip-hop 

performativity. 

 

Hip-hop Studies 

As hip-hop scholarship has expanded to included studies of practitioners in Egypt, the 

Netherlands, Australia, and other communities outside the United States, there has been a 

striking tenacity to the analysis of a single facet of hip-hop agency, namely its employment as a 

way of challenging dominant social discourses or norms that run counter to the interests or needs 

of those who exist on societal margins. This scholarship is both celebratory and insightful, 

examining hip-hop‘s ability to bolster the voices of those whose powers are the most fragile. The 

works of Tricia Rose (1994, 2008), bell hooks (1990, 1992, 2004), Bakari Kitwana (1994), 

Cheryl Keyes (2000, 2002) and Murray Forman (2002) have provided an analytical foundation 

for understanding hip-hop culture and the unique ways music sounds, evokes, and performs the 

communities from which it emanates.  This literature has likewise shaped studies of hip-hop 

outside the U.S. There are, however, benefits and risks to relying heavily on this scholarship, in 
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applying social and anthropological constructs endemic to the U.S. to communities that do not 

mirror the conditions under which hip-hop emerged in America. Both our previous explorations 

of the unique social positions inhabited by Germany‘s migrants and post-migrants and 

examinations of the ways risk shapes our formal and informal social interactions caution against 

assuming hip-hop culture functions similarly in all wealthy industrialized nations in which it 

takes root. For example, the social statuses of migrants in the German Federal Republic and 

inner-city African-American or Hispanic youths in the United States may be analogous. Their 

economic realities, however, as well as the institutional and socio-cultural frameworks in which 

they are imbedded, differ significantly. While the United States and Germany possess robust 

economies, the former has had a limited economic commitment to social welfare programs. 

Germany and other European Union nations have strong, state-based social welfare systems 

financed by higher taxation and the presumption that the good of the individual follows the good 

of the populace. This calls into question the conditions and urgency of performed street codes as 

they are articulated in hip-hop culture. 

Throughout the present study I work to tease out those elements crucial to hip-hop 

performativity, including the varied mythologies and expectations that follow hip-hop‘s 

movement from the U.S. into other communities throughout the world. Therefore, I will 

reference behaviors and social codes that originate in the U.S. but will strive to articulate the 

notable differences in cultural context for the actors in this ethnography.   My suggestion is not 

that the theories herein could not be applied within other cultural contexts, but rather that there 

are significant differences between U.S. and German polities and migrant communities and 

minority populations are that these offer a caution to avoid a methodological nationalism that 

treats hip-hop as identical from one society to another. 

 
Data Collection 

An additional risk is imbedded in the fieldwork process, particularly as researchers and 

practitioners find ways to ―tell‖ themselves to one another. In his study of Turkish adolescents in 

Berlin-Kreuzberg, political scientist Ayhan Kaya sought to reduce this risk by conducting his 

interviews without using video cameras, voice recorders, or still cameras, fearing this would 

alienate the youths with whom he wished to connect and lead to an artificiality within the 

discourse; he opted instead to reconstruct his conversations and observations in daily fieldnotes. 
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During my own work in the Ruhr Valley from 2004-2007 I opted for more traditional modes of 

data collection: I used both film and still cameras during interviews, observations, and concerts, 

particularly as I was researching not only ways practitioners talked about their musical activities 

but the musical events themselves. To this I added transcriptions of informal conversations and 

the analysis of music videos and song texts. 

Ultimately the notion of self-articulation and the ways Niko, Sezen, and Stathi presented 

themselves to me, to peers, and to others became a point of interest and shaped my thinking 

about the impact of risk on transmission. Following Johannes Fabian, I came to understand that, 

―performance is not what they do and we observe - we are both engaged in it‖ (1990: xiv-xv; 

quoted in Johnson, 11). This process led me to understand Clifford Geertz‘ description of the 

―fragile fictions‖ we create, as both researcher and participant become aware of their interactive 

roles (1968: 142). 

Thankfully, ethnography affords us not only opportunities for observation and study, but 

friendship and kinship, and like many researchers I am grateful to have experienced moments I 

believe transcended the ―observer and observed‖ relationship. But these moments must be 

contextualized within a larger framework, for despite our mutual understanding and fondness for 

one another, the members of Poedra never viewed me as a peer, nor did I they. We were 

performing in the same spaces, but never the same choreography. What follows is an 

interpretation of those representations with an eye to the ways hip-hop clouded and clarified 

them, framed by an investigation into quests for power, legitimacy, and respect.  

 
Chapter Synopses 

In this dissertation I place risk at the heart of five key features of hip-hop performativity 

in Duisburg-Bruckhausen: blackness, kanakism, ghetto life, coolness, and reactions to Leitkultur. 

In Chapter Two I examine Poedra‘s musical evocation of their local environs and use of 

ghetto tropes to carve out their own claims to street credibility. In their self-conscious application 

of the term ―ghetto‖ to their local neighborhood, they assume links to urban spaces in the United 

States and lay claim to a concomitant bravery required to represent a marginalized community 

and withstand the risks it contains. My analysis is augmented by an appraisal of migrant music 

videos circulating throughout the German mediascape that evoke the ghetto as hip-hop‘s 

powerful epicenter. 
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Fig. 1.3 – Features of Risk 

 

In Chapter Three I trace the evolution of hip-hop as the dominant mode of musical self-

expression among migrant youths in the Ruhrgebiet from the late 1980s to the present. Of 

particular interest are the responses of migrant hip-hop practitioners to violent acts aimed at 

migrants over the past two decades. I contextualize the Kanak nationalism and search for street 

credibility among Chillichilliwa‘s performing artists within a broader framework of responses to 

risked violence in the German state. 

Chapter Four chronicles the role blackness and the valorization of African-American 

cultural expression have played in the widespread development of hip-hop throughout 

Germany‘s migrant communities. Poedra‘s members regularly perform a blackness imbued with 

KKaannaakkiissmm  

  BBllaacckknneessss  

CCoooollnneessss  MMuullttiiccuullttuurraalliissmm  

LLeeiittkkuullttuurr  

Ghetto 
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oppositional power; here I will examine ways that notion is reified within German media and 

within Poedra‘s own compositions. 

Within the contemporary German Federal Republic, migrants are simultaneously viewed 

as both dangerous and vulnerable. Concerns with the threats or uncertainties posed by those with 

a migration history have fueled restrictive citizenship politics and racially-tinged advocacy of a 

German Leitkultur, or leading culture. Migrants and their descendents pose both mythic and very 

real challenges to conventional notions of what it means to be German; in Chapter Five I will 

explore Poedra‘s responses to a leading culture concept and their own problematic connections 

to being deutsch. 

In the final chapter I will weigh the role Jugendhäuser (youth centers) such as the 

Bruckhausen Bunker have played in migrant hip-hop creativity, particularly as they have shaped 

lyrical content and problematized hip-hop‘s threatening postures through antiviolence campaigns 

and connections to social workers. Here Chillichilliwa‘s ―cool style‖ response emerges as yet 

another manifestation of the street code, one which requires hip-hop practitioners to demonstrate 

wit and nihilistic disregard amidst mythic and real cultural dangers. 

 
Contributions of the Study 

 
In order to understand the phenomenon of globalization, it is necessary to 
‗globalize‘ academic practices by thinking across disciplinary and areal 
boundaries. (Chuh and Shimakawa 2001: 5) 

 

This dissertation contributes to the growing body of scholarship devoted to hip-hop 

practices outside of the United States. It draws upon a varied set of scholarly perspectives in its 

assessments of the risks within and responses from Germany‘s migrant youths in an effort to 

tease out answers to broader cultural notions of otherness and security. I have sought to balance 

the vital literature of U.S. hip-hop theorists with sociological concepts emerging from a 

specifically German context, measuring them against my own ethnographic experiences and the 

perspectives of Chillichilliwa‘s artists. What follows is a transcription of many voices:, those of 

young migrant men in a working-class Duisburg neighborhood, adolescents at local Bruckhausen 

schools, an after-school theater group at the Bruckhausen Bunker, local hip-hop practitioners, 

hip-hop performers well-known to a wider German audience, music journalists, merchants and 

restaurant owners in Bruckhausen, Muslim women‘s groups in Cologne, poets, authors, personal 
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friends, and my own. We converge in our appreciation of hip-hop as a vital cultural force and art 

form which transforms and is transformed within Germany‘s urban worlds. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
―DUISBURG IS LIKE THE BRONX‖ – HIP-HOP RISKS AND GERMAN GHETTOES 

In The Forest of Symbols: Aspects of Ndembu Ritual, cultural anthropologist Victor 

Turner illuminated the ways the Ndembu‘s rich symbolic and ritual systems helped structure and 

animate the broader Ndembu culture. In his analysis he noted, ―a single symbol may stand for 

many things. This property of individual symbols is true for ritual as a whole. For a few symbols 

have to represent a whole culture and its material environment‖ (1967, 50). Later in the same 

essay he wrote, ―The positional meaning of a symbol derives from its relationship to other 

symbols in a totality, a Gestalt, whose elements acquire their significance from the system as a 

whole (1967: 51). Turner accepted as his task the exegesis of a particular system of symbols that 

could represent the Ndembu in toto, positing that the Ndembu symbolic system operated with a 

unique, internal logic that placed lines of demarcation around those who belonged and those who 

did not. In this chapter I offer a similar explication of the ghetto for hip-hop practitioners in 

Duisburg and on the German national stage, acknowledging it as a site of symbolic suffering and 

toughness through which notions of risk are amplified and contained in the extended hip-hop 

imaginary. I will examine symbols that collectively contribute to prevalent perceptions of 

Duisburg-Bruckhausen as a contemporary ghetto, specifically highlighting ethnic and class 

associations inherent in German cultural understanding of the term. 

 
Entering the ghetto real – May I make an appointment? 

I first met the members of Chillichilliwa Productions in 2005 after following a link to 

their website from the homepage of the annual Melez festival, a celebration of Turkish arts and 

culture within the Ruhrgebiet. I was admittedly drawn by the odd name, which I later learned 

encapsulated both the label‘s sound and aesthetic. To be ―chill‖ is among its members‘ greatest 

aspirations. ―Chilli-chilli‖ evokes the scratch and rewind of a hip-hop turntable, while ―wa‖ is a 

cheeky Ruhrgebiet retort often uttered with the Pacinoesque attitude of ―you talkin‘ to me?‖ If a 

member of Poedra asks, ―we‘re chill, wa?‖ the reply had better be affirmative. My initial email 

query, addressed to the honorable Mr. Sezen Ay, formally requested permission to come visit the 

Bunker. We made arrangements to meet the following week.  

Niko, who I later learned functions as the de facto press manager and spokesperson for 

the label, met my train from Cologne and drove me to Bruckhausen. This would become our 

pattern over the next few months, despite my protestations that I could easily travel the half hour 
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to the Bunker by subway or bus. Even when I began to visit more frequently, Niko would 

interrupt his work to come to the station. ―It‘s not safe, Maggie,‖ he‘d say each time. ―I‘d rather 

come get you.‖ As a seasoned traveler his chivalry occasionally confounded my sense of 

independence, but I respected his concern that something might happen to someone researching 

and writing about Poedra. 

 

 

 
Fig. 2.1  City street in Duisburg-Bruckhausen 

 

 

During the drive we chatted about my research, groups we liked, clubs we had each been 

to in Cologne and Berlin. Niko proved a charming, quick-witted companion, worthy of Stathi‘s 

assessment of his position in Chillichilliwa‘s ―division of labor:‖ ―Sezen is the music in Poedra. I 

create the art and the texts, and Niko is the one who sees to it that we all get taken seriously.‖ 

When we arrived at the Bunker in Bruckhausen, he helped me from the car and gestured around 

him: ―Bruckhausen is a rough neighborhood – like a ghetto. People around here think of it kind 

of like the German Bronx.‖ I took in the tree-lined street and neat, if not new, façade of the 



 36 

nearby elementary school, the concrete lot facing the Bunker, and the gyros stand on the corner 

and realized that Niko was using the term ghetto in a very specific way, but one which I might 

not reconcile with my own cultural understanding of the term. I likewise understood that U.S. 

hip-hop culture was involved in the process of how Niko was ―reading‖ his local environment 

and that he was laying claim to this neighborhood as an ―authentic‖ place to practice hip-hop. 

Over the course of my research I grew to appreciate hip-hop and ghetto tropes as primary ciphers 

used in the mediascape to translate migrant youth behaviors and aspirations to the German body 

politic. I likewise began to understand the creative energy generated by ghettos mythic and real 

and sought to understand how they are performed by migrant hip-hop artists throughout the 

country.  

 

 

 
Fig. 2.2  Kulturbunker Duisburg-Bruckhausen 
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Now, a confession: I am not, nor will I ever be, someone with hip-hop street credibility. 

My credentials are academic, operatic, but hardly ―illmatic.‖ When reviewing my fieldnotes and 

work I question whether I would have been able to complete a similar project in the United 

States, either through lack of access or personal fortitude. Outside of my (and hip-hop‘s) ―home‖ 

culture, I moved in a rather amorphous space. Many I met on my travels in Germany presumed 

to know something of American culture; my fellow citizens and I are familiar and generally 

tolerated with varying degrees of patience in many corners of the globe. This familiarity lends 

one a quality of being ―known,‖ or at least possessing an otherness that has been rendered non-

threatening.16 My facility with the language occasionally leads other to think I am German, a 

stance reified socially by friends who assert, ―ach, but Maggie, you aren‘t really a foreigner.‖ 

Long periods of residency, work, and schooling in the country, as well as my musical and 

academic and musical interests, have made me, in part, culturally German. Indeed, I am an 

unabashed Germanophile. 

Yet during my fieldwork it was precisely my non-Germanness that afforded me entry into 

spaces that might have been otherwise inaccessible.  This can be viewed in two ways. For friends 

and informants mit Migrationshintergrund, I was neutral territory – they could utter criticisms 

about Germany or Germans without fear of poor manners or social transgressions, for after all, I 

wasn‘t ―really German.‖ For others I was the only American they had ever met, as we are 

something of an anomaly in inner-city, Turkish-dominated neighborhoods in the Ruhrgebiet, and 

they often voiced surprise at how much we had in common.  

 More significant, however, was my lack of inhibition in social settings outside my home 

country. In the United States, my own emotional understanding of racial and gender politics 

would likely have inhibited my keenness to work among inner-city hip-hop practitioners in East 

St. Louis, Atlanta, or New Orleans. I have admittedly strong responses to the purported risks in 

these U.S. urban spaces which do not extend to Europe. This attitude is shaped by knowledge of 

the comparative levels of violence in the two countries (particularly gun violence) and the 

relative proximity of classes within Germany versus the great distances between economic and 

social classes in America. A deeper reasoning also lay in my own personal history of learning 

German cities on foot, wandering aimlessly along city streets or hidden alleyways. As my circle 

                                                 
16 This is of course not the case who view U.S. cultural practices as insidious forces that challenge life ways and 
value systems. 
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of friends, acquaintances and informants grew during my fieldwork, I was frequently reminded 

of the differing ways cognitive and emotional understandings shape the way people interact, 

noting our emotional responses often hold greater sway within intercultural contact than do our 

cognitive, rational, mono-culturally moored selves. 

 
 

 

Fig. 2.3 City street in proximity of the Bunker, Duisburg-Bruckhausen 
 

Although I had little fear of exploring what Niko described as ―the German Bronx,‖ my 

real sense of trepidation was cloaked in issues of gender which shaped the central themes of this 

work in albeit unexpected ways. Hip-hop performance and scholarship are largely masculine 

realms; this is particularly true in Federal Republic.17 I was repeatedly cautioned about my safety 

(and on two occasions, virtue) in traveling to Bruckhausen or attending hip-hop concerts 

throughout the Ruhr. The thought that I would do this without male escort confounded my close 

friends and associates and, as Niko demonstrated, some informants. At times I felt that people 

wanted to talk with me out of curiosity, tacitly implying that ―at-risk‖ neighborhoods were 

                                                 
17 This generalization is less true in the United States, which boasts a healthy tradition of female hip-hop 
researchers, including Tricia Rose, bell hooks, Felicia Miyakawa, among others.  
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impure, sinister, and necessarily separate. ―Why would you go into that ghetto?‖ my friend 

Sultan once asked. ―Is it really worth the risk?‖ 

The public conception of ―ghettos‖ also imprints itself on scholarship about hip-hop 

practice among migrants in the Federal Republic. Despite a vast literature on migrants and 

migrant processes throughout Germany, the literature suffers from a paucity of fieldwork in 

developing systematic and empirical understandings of the everyday, interior lives among those 

who live in ―ethnic colonies‖ (Ceylan 2006). Empirical data gleaned from interpersonal contact 

is particularly scarce. Instead much is formulated by experts and outsiders who review census 

and statistical data in an effort to describe these communities and their residents from a ―bird‘s 

eye view‖ – i.e., a safe distance. Ceylan, along with sociologists Sven Sauter (2000), 

anthropologist Hermann Tertilt (1996), and political scientist Ayhan Kaya (2001) have offered 

important corrections to this analytical distance by working directly within urban migrant 

communities. The present work aims to contribute to this growing literature by using the tools of 

ethnomusicology to draw back the curtain on some of the truths within a local hip-hop 

community without ever assuming those truths, or perspectives, are singular. 

 The ghetto real and imagined has likewise become a powerful metaphor within German 

political culture used to shape responses to those who share a migration history.  As we learned 

in the previous chapter, the revised citizenship laws passed in 2000 represented an important step 

in healing the Germany‘s exclusionist ethno-cultural jus sanguinis policies. The move toward jus 

soli marked a governmental acknowledgment of migrant contributions to and enduring presence 

within the polity. Widespread cultural change does not always move at the pace of the law, 

however. The Federal Republic‘s longstanding ‗blood principle‘ remains a critical influence on 

the way immigrants are received by German society, despite the fact that citizenship can be and 

is extended to newcomers. Scholarly and public debate have developed specific language, 

symbols, and metaphors to evoke migrant membership or exclusion – arguably the most 

powerful among them are the real and imagined dimensions of ethnic ghettos: 

 
…the ghetto as a secluded cultural enclave – or better to say, fear of ghettos – 
is the leading thematic image in representing the place and incorporation of 
immigrant in the city. By limiting immigrants‘ visibility in the society/city to 
the confines of ethnic neighborhoods, this metaphor simplifies the 
complexities of immigrants‘ presence in the society in a particular way 
(Çağlar, 2001, 602). 
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While the term ghetto has been employed in German culture for centuries,18 the term‘s 

contemporary understanding has been deeply influenced by hip-hop culture. The concomitant 

associations of violence and risk this implies radiate throughout the extended German society: 

 
The so-called cultural enclaves are considered to be the ultimate 
expression of the refusal [to assimilate] and/or the German state‘s failure 
to manage cultural diversity so that it would not pose a threat to the 
solidarity of the imagined community. The spatial inscription of 
immigrants‘ presence in urban space by means of a ghetto image, and the 
fear of ghettos, are based on the metaphysics of sedentarism, which is 
responsible for the conceptualization of immigrant and diasporic 
populations as ‗a spatial and temporal extension of a prior, natural identity 
rooted in locality and community‘ (Malkki 1992:7; quoted in Çağlar, 
2001, 602). 
 

Ghettos, then, are complex, meaning-laden spaces within the German polity which are viewed as 

the container and domain of migrant communities and self-expressions. I will now examine 

Bruckhausen‘s process of ―ghettofication‖ over the course of the twentieth century. 

 
The Ruhrgebiet: from Migrant Mecca to Germany’s Rustbelt 

In the western end of the Ruhrgebiet lies Duisburg, a city whose half million inhabitants 

make it the second largest in the region. Of its 505,236 residents, 429,424 are German; the 

remaining 75,182 are of non-German descent. This fifteen percent quotient of non-ethnic 

Germans places Duisburg well above the national average (Office of Statistics for the City of 

Duisburg, 2005).19 

The largest number of ―Ausländer‖ in Duisburg are Turks, who identify as such either 

ethnically (in the case of naturalized German citizens) or nationally. In fact, Turks comprise 

more than half of all foreigners in the entire city.  In diametric opposition to the city‘s aging 

German population, the number of Turks under the age of thirty is substantial. 

                                                 
18 Two etymological explorations of the term ―ghetto‖ include Ronnie Po-chia Hsia (Ed.) In and out of the Ghetto. 

Jewish-Gentile Relations in Late Medieval and Early Modern Germany. CUP, Cambridge 2002, and Gabriele von 
Glasenapp: Aus der Judengasse. Zur Entstehung und Ausprägung deutschsprachiger Ghettoliteratur im 19. 

Jahrhundert. Niemeyer, Tübingen 1996, (Condition Judaica; 11). 
19 Office of Statistics for the City of Duisburg, Kleinräumige Basisdaten Duisburg, 31.12.2008. 
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Fig. 2.4 – Duisburg factories along the Rhein River 
 

At the same time, population numbers among Turkish residents declined by more than nine 

thousand between 1998 and 2005. As industrial jobs became scarce during the last decade, the 

population of Duisburg as a whole declined by eighteen thousand, 8,500 of whom were German 

(ibid). 

 
Fig. 2.5 – Percentages of Non-Germans in Duisburg 
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These numbers are difficult to read accurately, however, when one considers that 

Duisburg‘s Turkish populations exhibited a positive ratio of births to deaths from 1998-2005 and 

a positive ratio of new immigrants to emigrants within the same period. The reason for this is 

clear: the new citizenship laws instituted in January, 2000, led to a decline among those who 

claimed Turkish citizenship. The changing census numbers reflect an overall acclimation of 

Turks to the demographic development of the Duisburg and German polities. In the chart below, 

the story is different for those given the statistical designation ―Ausländer.‖ From 1998-2005 

 

City 1992 2010 

Duisburg 17.4% 45.9% 

Remscheid 18.1% 44.7% 

Köln 19.3% 42.9% 

Düsseldorf 17.8% 41.6% 

North-RhineWestphalia 11.9% 31.5% 

Fig. 2.6 - Percentages of Non-Germans in North-Rhine Westphalian Cities - Demographic 
Changes 

 

this group‘s ranks, comprised largely of residents of African and Asian descent, swelled from 

10,470 to more than 13,500 (ibid). These numbers point to the density and complexity of 

Duisburg‘s migrant populations and highlight social structures that reinforce notions of 

Germanness and otherness that inform the current study. 

 

Migrant Labor and Duisburg’s Industrial Growth 

Migrants have long been an integral component in the city history of Duisburg. The 

development of advanced capitalism and rapid industrialization in the German nation during the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century transformed the young, half-feudalistic country into one of 

the most important industrial nation states in the world. Drawn by the success of factories such 

as the Thyssen steel works, the earliest of these migrant waves were Polish migrant laborers, or 

―Ruhrpolen,‖ who flowed into the Ruhrgebiet to stoke iron furnaces and work the area‘s coal 

mines (Sassen, 1991, 71). These were joined by workers from Holland, Belgium, and Italy and 

by German handworkers whose professions had been swallowed up by the iron and steel 
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factories. By the early 1900s, Duisburg was a city teeming with ethnic and cultural diversity, on 

its way to becoming one of the region‘s most important municipalities (Heid, 1996: 216).20  

 
Deindustrialization and Unemployment – Duisburg becomes a city of the out-of-

work 

The need for steel and heavy industry helped the Ruhr Valley rapidly recover from the 

Second World War‘s destruction.21  Duisburg and its sister cities – Essen, Bottrop, Krefeld, 

Gelsenkirchen, Dortmund – soon accounted for more than one third of the country‘s total heavy 

industrial production (Strasser, 1996; 22). By the end of the 1950s Duisburg faced a worker 

shortage, at which point the government and local companies turned to foreign labor. Their 

numbers began to grow significantly in 1961, four years after the initial ―Anwerbe,‖ or official 

recruitment, in foreign lands. By 1975 there were 62,307 migrants in the city, or 10.3 percent of 

the total population. This grew to 72,232 (12.6 percent) in 1980 as the result government efforts 

to reunite families separated by labor migration. This growth corresponds particularly to the 

recruitment of Turkish laborers, who by 1967 represented the largest group of foreigners in the 

city (ibid, 26). 

From the mid-1970s to 1980s the steel industry was caught in crisis; by 1983 

unemployment rose to 30,000 (14.5 percent), the highest quota of any German city. The rapid 

loss of jobs was felt more keenly in Duisburg than any other city of the Ruhrgebiet. With the 

closing of the Krupp factories in the Rheinhausen neighborhood, massive job cuts at Thyssen, 

                                                 
20 Germany‘s nineteenth-century industrial growth corresponds directly to the availability of a sizable labor force. In 
1869, two years before German unification, the region‘s steel production lagged far behind England and France. By 
1910, Germany produced more steel than both France and England combined. (Lowey, 1997:40) This meant far-
reaching social and structural changes for the Ruhr Valley, home to more than one-fifth of the country‘s total heavy 
industry. This steady production growth brought with it an increasing need for labor:  ―And there weren‘t enough 
workers for the mines! I heard it directly out of the mouth of Mr. Thyssen, the most famous and influential 
steelworks and mine owner in the Ruhr valley, that he‘d hire 2000 new workers tomorrow, if he could only find 
them‖ (quoted in Huret, 1998: 10). ―Mr. Thyssen‖ refers to August Thyssen, Germany‘s leading industrialist and the 
man responsible for the rapid expansion of steel production throughout the Ruhr Valley. 
21  Migrant workers also played significant roles in the National Socialists‘ munitions industry. The Nazis enacted an 
―Ausländereinsatz,‖ or ―foreigner substitution,‖ filling the need for workers through the systematic subjugation of 
forced labor. Men and women, including Jews, were deported from Poland, Hungary, and other eastern states and 
extensively used by companies throughout the Ruhr‘s industrial complex. This enabled the National Socialists to 
continue fighting into 1945. The forced labor of millions of  ―Fremdarbeitern,‖ or foreign workers, and prisoners of 
war from the War‘s beginning to its end represented a quarter of all those employed in the nation‘s economy and 
one third of those employed in agrarian and armament economies (Herbert, 2001: 129). The first French prisoners of 
war were conscripted into forced labor in Duisburg in 1940, followed by POW‘s from Poland the Ukraine. Most 
were housed in schools and camps on factory grounds. By 1944 their numbers had grown to around 30,000 (Kaume, 
1982: 20). 
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and the loss of businesses tangentially connected to Duisburg‘s steel industry, the situation grew 

critical and marked a socio-cultural turning point. Between 1980 and 1994 the number of 

workers in the area sank by 46,375; the jobs available to them grew increasingly scarce (ibid: 26-

27). The loss of industrial jobs, despite growth in the service sector, counts as the greatest and 

most enduring problem the city has had to face. In December, 2003, one year before this project 

began, more than 34, 424 persons were registered as out of work. Of these, 24, 773 were 

Germans, and 7,651 were foreign nationals (Amt für Statistik der Stadt Duisburg 2003). 

 

 

Fig. 2.7 Map of Nord-Rhein Westphalen, Duisburg highlighted 

 

These unemployment figures mirror the city‘s social structures, particularly in 

neighborhoods like Bruckhausen and Hochfeld that sit closest to the city‘s factories. Their 

residents, comprised largely of migrants and post-migrants, have been hit hardest by 

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/f/f8/Duisburg-nrw.jpg
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deindustrialization. When Niko referred to Bruckhausen and its environs as a ghetto, he was 

referring in part to the economic depression, lack of work prospects, and crumbling 

infrastructure that mark contemporary Bruckhausen 

It is clear from Duisburg‘s history that the city‘s association with migrants extends well 

beyond the foreign labor recruitment of yesterday‘s ―Gastarbeiter.‖ Industry has long lured 

migrant workers to the city. Conversely, migrant social experiences within the region have also 

been bound with the experience of labor. Indeed, work, as opposed to long-standing family or 

ethnic ties to the general population, has forged the primary links these residents have to the 

greater community. By the time Niko and Sezen‘s grandfathers arrived there were traditional 

neighborhoods for ―guest workers‖ in which their predecessors had lived, housed first in 

dormitories provided by the factories and then in regular apartments (Ceylan 2006: 54). 

 

 

Fig. 2.8 Duisburg-Bruckhausen street scene, Thyssen-Krupps factory in background 

 

As we examine Duisburg‘s history a pattern emerges: boom phases are followed by often 

drastic reductions in the labor force, placing migrant workers in blue collar jobs at particular 
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social and economic risk. Herbert Huebner has chronicled this process in the neighborhoods of 

Bruckhausen and Hochfeld from the beginning of the guest worker recruitment to the present: 

 

1. Voluntary exodus of members of the German middle class (from 1960 until the early 
1970s) 

 
2. Beginning settlement of foreign workers and their families (from the mid-1950s until the 

Recruitment ban in 1973) 
 

3. Growing involuntary exodus of German residents as a reaction to deteriorating economic 
and infrastructural needs (from the beginning of the 1970s until the 1990s) 

 
4. Stronger settlement of foreign nationals, especially Turkish families since the recruitment 

ban (1973 until the beginning 1990s) 
 

5. Settlement of war refugees from the former Yugoslavia, ethnic Germans from Eastern 
Europe and the former Soviet union, and asylum seekers from European and non-
European countries since the beginning of the 1990s (2003, 18) 

 

When locals refer to Bruckhausen as a ghetto, then, they are speaking of more than the 

contemporary reality of a neighborhood riven by unemployment, struggling businesses, and 

higher crime than neighboring boroughs. They are also referring to an area of ethnic socio-spatial 

segregation, a region marked by both poverty and non-Germanness. In the following section I 

will examine the intersections of hip-hop, migrant youths, and ghetto tropes to understand the 

ways their transmission through the German mediascape shapes public perceptions of risks 

associated with these communities. 

 

Paris is burning – Are you okay? 

I began my second period of extended fieldwork in Germany in September, 2005, two 

weeks after Hurricane Katrina devastated the U.S. southern Gulf Coast. Images of horrific winds, 

flooding, and damaging rains traveled the globe; these were soon coupled with footage of 

citizens suffering the storm‘s aftermath at the New Orleans Superdome and of young men and 

women looting the stores of the city‘s lower ninth ward. The lasting impression was one of 

misery and violence. As I sat with friends around the dinner table in my Cologne apartment it 

proved difficult to answer their questions about what they saw on the evening news. The deep 
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racial and class disparities Katrina exposed reverberated not only throughout the United States, 

but across the ocean as well. 

One month later, young men in the Parisian suburbs set fire to automobiles and 

businesses, rioting in response to the deaths of two young Algerians who were electrocuted while 

hiding in a power station from police.  The violence lasted more than two weeks. Video images 

again connected the world to the sensational terror: groups of wild, adrenaline-fueled young 

bodies silhouetted against the orange flames of burning cars, angry faces shouting and hurling 

bottles and fireworks at television crews, explosive clashes between youths and police. European 

social analysts who had previously reacted with shock and indignation over the Katrina-exposed 

underbelly of grave U.S. socio-economic problems were suddenly muted by the thought that 

seething cultural tinder surrounded their own cities, perhaps only waiting for the match to be 

struck. 

Despite the distance and widely divergent worlds in which these two events occurred, 

many within Germany‘s televised and print media drew tacit connections between the victims of 

Katrina and the banlieue rioters. By late October news journalists began to venture into densely 

populated, poor urban communities throughout the Ruhrgebiet to ask, ―is it going to happen 

here?‖ Meanwhile, friends and family in the United States were moved to contact me, concerned 

that the fires might stretch the two hundred fifty-one miles to reach my northern locale. ―We see 

on the news that Paris is burning. Are you okay?‖ 

A news crew making precisely these kinds of connections visited Poedra one week before 

my own first visit to the Bunker. Reporters from WDR (Westdeutsche Rundfunk), one of 

Germany‘s largest and most reputable news organizations, featured migrant and migrant-

descendent youths worshipping, playing, and laying hip-hop beats in Duisburg-Bruckhausen in a 

thirty minute documentary that drew strong comparisons between this ‗at-risk‘ community and 

other inner cities in the U.S. and Europe (see DVD Track 1).  In retrospect, the convergence of 

the Paris riots and Hurricane Katrina and the very public stage(s) on which they played 

unleashed a brief but palpable panic within German communities. Moreover, the fragmentary 

evidence on which this response was based suggested deep-rooted fears about migrants and 

migrant descendents, particularly those who are young, male, and in some manner isolated from 

the broader polity. These youths are also among Europe‘s most visible hip-hop practitioners and 

consumers. In the following section I will examine key ways the ghetto is performed throughout 
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the German media and the ways youths at the Bruckhausen Bunker respond to the notion that the 

ghetto is home. 

 

The Ghetto Imagined: Hip-hop stars and the claiming of space  

 
…the code revolves around the presentation of self.  Its basic requirement is the 
display of a certain predisposition of violence. (Anderson 1999:72) 

 

 

Just as my fieldwork coincided with Hurricane Katrina and the riots in Paris, it likewise 

took place while a brand of hip-hop strongly influenced by U.S. gangsta styles became popular 

among youths throughout the country. Although I will further detail the evolution of a Germany-

specific gangsta style in Chapter Two, here I focus on three hip-hop artists - Azad, Sido, and 

Bushido  -  who have attained a level of fame in Germany comparable to hip-hop artists Snoop 

Dogg or 50 Cent in the United States. In 2004 and 2005 these three emcees each released videos 

that enacted their local neighborhoods through a specific kind of ghetto performativity (see DVD 

Ex. 2, Ex. 3, Ex. 4). Examined as a group, the videos share striking similarities. Textually we 

find references to friends (homies), confrontations with police, expensive automobiles, specific 

fashions, drugs, weapons, pitbulls, boasts of personal prowess and toughness, and a hyper-

awareness of what happens each day on ―my block‖ – tropes that apply transnationally to the 

gangsta genre. Sido, Azad, and Bushido also engage in boasting, each declaring his primacy over 

his peers in the German music market and over German hip-hop practitioners whose music is 

derogatorily referred to as ―Deutschrap.‖22 All challenge the concrete anonymity of 

Hochhaussiedlungen, or residential urban high-rise apartment buildings, by demonstrating deep 

familiarity with the local neighborhood‘s social diversity. Frequently they chronicle (and 

celebrate) criminal behaviors which expose risks to both block residents and outsiders. These 

risks require a keen ability to read behavior, judge insider and outsider status, and band together 

with their peers to protect the sanctity of their claimed spaces.  

                                                 
22 The texts to these songs appear chronologically according to each song‘s release. During 2004-2005 there was a 
commercial turf war waged between these three performers over commercial (and sub-cultural) primacy in the 
German mediascape. Azad‘s ―Mein Block,‖ which celebrated the toughness of Frankfurt‘s inner city, was countered 
by Sido‘s anthem to Berlin (also entitled ―Mein Block‖). Bushido responded to each by appearing as a solo fighter 
in ―Elektro Ghetto,‖ one whose ferocity and verbal prowess trumped his peer‘s offerings. All work to distance 
themselves from ―Deutschrap,‖ a German hip-hop genre we will examine further in Chapter Two. 
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The music videos evidence equally similar production aesthetics. In both the Bushido and 

Azad clips we see grainy, washed out scenes of gray landscapes that move in and out of focus. 

There are no trees, no homes – ―life‖ is lived under bridges, in garages, in the shadows. Faces are 

rarely filmed from the front; we instead see people in profile or even masked. Sido and Azad are 

masked, the former by a metallic half cranium (which he always wears publicly), the later by a 

bandana. Color is used sparingly in all three. In Sido‘s video, scantily-clad women in garish 

makeup appear in shocking relief to their drab surroundings, while in Bushido‘s the bright 

flames of a burning car cut through the local gloom. The camera work is disjointed and frenetic, 

underlying the barrage of images with fragmentary narratives we find in each song. These 

representations correspond to Elijah Anderson‘s notion of the ways inner-city youths express the 

―code of the street,‖ offering ―the image of themselves by which they would like to be known; 

who they are and how they stand in relation to whom.‖ (Anderson 1999: 22) 

The following is an analysis and translation of each, in the order the songs were released 

on the German market.  Musically the three songs are simply constructed. There are no samples 

of previously recorded songs, a feature of hip-hop in the 1980s and 1990s. Instead all utilize 

synthesized riffs that are looped, drone-like, throughout each song, lending the compositions a 

kind of monotony and reifying the enclosed ghetto spaces they ―sound.‖ The droning loops 

likewise subordinate the music to the lyrics. 

 

Azad’s “Mein Block” from the album der Bozz (2004) (DVD Track 2) 

Azad‘s ―Mein Block‖ begins with a four-measure introduction that introduces the 

germinal idea for the hook. Pizzicato string chords are played on synthesizer; a synth piano plays 

the low notes of the bass clef. The song is in the key of e minor. 

 

 
Fig. 2.9 Music introduction, Azad, ―Mein Block‖ 
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Layered over these chords is a piano melody.  Like the pizzicato strings, this melody is heard 

twice in the introduction: 

 

 
Fig. 2.10 Piano melody, Azad, ―Mein Block‖ 

 

 Following the introduction the song proceeds in typical verse and refrain form. 

When Azad begins to rap the first verse, the introduction‘s sparse texture is replaced with a fuller 

form of the hook. The hook is made denser by changing the synthesized sounds from pizzicato 

strings to sustained synthesized string sounds.  It is also modified with a higher note added to the 

triad, sometimes doubling the 5th, sometimes providing a dissonant color note:  

 

 
Fig. 2.11 Melodic hook, chordal version, Azad, ―Mein Block‖ 

 

The two-measure hook recurs throughout the song with the exception of the previously 

mentioned introduction and after each refrain.   

Verse 1 (Azad’s “Mein Block”)  

Come! 
On my block you grow up with hash and 
concrete.  
You hear ―move your ass,‖ when the bulls 
(police) come, and quick – my block is 
empty.  
You learn fast how to move your weight, 
 
Fast how to read faces,  
Fast how to handle the poison.23 
That‘s nothing – on my block at night the 

Komm‘! 
In meinem Block wächst man auf mit Hasch 
und Beton,  
Du hörst Hiba-Arsch, wenn die Bullen 
kommen. Rasch wird mein Block leer.  
 
Du lernst schnell, wie man Gewicht bewegt, 
schnell,  
wie man Gesichter liest, schnell,  
wie man das Gift verträgt, das ist nichts. 
In meinem Block ist es nachts leer auf der 

                                                 
23 The word ―Gift‖ here can be read in two ways: one as the poison of the local environs, or the ―Rauschgift,‖ or 
smoke, that results from smoking marijuana. 
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streets are empty. 
Bullerei (police) patrol the street like 
military. 
I wear my bomber jacket, sit in the Benz, let 
the beat bang, weed burn. 
Drive to my gangstas, we hang out, let the 
smoke out. 
It‘s foggy, day in, day out 
Choja, that‘s our life, our families, our great 
riches, our home. 
Deep inside you are enemies; we‘re killers. 
Come. 
Life feeds us frustration, we react to it, our 
blood boils, and we can‘t do anything about 
it. 
I crack the facts like shells on the table. 
 
It remains what it remains and it is what it 
is. 
 
Refrain (2X) 
On my block runs business that no one sees 

 

On my block the blue light pumps 

adrenaline.
24

 

On my block we speak our own kind of 

slang. 

On my block the boys are like my second 

Fam. 

On my block runs business that no one sees 

 

On my block the blue light pumps 

adrenaline 

On my block everyone dreams of big money, 

 

My block, my sanctuary, my home, my 

world! 

 

Straße,  
Bullerei patroulliert wie Militär 
auf der Straße. 
Ich trag' Bomberjacke, sitze im Benz 
lass' den Beat bangen, Weed brennen,  
fahr' zumeinen Gangstern, wir hängen ab, 
lassen Rauch raus,  
es ist Nebel, Tag aus, Tag ein,  
Choja, das ist unser Leben, unsere Familien, 
unser größter Reichtum, unsere Heimat.  
Im Inneren, Ihr seid Feinde, wir Killer,  
komm'! 
Das Leben füttert uns mit Frust, wir 
reagieren über. Unser Blut kocht und wir 
könnennichts dafür. 
Ich knall' die Fakten wie Schellen auf den 
Tisch:  
Es bleibt, wie es bleibt, und es 
is', wie es is'! 
 
 

In meinem Block läuft das Business, das 

keiner sieht.  

In meinem Block pumpt Blaulicht Adrenalin! 

 

In meinem Block sprechen wir unseren 

eigenen Slang.  

In meinem Block sind die Jungs wie meine 

zweite Fam. 

In meinem Block läuft das Business, das 

keiner sieht.  

In meinem Block pumpt Blaulicht Adrenalin! 

 

In meinem Block träumt jeder von dem 

großen Geld.  

Mein Block, mein Revier, mein 

Heim, meine Welt! 

 
After each refrain the two measure pizzicato strings/piano hook appear once before the 

commencement of the new verse. Here Azad delineates the street codes and aesthetic 

understanding by which all residents of his block can ―read‖ when associating with outsiders. 

Verse 2 
On my block apply rules that we made 

 
In meinem Block gelten Regeln, die wir 

                                                 
24 ―Blaulicht,‖ or blue light, is a reference to the blue lights on police vehicles. 
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ourselves. 
If you‘re not from here, it‘s guaranteed 
you‘ll be noticed. 
We need more money, more gold, more 

selbst aufstellen.  
Wenn Du nicht von hier bist, ist es 
garantiert, dass Du auffällst. 
Gras, SL und mehr Spaß. 

  
 

Verse 2 
We live here in the dark in a search for the 
light. 
We are moths. We are power, Alter.25 
Northwest city, we are power.  
From my block comes the best rap music in 
the world, A to Z. 
You‘re fellow travelers, but we‘re rebels. 
We come direct out of the dirt. 
You‘re tumbled soft. 
The beat presses on your guts until you want 
to shit. 
We are raw like the wind that blows here. 
Come in my neighborhood and I‘ll show 
you how it is. 
 
Refrain (2X) 
 
Verse 3 
On my block we‘re a gang.  
And we don‘t need colors or symbols 
To recognize each other. 
We burn dope like calories -   
It keeps us calm, without it, it would get 
bloody here. 
4.3.9. – Frankfurt am Main,  
Every other one of us was in a fighting club. 
 
Every third one has a pitt,26 
While every fourth is trying to fuck you,  
Which means it‘s five to the face. 
Northwest mathematics, our code. 
I show rap what the streets are, hundred 
percent. 
My flow burns everything down.  

 
Wir leben hier im Dunkeln auf der Suche 
nach dem Licht,  
Wir sind Nachtfalter. Wir sind Machthalter,  
Nordwest Stadt, wir sind Macht, Alter! 
Aus meinem Block kommt der beste Rap 
der Welt. AZ,  
Ihr seid Mitläufer, wir Rebellen. 
Wir kommen direkt aus dem Dreck,  
Ihr seid weichgespielt.  
Der Beat drückt auf Deinen Magen, bis Du 
scheissen willst! 
Wir sind rau wie der Wind, der hier weht!  
Komm' in mein Viertel und ich zeig' Dir,was 
geht! 
 

 
 

 
In meinem Block sind wir eine Gang  
und wir brauchen keine Farben oder 
Zeichen, um uns zu erkennen!  
Wir verbrennen Dope wie Kalorien,  
es hält uns ruhig, ohne das wird es blutig 
hier! 
Vier-Drei-Neun, Frankfurt am Main,  
jeder Zweite von uns war in einem 
Kampfsportverein.  
Jeder Dritte hat einen Pit,  
weil jeder Vierte versucht Dich zu ficken, 
gibt es noch die fünf in's Gesicht 
Nordwest-Mathematik, unser Code. Ich zeig' 
Rap, wo die Straßen sind, hundert pro! 
 
AZ, mein Flow brennt alles nieder,  

                                                 
25 The term ―Alter‖ defies easy translation into English. Literally, ―old man,‖ its use among young males can have 
both friendly and aggressive implications. It is generally accompanied by an admonition to listen to what is being 
said. 
26 Pittbull. 
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You‘re a fan of whom? 
My (flow) burns everything down.  
I‘m not  Curse, but this is all real, you fools.  
 
We‘ll clear all of you out.  
 
I don‘t care! 
I crack the facts like shells on the table. 
It remains how it remains, it is what it is. 

Refrain (2x)  

Du bist Fan von wem?  
Mein Flow brennt alles 
nieder, Junge! Ich bin nicht Curse, aber dies 
ist alles real!  
Ihr Deppen, wir hauen jeden von Euch 
weg.  
Mir ist alles egal! 
Ich knall' die Fakten wie Schellen auf den 
Tisch: Es bleibt, wie es bleibt, und es 
is', wie es is'! 
 

 

Sido’s “Mein Block” (DVD Track 3) 

The standard verse-refrain form of Sido‘s ―Mein Block‖ is preceded by a brief 

introductory section in which Sido begins to describe his colorful neighborhood.  The opening 

musical material is different in character from the song proper.  It features primarily a drum beat 

and bass line.

Intro: 
Get in! Get in! 
I want to show you something.  
(This is) The place where some of my 
people hang out: 
High-rises – thick air – a couple of trees – 
people on drugs. 
This is where dreams explode. 
In this neighborhood we‘re okay with this 
life. 
I have all my friends from this area. 
 
Hey – don‘t be afraid of the guy with the 
brass knuckles 
He‘s a little nuts, but I like him. 
 
I can understand that you don‘t feel so 
comfortable here, 
That you‘d rather be hanging out at home in 
the pool. 
You‘d rather sit at a well set table,  
Then you‘ll know quickly, Berlin is not for 
you! 
Get in! Get in! 

 
Steig ein! Steig ein!  
Ich will dir was zeigen.  
Der Platz an dem sich meine Leute 
rumtreiben:  
Hohe Häuser - dicke Luft - ein paar Bäume - 
Menschen auf Drogen.  
Hier platzen Träume.  
Wir hier im Viertel kommen klar mit diesem 
Leben.  
Ich hab alle meine Freunde aus dieser 
Gegend.  
Hab doch keine Angst vor dem Typen mit 
dem Schlagring.  
Er ist zwar ein bisschen verrückt doch ich 
mag ihn.  
Ich kann verstehn, dass du dich hier nicht so 
wohl fühlst,  
dass du viel lieber zu Hause im Pool wühlst.  
 
Du sitzt lieber am gutgedeckten Tisch.  
Dann merkst du schnell, Berlin ist nix für 
dich.  
Steig ein! Steig ein
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The album version of Sido‘s ―Mein Block‖ differs slightly from the video version in that 

it omits the initial spoken introductions. Both, however, employ only synthesized sounds in the 

musical accompaniment, which begins with a synth bass and synth guitar funk-based hook. The 

guitar offers heavily syncopated beats which lend the music a greater dance-like feel than Azad‘s 

―Mein Block.‖ Synth strings punctuate the funk-like bass and guitar lick in measures one through 

three. A countermelody in the synth strings enters in measure four, bringing the hook to a 

conclusion: 

 

 

     
Fig. 2.12: Introduction to hook, Sido, ―Mein Block‖ 

 

The hook occurs once without vocals, then continues uninterrupted throughout the song, 

employing the same drone-like effect used in Azad‘s work. Sido begins rapping verse one in 

measure 5 
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Verse 1

 
Yeah!  
I stole the last two Juice because on the CDs 
there were tracks like these:  
 

Yeah 
Ich hab mir die letzten zwei Juice geklaut 
weil auf den CDs waren so Tracks drauf die 
hiessen:  

  
My block, my block, my block! 
And not Blumentopf‘s block – yeah! 
My block, my block, my block! 
And not Heckler and Koch‘s block! 
You laugh at me in your one family home, 
 
Because you think you have everything you 
need. 
But in MV27 the sun shines out of your ass 
 
In my block everybody knows – we‘re stars! 
 
Here I get everything. 
I don‘t ever have to leave. 
Here I have drugs, friends, and sex. 
The bulls can come but everybody knows 
when. 
But nobody saw anything anyway, so they can 
leave again. 
O.k., I have to admit it: it‘s as dirty as a whore 
here. 
But I know a little spit [will get it clean]. 
 
My beautiful white prefabricated building is 
slowly turning grey. 
Been shit on! I‘m growing old and grey in MV 

Mein Block, mein Block, mein Block!  
Und nicht Blumentopf sein Block! Yeah!  
Mein Block, mein Block, mein Block!  
Und nicht Heckler und Koch sein Block!  
Du in deinem Einfamilienhaus lachst mich 
aus  
weil du denkst Du hast alles was Du 
brauchst.  
Doch im MV scheint Dir die Sonne aus‘m 
Arsch.  
In meinem Block weiss es jeder: Wir sind 
Stars!  
Hier kriege ich alles.   
Ich muss hier nicht mal weg.  
Hier hab ich Drogen, Freunde und Sex.  
Die Bullen kommen doch jeder weiß hier 
Bescheid.  
Aber keiner hat was geseh'n also koennt;nn 
ihr wieder gehen.  
OK, ich muss gesteh'n: Hier ist es dreckig 
wie ein Nutte.  
Doch ich weiss das wird schon wieder mit 
bisschen Spucke. 
Mein schöner weisser Plattenbau wird 
langsam grau.  
Draufgeschissen! Ich werd auch alt und grau 
im MV. 

 
Despite the hook‘s constancy, the refrain has more musical interest. Two additional 

layers of synthesized sounds create a denser texture in each refrain while Sido‘s textual delivery 

becomes more sung and less rapped. Although he generally adheres to a single pitch, the ―sing-

song‖ approach creates contrast from the more percussively rapped verse.  

 

 
 

 
 

                                                 
27 ―MV‖ refers to ―Märkisches Viertel,‖ a neighborhood in Berlin.  
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Verse 2 
The guy from the first floor was once a 
bouncer 
Since he got out of prison he‘s our landlord. 
 
He can often be found with the whore on floor 
two. 
She now sells photos of him spreading his ass  
 
The fetishist on the fifth floor happily buys 
them. 
He says rosettes look like little stars. 
 
Although the ones from the gay boy on the 
eleventh always look like 
Someone has just pulled their dick out. 
And I‘m singing you a song about it. You can 
buy it. 
Like the sect fans on the ninth floor that are 
always in a good mood 
Just like the junkie from the fourth who always 
drinks ten beers with breakfast.  
And then he goes to the seventh floor, to the 
dealer 
He pays for 10 parts, but instead of grass he 
gets fucked up. 
A while back the drug floor was still the tenth, 
The guy on the seventh is one who survived. 
 
Refrain (x2) 
My city, my circle, my quarter, my 

neighborhood, my street, my home, my block –  

My thoughts, my heart, my life, my world 

stretches from the first to the sixteenth floor. 

 
Verse 3 
Here you get everything. 
On the twelfth at Manne‘s you get counterfeit 
money 
And a bootleg of Eisfeld.28  
A guy has his studio one floor up 
He raps and makes tracks to the beats of 
Coolio, 
To the great delight of the house wife across 
the way. 

 
Der Typ aus'm 1. war früher mal 
Rausschmeisser.  
Seitdem er ausm Knast ist, ist er unser 
Hausmeister.  
Er ist oft bei der Nutte ausm 2.  
 
Jetzt verkauft sie Fotos von ihm beim 
Arschausweiden.  
Der Fetischist ausm 5. kauft sie gerne.  
 
Er sagt, Rosetten sehen aus wie kleine 
Sterne.  
Obwohl die von de Schwulen aus‘m 11. 
immer aussieht als wenn man den Schwanz 
gerade frisch rauszieht.  
Und davon sing ich dir ein Lied. Du kannst 
es kaufen.  
Wie die Sekten Fans aus dem 9. die immer 
drauf sind.  
Genauso wie der Junkie aus‘m 4., der zum 
Frühstück erst mal 10 Bier trinkt.  
Dann geht er hoch in den 7. zum Ticker.  
 
Er bezahlt fuer 10 Teile doch statt Gras 
kriegt er nen Ficker.  
Damals war der Drogenstock noch der 10.  
der aus‘m 7. ist der der ueberlebte.  
 
  
Meine Stadt, mein Bezirk, mein Viertel, 

meine Gegend, meine Strasse, mein 

Zuhause, mein Block, meine Gedanken, mein 

Herz, mein Leben, meine Welt reicht vom 

ersten bis zum 16. Stock.  
 
Hier kriegst du alles.  
Im 12. bei Manne kriegst du Falschgeld  
 
und ein Bootleg von Eisfeld.  
Ein Stock höher hat son Kerl sein Studio.  
Er rappt und macht Tracks auf die Beats von 
Coolio.  
Ganz zur Freude der Hausfrau darüber.  
 

                                                 
28 ―Eisfeld‖ is the stage name of Jan Delay, a hip-hop emcee from Frankfurt. 
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She says, ―men don‘t fuck like they used to.‖ 
 
Which is why you can often find her with the 
hardcore lesbian on the fifteenth 
With her head under her dress. 
When I want to fuck I head down to floor three 
 
But I only fuck the bride between the tits. 
 
That‘s because the porno floor is on the eighth   
Here I can spend the night somewhere else 
everyday! 
On the sixteenth floor the whole floor still 
stinks 
Where that guy hung himself over three weeks 
ago. 
I hang out on the sixth with my crazy hot 
neighbors on my block. 
 
Refrain (x2) 
My city, my circle, my quarter, my 

neighborhood, my street, my home, my block –  

My thoughts, my heart, my life, my world 

stretches from the first to the sixteenth floor. 

 
Verse 3 
F-U-H-R-M-A-N (Coachman!) 
That‘s what I call my homies 
Mama calls me Sven 
Come in my quarter! 
Take out your stick and hit me! 
Then the MV will fuck you. 
We shit on the blue light 
L, O, to the K, to the U 
In my block there are drugs enough. 
I can clear my neighbor‘s heads anytime 
 
Oh yeah – I always have good dope there. 
 Mornings we greet the wood bridge at 8 a.m. 
 
That‘s where we often spend the day and night. 
 
We didn‘t think about school –  
We much preferred to be lazy, 
Smoke fat bongs, and skipped lessons. 
 

Die sagt: "Maenner ficken auch nicht mehr 
wie frueher".  
Deshalb trifft man sie oft im 15. Stock bei 
der Hardcore-Lesbe  
mit dem Kopf unter ihrem Rock.  
Wenn ich ficken will fahr ich runter in den 
3.  
Aber die Braut fick ich nur zwischen die 
Titten.  
Denn der Pornostock befindet sich im 8.  
Hier koennt ich jeden Tag woanders 
uebernachten! 
Im 16. Stock riecht der Flur voll streng aus 
der Wohnung  
wo son Kerl schon seit drei Wochen haengt.  
 
Ich haeng im 6. rum in meinem Stock  
mit meinen uebergeilen Nachbarn in 
meinem Block.  
 
Meine Stadt, mein Bezirk, mein Viertel, 

meine Gegend, meine Strasse, mein 

Zuhause, mein Block, meine Gedanken, mein 

Herz, mein Leben, meine Welt reicht vom 

ersten bis zum 16. Stock.  
 
F-U-H-R-M-A-N  
So nenn mich meine Homies.  
Mama nennt mich Sven.  
Komm in mein Viertel! Pack dein Stock aus 
und hau mich!  
Dann fickt das MV dich.  
Wir scheissen auf Blaulicht.  
L, O zum K zum U.  
In meinem Block gibt es Drogen genug.  
Für meinen Nachbarn mach ich jederzeit ein 
Kopf klar.  
STANI ich hab immer gutes Dope da.  
Morgens getroffen an der Holzbruecke um 
8:00.  
Dort haben wir schon manchmal Tage und 
Naechte verbracht.  
An Schule wurde nicht gedacht.  
Wir haben viel lieber gelanct dicke Bongs 
geraucht und den Unterricht geschwaenzt.  
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Hey, Sido?! 
Who is this Blumentopf?  
Who are Heckler und Koch??  
Hey, you sing along with us now! Yeah! 
 
Refrain (x2) 
My city, my circle, my quarter, my 

neighborhood, my street, my home, my block –  

My thoughts, my heart, my life, my world 

stretches from the first to the sixteenth floor. 

 

Ey, Sido?! 
Wer is‘n Blumentopf?  
Wer is‘n Heckler und Koch??  
Ey du machst jetzt einen Track über unsern 
Block!  
 
Meine Stadt, mein Bezirk, mein Viertel, 

meine Gegend, meine Strasse, mein 
Zuhause, mein Block, meine Gedanken, mein 

Herz, mein Leben, meine Welt reicht vom 

ersten bis zum 16. Stock.  

 
Sido‘s outro features the same musical loop.  The text here is a free spoken conclusion to 

his song.  In this section he brags about his neighborhood and sends ―shout-outs‖ to his crew.  

 

Outro 
Yeah, now you can decide for yourselves: 
Who has the hottest block in Germany, Alter? 
 
Beethoven‘s remix! 
Sido!!! Aggro Berlin!!!  
Loku Fuhrman und BET!!!  
And the whole world burns.  
Aggro Berlin!!! 
 

 
Yeah, jetzt koennt Ihr euch entscheiden.  
Wer hatden geilsten Block in Deutschland, 
Alter? 
Beethovens Remix 
!!! Sido!!! Aggro Berlin!!!  
Loku Fuhrman und Bendt!!!  
Und die ganze Welt brennt. 
Aggro Berlin!!! 

 
 

Bushido, “Electro Ghetto” (DVD Track 4) 

Bushido‘s title track from the album Electro Ghetto begins with an explosion that ushers 

in a synthesized string hook heard throughout the song.  During the introduction, this eight-

measure hook fades in; it will loop throughout the remainder of the song. Like the 

aforementioned Azad and Sido examples, this hook is in a minor key (Em) and is used to great 

cinematic effect.   

Of particular interest is the use of the d minor triad in measure four.  By lowering the f# 

to f natural, the chord is change from a Major VII6 chord to a minor vii6.  This adds a dramatic 

element to the already brooding string music. 
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Fig. 2.13 Introduction of hook, Bushido, ―Electro Ghetto‖ 
 

At the end of this eight measure introduction, a synth sound that is digitally processed through a 

phaser29 slides up two octaves leading into the first chorus.  This phased synth sound is included 

in every chorus; it is significantly the one musical element used to differentiate the chorus from 

each verse (and is noticeably omitted from the verses).  

Like Sido‘s song, ―Electro Ghetto‖ opens with an introduction.  He begins his rapping 

with the refrain. 

 

Refrain: 
I make the sound of hope in prison 

I‟m the reason why you‟ll never make that 
million 

I have the sound for the dealer in the park 

For without me German rap would never be 

hard 

And still it‟s another day when I don‟t like your 
songs 

Salute! Stand straight! I‟m the leader like A
30

 

 

I couldn‟t give a shit who was crasser 

I‟m sorry boys, but there‟s no place in my ass 

 

Electro Ghetto 

 

 
Ich mach den Sound für den Hof im Knast 

ich bin der Grund warum du nie deine 

Millionen machst 

ich hab den Sound für die Dealer im Park 

denn ohne mich wird wird Deutscher Rap 

schon wieder nicht hart 

schon wieder ein tag an dem ich eure Lieder 

nicht mag 

salutiert steht stramm ich bin der Leader 

wie A 

mir scheissegal ob du ein Krasser warst 

es tut mir leid Jungs ich hab keinen Platz im 

Arsch 

Elektro Ghetto 

 

                                                 
29 A phaser is a technique used in audio signal processing by which a signal is filtered by creating peaks and valleys 
in the frequency spectrum. These ―highs‖ and ―lows‖ are typically modulated over time, lending the sound a 
sweeping effect. The timbral quality often sounds eerily otherworldly and is common to hip-hop and techno music. 
For further reading see http://www.harmony-central.com/Effects/Articles/Phase_Shifting/. 
30 Azad. 
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After this musical introduction and opening refrain Bushido proceeds according to verse-refrain 

form: 

Verse 1 
Look at me, how all your homies shoot 
My voice gives everyone nightmares in Kiez31 
 
We‘re the new kids on the block 
Open your eyes, get me your mama 
You bitch with no job 
I‘m a Berliner – go to Blumentopf32 you fruit 
peddler 
Take your new tracks and give them to your 
grandparents 
My beat slams, and you‘re all homeless 
I‘m an ―ersguterjunge‖33 and you‘re dead 
victims 
I came from the curb and now build the skyline 
 
Every one of my for you kids is a highlight 
 
You want freedom – you get an autograph 
And why are you looking at my tattoos and my 
car? 
Because you‘ve never seen anything like it 
You‘re faggots, you bums lack ideas 

 
Guckt mir zu wie jeden deiner Homies erschie? 

meine Stimme macht jetzt bei Nacht Terror 
im Kiez  
wir sind die new Kids on the Block 
mach die Augen auf hol mir deine Mama her 
du Bitch ohne Job 
ich bin Berliner geh zu Blumentopf du 
Obsthändler 
nimm deine neuen Tracks und schenk sie 
deinen Grosseltern 
mein Beat knallt und ihr seid obdachlos 
ich bin ein ersguterjunge und ihr Opfer tot 
 
ich kam vom Bordstein und bau jetzt an der 
Skyline 
jedes meiner Wörter wird für euch Kids zum 
Highlight 
ihr wollt Freiheit - ihr kriegt ein Autogramm 
was guckst du meine Tättoowierung und 
mein Auto an? 
denn ihr habt soetwas noch nie gesehen  
ihr seid stockschwul und euch Pennern 
fehlen die Ideen 

 

The second, third, and fourth repetitions of the chorus are prepared through the deletion 

of the drum track.  In the two measures that precede each chorus, the drum track is removed, 

creating a greater impact at the arrival of the chorus when the drum track is added. 

Refrain: 
I make the sound of hope in prison 

I‟m the reason why you‟ll never make that 
million 

I have the sound for the dealer in the park 

 

For without me German rap would never be 

hard 

And still it‟s another day when I don‟t like your 
songs 

 
Ich mach den Sound für den Hof im Knast 

ich bin der Grund warum du nie deine 

Millionen machst 

ich hab den Sound den Sound für die Dealer 

im Park 

denn ohne mich wird wird Deutscher Rap 

schon wieder nicht hart 

schon wieder ein tag an dem ich eure Lieder 

nicht mag 

                                                 
31 Kiez is a Berlin slang term for neighborhood. 
32 As in Sido‘s song, this is a reference to a well-known ―Deutschrap‖ group. 
33 ―Ersguterjunge‖ is a slang parody of broken German. ―Er ist ein guter Junge‖ means ―he is a good boy.‖ 
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Salute! Stand straight! I‟m the leader like A 

 

I couldn‟t give a shit who was crasser 

I‟m sorry boys, but there‟s no place in my ass 

Elektro Ghetto 

 
Verse 2 
I‘m the leader like Saad,34 
A Berliner stays hard 
I pay cash for the 7 and you rent a Smart,35  
 
I have the sixth sense – but you‘re too sweet, 
you gay 
I get away from the label and you three are 
now B2K 
For me you‘re just a rheumatoid patient 
And Neffi does so that tomorrow every 
Germany will know me 
Be happy, you dog, and show me your purple 
cartridges 
And you all know that the dealers live in my 
neighborhood 
I sell you sick thoughts 
As far as I care you can come with all your 
relatives 
I‘ll give you one from the left and one from the 
right. 
I‘ll show you my cover and you‘ll understand 
how embarrassingly you rap 
You shameful idiot 
Run away when the king arrives 
You‘re only cockroaches, look here, the 
phoenix rises. 
I have little time for smalltalk with whores 
Hear ―ersguterjunge‖ – how we spit on you! 
 
Refrain: 
I make the sound of hope in prison 

I‟m the reason why you‟ll never make that 
million 

I have the sound for the dealer in the park 

 

For without me German rap would never be 

salutiert steht stramm ich bin der Leader 

wie A 

mir scheißegal ob du ein Krasser warst 

es tut mir leid Jungs ich hab keinen Platz im 

Arsch 

Elektro Ghetto 
 
Ich bin der Leader wie Saad  
ein Berliner bleibt hart 
ich zahl bar für den 7er und du least dir den 
Smart 
ich hab den sechsten Sinn du bist zu lieb du 
Gay 
ich geh vom Label weg und ihr drei seid 
jetzt B2K 
für mich bist du nur ein Rheumapatient 
und Neffi macht dass mich morgen jeder 
Deutsche dann kennt 
freu dich du Hemd zeig mir deine lila 
Patronen 
und ihr wisst dass in meinem Bezirk die 
Dealer da wohnen 
ich verkauf euch kranke Gedanken  
von mir aus kannst du kommen komm mit 
deinen ganzen Verwandten 
ich geb dir eine von links geb dir eine von 
rechts 
ich zeig dir mein Cover und du merkst wie 
peinlich du rappst 
du peinlicher Depp 
renn weg wenn der König erscheint 
ihr seid nur Kakerlaken guck hier der 
Phoenix er scheint 
ich hab wenig Zeit für Smalltalk mit Nutten  
hör ersguterjunge wie wir Kugeln in euch 
reinspucken 
 
Ich mach den Sound für den Hof im Knast 

ich bin der Grund warum du nie deine 

Millionen machst 

ich hab den Sound den Sound für die Dealer 

im Park 

denn ohne mich wird wird Deutscher Rap 

                                                 
34 Baba Saad, a rapper on Bushido‘s label. 
35 ―7‖ and ―Smart‖ are references to automobiles. The former is a BMW model; the latter is a small economy car 
frequently seen in German cities. 
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hard 

And still it‟s another day when I don‟t like your 
songs 

Salute! Stand straight! I‟m the leader like A! 
 

I couldn‟t give a shit who was crasser 

I‟m sorry boys, but there‟s no place in my ass 

 

Electro Ghetto 
 
Verse 3 
I‘ve got a problem with him? I‘ve got a 
problem with whom? 
I‘m 26 years old but as mean as 10 
No problem, boys, I‘ll screw you all 
 
Because I don‘t give a shit if I please you 
Tunten36 
You can have me and ask me  and I‘ll tell you 
again, 
You can go blow Bernd 
I don‘t make ―Deutschrap‖ – I pump kerosene 
 
Come visit me – I sell heroine with my boys 
 
Imitate my logo – I‘ll make you poor as a 
faggot 
Look at my bling bling when you‘re on your 
promo tour 
I‘m the prototype, you can never be like me 
 
When I see your faces they get on my nerves 
 
I‘m a pitbull, rap is my fighting sport 
But you listen to Raptile, Flowin Immo, then 
Torch 
It‘s Elektro Ghetto  
Rap with a three-day beard 
To fuck the scene I don‘t need a bodyguard 
 
Refrain: 

I make the sound of hope in prison 

I‟m the reason why you‟ll never make that 
million 

I have the sound for the dealer in the park 

schon wieder nicht hart 

schon wieder ein tag an dem ich eure Lieder 

nicht mag 

salutiert steht stramm ich bin der Leader 

wie A 

mir scheißegal ob du ein Krasser warst 

es tut mir leid Jungs ich hab keinen Platz im 

Arsch 

Elektro Ghetto 
 
 
Ich hab Streit mit dem? Ich hab Streit mit 
wem? 
ich bin jetzt 26 jahre und gemein wie 10 
kein Problem meine Jungs bumsem euch 
alle 
denn mir ist scheißegal ob ich euch Tunten 
gefalle 
ihr könnt mich gern haben und auch gern 
fragen und ich sag euch immer wieder ihr 
könnt gern bei Bernd blasen 
ich mach kein Deutsch Rap ich pumpe 
Kerosin 
kommt mich besuchen ich verkauf mit 
Kumpels Heroin 
mach mein Logo nach ich mach dich Homo 
arm 
guck dir mein Bling Bling an wenn wir auf 
Promo fahrn 
ich bin ein Prototyp du kannst nich werden 
wie ich 
wenn ich eure Fressen sehen muss nerven 
sie mich 
ich bin ein Pitbull Rap ist mein Kampfsport 
du hörst erst Raptile, Flowin Immo, dann 
Torch 
es ist Elektro Ghetto  
Rap mit Dreitagebart 
um die szene zu ficken brauch ich kein 
Bodyguard 
 
Ich mach den Sound für den Hof im Knast 

ich bin der Grund warum du nie deine 

Millionen machst 

ich hab den Sound den Sound für die Dealer 

                                                 
36 Another reference to homosexuals with no English equivalent; close to English ―prisses.‖ 
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For without me German rap would never be 

hard 

And still it‟s another day when I don‟t like your 
songs 

Salute! Stand straight! I‟m the leader like A37
 

 

I couldn‟t give a shit who was crasser 

I‟m sorry boys, but there‟s no place in my ass 

 

Electro Ghetto 

im Park 

denn ohne mich wird wird Deutscher Rap 

schon wieder nicht hart 

schon wieder ein tag an dem ich eure Lieder 

nicht mag 

salutiert steht stramm ich bin der Leader 

wie A 

mir scheißegal ob du ein Krasser warst 

es tut mir leid Jungs ich hab keinen Platz im 

Arsch 

Elektro Ghetto 

 

Taken as a whole, the three songs‘ greatest unifying element is the choice of minor keys. 

While it is possible that these tonalities were employed to impart an element of danger, rebellion, 

or mystery to the songs, it is equally possible that Sido, Azad, and Bushido are simply adhering 

closely to the practice of using minor keys in gangsta rap. In other words, they may not ―hear‖ 

their spaces alternately due to connections they draw (and create) between their local 

environments and at-risk, inner-city communities in the United States. The latter is perhaps the 

more compelling reason as it implies aesthetic understanding and a search for sonic and visual 

authenticity, which nonetheless requires a performed, represented ghetto sensibility. When 

blended with the images, tough language, and aggressive physicality presented in these videos, 

minor tonality strengthens the connections these artists claim to hip-hop‘s epicenter, the African-

American ghetto as it exists in the mediascape. At the same time these syneasthetic 

representations of ghetto ―reals‖ animate powerful notions of personal power, class solidarity, 

self-defense, ethnic understanding, and blatant threats to dominant cultural mores that trigger risk 

perceptions. In the subsequent section I explore the ways young people receive and process these 

songs and transfer their ―meanings‖ onto their Bruckhausen neighborhood. 

 
Reading the Code: Bruckhausen youth respond  

The Bunker is home to a variety of community organizations, many devoted to providing 

musical and theatrical training to Bruckhausen‘s youth. In August, 2006, manager Michael 

Fröhling and I sat down with the local theater group to view and discuss the aforementioned 

videos. The young people are all of high school age, between fourteen and nineteen. Some attend 

                                                 
37 Azad. 
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school, some do not; some are pursuing an Abitur38 while others are in trade apprenticeships. Of 

nineteen group members, only one is German - the rest all have histories of migration. After 

viewing Sido‘s version of ―Mein Block‖ they offered the following responses: 

 
Gabi, from Hungary: I think what they‘re doing is stupid. It‘s all this macho stuff – I don‘t like 
it. It‘s not like they really live there. 
 
Khan (interjecting): That‘s not true – Sido is from the Märkische Viertel. He grew up there. 
 
Gabi: Yeah, but how long has he been famous? He‘s not from there anymore. 
 
Miko: So, when you get older and you move away from here, you‘re not gonna be from 
Bruckhausen anymore? 
 
Gabi (laughing): Are you kidding? I‘m not from Bruckhausen now. 
 
Adrie: I think people like to look at videos like that because it makes them feel like they‘re a 
part of it. It seems glamorous somehow, but also kind of forbidden. I don‘t really like the music 
but I watch the video when it comes on. It‘s interesting, somehow. 
 
Khan: I think it shows that Sido is strong, that he can rise up from being poor and still love his 
old neighborhood. 
 
Mikos: But how much does he have to rise out of? He‘s German – it‘s not like he‘s one of us. 
 
Adrie: That‘s stupid. If you‘re poor there‘s everything to rise out of. Saying he‘s got it easy just 
because he‘s German is racist. 
 
Mikos: How is that racist? How can he be on the bottom when they (Germans) make all the 
laws? 
 
Gabi: Miko, that‘s just ignorant.  
 
Adrie: Yep. 
 
Khan: But he‘s not trying to be German – he‘s trying to say he comes from the street, all the 
schicki-micki39 German stuff doesn‘t matter. He‘s talking about being real, coming up from 
nothing and having something. 
 
Gabi: But all he‘s talking about is having money and girls. 
                                                 
38 An abitur is the educational qualification one receives upon completion of a course of study at a Gymnasium. The 
top quarter of German secondary students will attend Gymnasium, which is the standard course of study prior to 
entering a university. 
39 ―Schicki-micki‖ does not have an English equivalent. It refers to persons who are materialistic and try to gain 
status through conspicuous consumption. 
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Mikos (grinning): Sounds good to me! 
 
Gabi: But it‘s all a show. It‘s like ghetto schicki-micki with the cars and the chains. Look, Sido 
makes a lot of money, and he makes a lot of money by making people think he‘s something that 
he‘s not. That money probably buys him a penthouse in Berlin‘s fanciest neighborhood. 
 
The group continued to discuss various parts of the video‘s symbolism and Sido‘s relative 
authenticity or inauthenticity. Some expressed concern over the links the video made between 
poverty and immorality. I then played Turkish rapper Azad‘s version of ―Mein Block.‖  
 
Elena: That‘s totally different. That‘s much harder. You get the feeling that he really 
understands what coming from a ghetto is all about. 
 
Gabi: But he‘s also a better rapper than Sido – the text has a lot more feeling in it. 
 
Elena: Yeah, that too – but it‘s – I don‘t know. It feels like he‘s not bragging the way Sido is. 
Well, not until the end, anyway. It‘s frightening in a way, too, like he‘s telling you where he‘s 
from but he‘s also telling you to keep out. 
 
When I ask about comparing Bruckhausen to the depictions of local neighborhoods in ―Mein 

Block,‖ most agree that there is a connection: 

 
Çanan: You go anywhere to visit your family in other places – I have family in Hamburg, my 
uncle works for Nordsee – and if there are Turks there, then you‘ll see dirtier buildings, the 
shops aren‘t as nice, there aren‘t as many Germans. It‘s just like here or in Holweide or Marxloh. 
Graffiti everywhere. I hate it, honestly, I really do – I mean, when it‘s good it‘s okay, but most of 
the time it‘s nothing but word garbage. When I go for my music lesson to my teacher‘s 
apartment in Röttgersbach, it‘s so different. Everything is clean and in order – it‘s true what they 
say about the Germans and ―Ordnung,‖ by the way. And then you come here, and Dreck (filth)! I 
think there are many reasons this happens.  Some of it is just ignorance, people who think that if 
they throw something on the ground the street sweepers will just clean it up – which doesn‘t 
happen usually – and then they just get used to it being there, like they don‘t even see the 
wrapper on the ground anymore. But I think more of it is that people don‘t love these places. 
They aren‘t home – home is always something you think about that is somewhere else, 
somewhere beautiful. My mother and grandmother think of home in Etimesğut (a small town 
outside Ankara, Turkey). When my mother was growing up they went every summer and stayed 
with the family, that‘s where my parents met, even though dad was living in Bochum at the time! 
I‘ve gone a few times, too – maybe eight or nine, I don‘t remember how many. It‘s beautiful 
there – in my cousin‘s garden the trees are so full of fruit the limbs bend to the ground. I always 
loved it when I was little because I could pick them off the tree, no one had to hold me. It‘s quiet 
and relaxing in the summer, everyone has a vacation. But then you come back to Germany and 
it‘s work, stress, scheiβ Türke (shitty Turk), and these dirty sidewalks. I see why my mother feels 
the way she does. But we‘re not like my grandmother. She IS from there, she still has old friends 
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there. My friends, everyone I really love is here, so I guess this is my home, whatever it looks 
like. I‘m Turkish but I‘m not from Turkey, so what is that? Where do people like me live? 
 
Gabi: (who has been listening, laughs) We live in ghettoes in Germany. 
 
Mikos: Well, this is home to me – and my parents and I all have German passports.40 How is 
Bruckhausen not home for all of us? I‘ve known all of you – except Adrie and Gabi – since we 
were little kids. Aren‘t we in Germany? Didn‘t being born here make us kind of German? I 
mean, some of us speak Turkish to each other, but most of the time we talk auf Deutsch. So the 
bus I ride doesn‘t go to Attatürk Place, does it? No – it goes to Friedrich Ebert Platz. That tells 
me where I am. I don‘t like going back to Ankara – I get picked on for being ―Alemanya‖ 
(Turkish slang designation for Turks who live and work in Germany). It‘s boring out in the 
country. I like Duisburg much better – I think the Pott is cool, I like being from here. 

In each discussion group even those who did not describe themselves as hip-hop fans 

knew much about the contemporary experiences of Sido, Azad, and Bushido: alliances and 

feuds, romantic entanglements, Bushido‘s recent arrest and public trial, suggesting that their 

opinions of each artist was shaped by information that traveled through the mediascape and 

ensconced each rapper‘s music.  

When the discussion shifts to Poedra, with whom most group members are personally 

acquainted, Gabi‘s opinion changes remarkably. 

 
Gabi: They‘re real – they grew up just like us. And they‘re music isn‘t negative – they‘re trying 
to build the Pott up, not just say what‘s wrong with it.  
 
Mikos: I thought you said you didn‘t like their music? 
 
Gabi: I don‘t like hip-hop, Mikos. So I don‘t really listen to a lot of Chillichilliwa stuff. But I‘ve 
been to their concerts here and in the skate park, and I‘ve met them, and I think their texts are 
really good, really smart. It‘s not like Sido who is just talking about how great he is and how 
many girls he gets. I have yet to see anybody like Sido with that stupid mask of his in 
Bruckhausen. But I see people like Stathi everyday – you included because you always wear that 
Chillichillwa t-shirt.  Anyway, I think Poedra‘s cool.  
 
Khan agrees: I feel connected to them – I go to their shows, they see me and know me out in the 
audience. They‘re about the whole community, not just themselves. It‘s different. And like look 
what they‘ve done for Adem (A!Damn). I remember him a few years ago – he‘s older than me 
but could never look at you when he talked to you, he was so shy. He‘s always been embarrassed 
because his Turkish isn‘t so good, but listen to him rap! Man – I never would have believed it. 
But Poedra helped him, they took him under their wing – he‘s like somebody new. 
 

                                                 
40 The passport is an important symbol of national identification. It‘s implications will be explored further in 
Chapters 3 and 4.  
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When I discussed the afternoon with Michael Fröhling, he offered his own insight into 

local youth politics and the ―ghetto‖ trope. ―You know, I‘m German, and I guess I‘m also kind of 

proll. 41 I grew up in Bruckhausen.‖ He continued, 

 
 I don‘t think these kids are that different from me when I was growing up, they 

just think they‘re different. I think we were all bored – I spent a lot of time in front of the 
Glotze.42 The thing these kids have that I didn‘t was a stronger sense of who they are, 
where they came from. When I was a kid, being a German meant nothing. I mean, it was 
hard to say you were proud to be German, you know? Proud of what? I didn‘t do 
anything to be born here, and Germany‘s been responsible for some seriously heavy stuff 
in the world. So what were you? I was a geek, a good student maybe, I played the guitar 
and a little soccer. Sometimes I see the way these kids feel about being Turks or Jugos43 
or whatever and think it‘s good, that it gives them something positive to feel and latch 
onto. And the neighborhood… they really don‘t have it so bad here. The kids that come 
here to the Bunker, this is a safe place, a place where they can find a lot to do and people 
to support them. Even if home is bad, this place can be something better. School, here – I 
mean, when you‘re a kid, how much time do you spend at home, anyway? And to your 
other question: no way do I think this is a ghetto. I think that‘s an adolescent idea that 
gets hyped up within popular music and then explodes when the news media runs with it. 
The social conditions are not so bad that large numbers of people are being left behind, at 
least not yet. There are programs in place – local programs, regional programs, national 
programs – that represent a lot of investment in catching people before they fall. Of 
course, some do – but usually that‘s because of drugs or crime. I think of a ghetto as a 
place where there‘s no hope – and if there were no hope here, I wouldn‘t have a job. 

 
I extend the conversation about Bruckhausen‘s ghetto status to two local acquaintances, 

shopkeeper Samuel Matsikinyeri and his friend, Alex Appiah. Both men hail from Africa – Alex 

immigrated from Ghana twenty years ago, while Samuel came from Zimbabwe a decade earlier. 

 
Samuel: Is Bruckhausen a ghetto? I‘m not sure…I think Holweide [a borough in south-central 
Duisburg] is worse. When I go there the streets are dirtier and a lot of shops are boarded up. I 
think it‘s better here, but this is the place I know. Maybe we‘re a ghetto – maybe that‘s what the 
Germans think we are. I have some crime here – last year a boy reached over the counter and 
grabbed money out of the register from one of my nieces and really frightened her. I stay closer 
now, those boys know not to trouble me. 
 
Alex counters: Yes, I think we‘re a ghetto – at least we‘re becoming one. The crime is worse 
than it was when I came here, and since we were picked for the Kulturhauptstadt there‘s been 

                                                 
41 ―Proll‖ is a slang contraction of the term ―Proletariat.‖ Within the Ruhrpott ―proll‖ assumes a symbolic dimension 
that supersedes the notion of a proletarian working-class; it instead refers to less tangible class distinctions regarding 
taste, education, an oppositional stance to mainstream values and behaviors. 
42 Slang term referring to television. 
43 Slang term referring to migrants from the former Yugoslavia.  
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more attention…there are more police, and sometimes that makes you feel rather more fearful 
than safe, like during the moments they aren‘t here, what‘s going to happen to you? And then the 
tv crews, journalists – when I see anything about Bruckhausen in the news it‘s bad, like our 
neighborhood is broken. I think it makes people not want to come here, they‘re afraid. 
 
 When I press about the fear of physical violence, however, each demurs. ―Maybe with 

the kids a fight now and again, and sometimes those things can get serious. Kids can get really 

hurt,‖ Alex says.  ―But big gun battles, Ami-style [American style]? No way. There are drugs, 

though, and with drugs come street thugs and boys trying to be the big man. They‘re the ones 

you have to watch out for – some of them are only thinking about what their friends think, 

everybody else be damned. I stay away from those kids. Of course, they want to buy from me, 

too, so who turns away a customer?‖ 

 Taken collectively, my conversations with the theater students in the Bunker and with 

local Bruckhausen store owners points to an understanding of ghettos that carry associations of 

crime, poverty, frequent interaction with law enforcement, and personal risk. For some youth, 

these associations are enacted and reflected by hip-hop culture, particularly hip-hop produced by 

migrant or post-migrant artists who have emerged from the nation‘s inner-city neighborhoods. 

Some of the youths, like Khan and Mikos, suggested that hip-hop has enabled these emcees to 

escape the dangers of the ‗hood. Paradoxically, the ‗hood is regarded as a center of both power 

and weakness, and these artists derive their own authentic hip-hop capital from remaining rooted 

in the ghetto‘s performative codes. Moreover, the titillation of risk and very public format in 

which gangsta hip-hop styles are performed has a direct bearing on migrant and post-migrant 

politics within the contemporary German nation.  

 Oktai Ceylan, a former local hip-hop emcee and current social analyst with Duisburg‘s 

AWO Center for Migration and Integration, offers important insights regarding contemporary 

notions of the ghetto in Germany. Since 2004 Ceylan has worked as a member of the University 

of Essen‘s Institute for Development and Peace [INEF] where he spent a number of years 

piecing together first-hand accounts of migrant experiences with legal and archival records to 

understand the unique ways migrant communities have developed in German cities. Ceylan‘s  

hip-hop background has strongly shaped his awareness of contemporary ghetto associations and 

the power they contain. 
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In 2005 you began working together with the staff of INEF to create an exhibition devoted to 

migrant history in Germany. How and why did you begin this work? 

 
Ceylan: The project you mention was initiated by the GermanFederal Cultural Foundation. It 
began as a push to examine everything we think we know about migration, including all the 
current stereotypes and clichés, and challenge those ideas among Germans and migrant groups. 
Migration has massively changed the makeup of this country – it‘s an important part of German 
history that needs to be preserved. 
 
In public debates migration is always a point of contention, particularly as these debates turn to 

concerns over ghettos or ethnic enclaves -  
 
Ceylan: Exactly. The combination of ghetto and migration began in the in the 1970s due to so-
called ―family reunification‖ policies. After contact with the first generation of "guest workers" it 
became clear they weren‘t all going to return home after two or three years. Many of them 
brought their life partners, their children, or they had children here. A lot of the women went to 
work as well. The longer they stayed, the more they built up a kind of existence. The ban on 
recruitment in 1973 should have ended de facto immigration into Germany, but it didn‘t – mainly 
because the government became involved in reuniting families. They also got involved around 
the same time in instituting immigration restrictions in certain neighborhoods in many major 
German cities – Krefeld (my home town), Berlin, Bottrop, Essen, Duisburg, and others. Each 
district was assigned a quota of migrants who could live there which wasn‘t to be exceeded. 
 
When I spoke to my friend Levent about this last week, he said his father was not allowed to 

choose the district in which he wanted to live and that the appropriate district was stamped in 

his passport. 

 
Ceylan: This didn‘t only apply to your friend‘s father, but to everyone‘s. The local government 
regulated the housing, and even designated some areas as ―not receptive‖ or ―heavily burdened‖ 
where migrants were concerned. 
 
Then how does one account for the massive concentration of migrants in areas like Duisburg-

Hochfeld or Berlin-Kreuzberg? 

 

Ceylan: Kreuzberg has a special history similar to Frankfurt‘s West End; I think that some of the 
neighborhoods in Duisburg and Bottrop were the same. After World War II many neighborhoods 
were marked for ―renovation.‖ Speculators came in, bought up the empty blocks, either 
renovated them minimally or not at all, and rented them to poor Germans and migrant families. 
In many of these areas the populations have remained constant, so migrant families have lived 
there for generations, usually among students and the country‘s poorest families.  
 
Since the 2005 riots erupted in the Parisian suburbs there has been much discussion in the 

German media about migrants, hip-hop culture, violence, and ghettos. My first foray into the 

field was actually heralded by a television team investigating Poedra, a hip-hop group from 
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Duisburg-Bruckhausen, to assess the level of “threat” in Bruckhausen. When I met them they 
thought I was a journalist, too! What is your response to this heightened scrutiny? 

 
Ceylan: It‘s misleading to compare the Paris banlieues with Bruckhausen or Kreuzberg for that 
matter. Those are communities with little social homogeneity and with long-standing migrant 
histories. They also don‘t have those large, anonymous high-rise buildings you see outside Paris. 
In Germany the better analogy is to neighborhoods like Märkische Viertel or northwest 
Frankfurt. Those neighborhoods are the result of the massive influx of labor after World War II – 
there you‘ll find lots of quickly, cheaply constructed housing with little notion of a community or 
town center. I think that really affects life in those communities.  
 
What‘s sad is that city planners once thought settlements like these could ―democratize‖ housing. 
Workers would live at the edge of the cities in neighborhoods with enough living space, sanitary 
facilities, parking, playgrounds for the children, shopping centers, etc., in close proximity to 
work. It was a very advanced model – no one ever imagined they‘d someday be ―ghettos.‖ 
 
When you look at contemporary rap videos like Sido‟s and Azad‟s versions of “Mein Block,” it‟s 
hard to imagine these communities were once looked upon with optimism. 

 

Ceylan: As long as there was work, things went okay. But the economic crisis in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s changed everything, and soon these neighborhoods became the ―soziale 
Brennpunkte‖ (social hot-spots) Sido and Azad portray in their videos. Residents and the public 
started to view these places as slums that collected the losers of society. That, by the way, is a 
European phenomenon – not just something that happened in France or in Germany. 
 
Do you think hip-hop offers the opportunity to problematize ghetto images and sounds within the 

German mainstream? Some hip-hop artists romanticize the ghetto as a place which offers its 

residents anything they could ever want. 
 
Ceylan: That‘s a pretty common practice in hip-hop, representing your neighborhood with pride 
to the outside world. The question is whether this method actually challenges any clichés. I 
recently saw a film about kids in Cologne-Chorweiler that showed how much they want a normal 
life, and that they have families, jobs, and even hobbies. I think this kind of a project probably 
challenges people to think about migrants differently than Sido‘s stories about sex, drugs, and 
rap ‗n‘ roll. 
 
But can‟t his work also be read as a subversive strategy that questions the values of the greater 

society? 

 
Ceylan: Maybe. But then you have to think about the commercial interests behind those 
representations. It‘s quite complicated. Think about Bushido, who trades on being a kind of 
―enemy of the state.‖ He only started doing this, though, when he reached a certain level within 
the industry – then he became citizen enemy #1 with an insatiable appetite for drugs and sex. 
And then when the state becomes involved by trying to censor him, he gets something quite 
valuable – he can play the rebel and confront the state like a lone warrior. He doesn‘t really have 
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a political stance, though – except his own personal power. Bushido doesn‘t represent a 
community. 
 
But you do think there‟s a solid community to represent? A simmering mass that could erupt in 

Chorweiler or Bruckhausen in the same way as Paris? 

 
Ceylan: The conditions are totally different. For one thing, the enormity of the Parisian suburbs 
can‘t compare to the smaller communities you mentioned – there‘s no comparison anywhere in 
Germany. There‘s also a different kind of self-awareness among migrants in France – there‘s a 
common language and greater solidarity. In Germany there‘s sort of a community patchwork – 
some groups like the Spanish and Portuguese have integrated well, while others, like the Turks 
and Italians, have had more trouble. In France you have the idea of fraternité, in Germany more 
the notion of multiculturalism. We make note of social differences and codify them socially, 
legally, and politically.  
 
What do you think of public intellectuals who sympathetically view rappers like Bushido and 

Berlin gangsta rapper Fler as ambassadors from the inner city? Some say their lyrics - even 

when espousing violence, homophobia, or sexism – are important artistic renderings of urban 

frustration.  

 
Ceylan: I‘m not sure I can really follow the kind of logic you‘ve described. The groups and 
rappers we‘re talking about aren‘t really about breaking problematic images but more about 
valuing them. I think the ghetto in their videos is more like a film stage where they can live out 
notions of male dominance. Women, homosexuals, drug addicts – all are classified in that world 
as social weaklings. I‘ve sometimes wondered where that aggression toward other people comes 
from, especially those who have it hard in the society, and I think it‘s a fear of the self, of not 
having anyone weaker than you. And then you have to ask, who do Sido, B-Tight, and Bushido 
represent? The socially weak or inept, outsiders, young men who haven‘t achieved anything, 
children from broken families. That‘s why I think it‘s a fear of the self – because when you‘re at 
your lowest, your most broken, you‘re at your most vulnerable.  
 
At the same time, the success these rappers enjoy points to their popularity among much more 

than social outsiders… 

  
Ceylan: Definitely. When these images circulate through the broader popular culture, they‘re 
really igniting adolescent male fantasies. You and I have talked many times about the power of 
images – and the fantasy of sex orgies and colorful drug parties in these inaccessible spaces is 
much more interesting than the reality. 
 
That‘s where rappers like Azad diverge from the others – they offer a soberer picture of ghetto 
life that‘s closer to reality than Sido‘s Märksiche Viertel. What Azad does is a lot like Tupac 
Shakur, who never declared the ghetto to be some kind of exotic locale. Azad presents everyday 
situations that happen in his neighborhood that offer more than a voyeuristic keyhole look into 
his home turf. 
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 In Ceylan‘s view, Azad is offering up a stylized rendition of local realities that is more 

―authentic‖ than his hip-hop contemporaries. As an American, however, I view Azad‘s work 

with a different perspective, one that sees a direct correlation between a liminal power 

appropriated from African-American culture and the ways he presents his local environment. 

While I will explore implicit and explicit connections between power and blackness in a 

subsequent chapter, in the following section I will highlight the way space, risk and the ghetto 

contain power in the German inner city. 

 
Theorizing the Ghetto 

Regardless of the (national) scene in which it takes place, as both a popular music genre 

and cultural system hip-hop is insistently rooted in urban space. Cultural capital demands that 

fans and practitioners alike ground their identities in a named home, a turf – be it a 

neighborhood, municipality, region, or nation. Mooring selves to specific locations has enabled 

hip-hop practitioners in Germany to broadcast their local perspectives to anyone with the 

willingness (or money) to listen while maintaining true to the genre‘s mandate of ‗hood 

primacy.‘ 

French philosopher Henri Lefebvre‘s theories regarding urban spaces offer a useful 

critical stance from which to analyze these German interpretations or creations of a ―ghetto‖ 

concept. Lefebvre focused the lens of twentieth-century Marxist scholarship on urban scenes, 

observing that contemporary meanings and social behaviors are an extension of advanced 

industrialization within the western world. In his view, industry had a profound impact on the 

development of cities and urban communities, resulting ultimately in the transformation of ―the 

city‖ into the omni-present ―urban‖ – i.e., the complete urbanization of society. The 

transformation of Bruckhausen (or other working class German communities) into a ―ghetto‖ 

involved a process of migration, employment, and marginalization that unfolded over a century. 

These processes and the space they created were not neutral, but rather the manifestations of 

patterns of social domination, power, and authority across the broader German cultural horizon. 

Contemporary ghetto space, then, is the product of society, not its neutral housing, and the 

relationships forged within (or across) it are ideologically laden. 

In The Production of Space (1974; 1991), Lefebvre theorized different levels of space, 

from the natural, or absolute space, which is perceived by the physical body, to complex, 
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meaning-infused social space.  He argued that space is a multi-layered, complex social construct 

based on values and socially-produced meanings which shape the ways we both perceive and 

move through it. He further posited that the social production of urban space is at the core of the 

reproduction of society and of advanced capitalism. Hegemony, then, becomes the explanation 

for how the social production of space is commanded by the dominant classes to underscore and 

reproduce their dominance: 

Social space is a (social) product […] the space thus produced also serves as a tool of 
thought and of action […] in addition to being a means of production is it also a means of 
control, and hence of domination, of power. (Lefebvre 1991, 26) 
 

Lefebvre also argued that every society produces its own unique space. As I write this document 

I live in a rural community in the southeastern United States. The once-busy city center was long 

ago replaced by fast food chain restaurants and Wal-Mart on the outskirts of town; the 

community of eight thousand residents sprawls over a large land mass with ample room between 

homes. There are very few sidewalks, no bike paths. An outsider would rightly observe that this 

is a community whose growth and current spatial existence have been shaped by the automobile, 

something its similarity to neighboring towns would confirm. Closer inspection reveals 

segregated neighborhoods, the socio-cultural refuse of America‘s slave history and its still 

troubled racial present. A lone gated community responds to the perceived ―risks‖ of crime. The 

shape or structure of this community reflects the attitudes and socio-economic realities of its 

inhabitants. 

By contrast, I completed my fieldwork in a completely urban setting. City streets were 

wide to accommodate streetcars, indicative of the fact that many urban dwellers in Duisburg 

could or were required to commute to work and home by public transport. Single family 

dwellings were a rarity; instead, families live in multi-storied apartment homes that were a short 

walk from shops and grocers. One was confronted with the faces and bodies of other living 

persons on the street, a rarity in the auto-dominated society in which I currently dwell. In 

Bruckhausen, crumbling building façades and boarded-up windows alluded to forgotten spaces, 

neglected through the conditions of wealth distribution and complicated webs of cultural politics. 

The space, again, reflected something of the reality of the worldviews it contained. 

But the concept of ―ghetto‖ as it emerges from hip-hop culture complicates this 

Lefebvrian (and, at its essence, Gramscian) notion of hegemony. In one sense, the deteriorating 
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infrastructure and crowded tenements of Duisburg or the segregated neighborhoods of the 

southern town in which I reside do indeed reflect the economic power relations of the 

communities that produce them. These spaces lie at the busy intersections of racial politics and 

unequal access to resources and may even appeal to our senses of decency and justice to 

acknowledge (or improve) them. But if we are analyzing the ghetto as part of a powerful hip-hop 

imaginary, the question of hegemony becomes one of origin. In other words, the ghetto itself 

becomes a space that must be read and enforced upon the urban experience in contemporary 

German cities. Its power is real and extensive – to exist within it proves one‘s bravery and 

establishes one‘s credibility within both the local and broader hip-hop cultures. For within hip-

hop the ghetto is the center, the normative space from which coded sounds and behaviors 

emanate and which they continually reference. The ghetto lends space an authoritative patina of 

hardcore urban bravery and masculinity, a place that hip-hop practitioners imbue with power. 

Moreover, for an avid practitioner of hip-hop culture to view his or her space as rooted outside 

the ghetto is to risk delegitimizing her own social status and credibility. In other words, in order 

to harness hip-hop‘s discursive power and earn a measure of respect Azad, Bushido, and Sido, 

and by extension Niko, Sezen, and Stathi must root themselves in the ghetto‘s fertile, if crowded, 

soil. 

As our brief perusal of hip-hop videos in this chapter suggests, it would be difficult to 

overestimate the degree to which the American ghetto looms large over all of hip-hop practice in 

Germany or the role that visual media play in bordering ghetto spaces. As we see in videos like 

Azad‘s and Bushido‘s, the ghetto is evoked by gritty images of inner city dilapidation and 

neglect. But unlike notions of lawlessness that mark external ghetto representations, the genuine 

urban spaces are controlled by coded practices which set up a vocabulary of spatial limits, 

complete with verbal and physical symbols, to order human interactions. There are repercussions 

if the code is neglected or not observed – the transgressor is ―at risk,‖ often socially, sometimes 

physically. Hip-hop is a sonic manifestation of these codes, but their implementation and 

interpretation is specifically local. I will examine these behavioral codes and their pathways to 

social power within the German mediascape in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
HIP-HOP, THE CODE OF THE STREET, AND THE AESTHETIC DEMANDS OF THREAT 

AT THE CROSSROADS OF THE RISK SOCIETY  

Event #1: In November, 2008, Egyptian pharmacist Marwa al-Sherbini filed an official 
complaint against a Russian-born German for verbal assault.44 Eight months later, on July 1, 
2009, the man, identified in the German press only as Alexander W., stabbed the pregnant al-
Sherbini sixteen times with a kitchen knife in a Dresden courtroom where she was scheduled to 
testify against him and he was present to challenge her 2008 complaint. Her husband and three 
year old son witnessed the attack; the former sustained serious injuries as he tried to defend his 
wife in an attack prosecutors allege was motivated by ―xenophobic hatred.‖ In response, the 
Alliance of Islamic Communities in Northern Germany condemned a growing resurgence of 
―Islam bashing‖ throughout the German nation. 
 
Event #2: In 2006 a German citizen of Ethiopian descent was beaten into a coma by two 
unknown men who called him "nigger" in an unprovoked attack that has reawakened concern 
about racist violence in eastern Germany. The man, an engineer who had lived in Germany since 
1987, was leaving a message on his home answering machine for his wife when two unknown 
assailants began calling him ―pig‖ and ―stupid nigger.‖ They beat him severely with a bottle and 
fled the scene when a taxi driver stopped by to help. Authorities attempted to locate the men 
based on the voices left behind on the recorder. 
 
Event #3: Cologne-Mühlheim‘s Keupstrasse, which locals often refer to as ―Little Istanbul,‖ is 
known throughout the northern Rhine region as a center for Turkish businesses. Its streets are 
lined with Turkish travel agents, restaurants, jewelry stores, grocers, and wedding shops, above 
which live families, students, and retirees. On June 9, 2004, a bomb detonated in front of a local 
hair salon injuring twenty-two people, of whom all but one were Turkish nationals or of Turkish 
descent. Witnesses reported seeing a young blond male park a bicycle outside a busy local 
eatery. When the restaurant owner requested he make room on the sidewalk for patrons, the man 
moved the bicycle to the salon, parked, and walked away. Moments later the bike exploded, 
sending hundreds of small steel spikes into the bodies of men, women, and children on the street. 
Authorities claimed there was no basis to suggestions the attack was racially motivated; local 
residents, however, were deeply shaken by the event and convinced it was an act of radical right 
extremism. 
 
Event #4: Solingen, Germany, in North Rhine-Westphalia, was the site of a virulent attack on 
migrants on May 28, 1993. Three young girls and two women were killed when four men with 
neo-Nazi associations set fire to their home. Fourteen other family members were seriously 
wounded. The murders sparked a wave of protest among Turks across the country which were 

                                                 
44 In the 2008 incident, the perpetrator was fined for calling Al-Sherbini a ―terrorist‖ at a local playground. During 
the struggle in court, a police officer summoned by the judge to subdue Alex W. mistakenly assumed al-Sharbini‘s 
husband was the perpetrator, shooting him in the thigh. See 
http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/0,1518,646292,00.html for a full account of the incident, court case, 
and public response.(Accessed July 28, 2009.) 

http://www.spiegel.de/international/germany/0,1518,646292,00.html
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coupled by large demonstrations of support by the German citizenry. Upon their convictions for 
murder in 1995 the perpetrators received sentences between ten and fifteen years.45 

Event #5: The previous year, in 1992, arson took the life of three more people of Turkish 
descent. Right-wing extremists claimed responsibility for the attacks in Mölln in which two 
Turkish girls, aged ten and fourteen, and a fifty-one year old Turkish woman were burned to 
death when fire was set to their apartment in the middle of the night. Among the nine other 
people seriously injured, one was nine-month old infant. According to authorities, the 
perpetrators shouted ―Heil Hitler‖ into the phone when they reported the arson to police. 

Event #6: 1992 also saw xenophobic violence within Rostock, Germany, a northeastern port 
town on the Baltic Sea. In this instance, adolescents attacked a hostel occupied primarily by 
eastern European political asylum seekers, Romanian gypsies, and Vietnamese workers, again 
using arson as the means of intimidation. A crowd of neighbors gathered around the building and 
cheered as its more than two hundred occupants fled. Witnesses accused the local police force of 
refusing to become involved as the violence unfolded. 

Risk as Formative Feature of Migrant Hip-hop Practice in Germany 

The incidents described above belong to the most recent chapter of migrant history within 

the German Federal Republic. According to government statistics more than 130 people have 

been killed in xenophobic attacks since the country‘s reunification in 1990. When I began this 

my research in 2004, the Bundesverfassungsschutz (Federal Office for the Protection of the 

Constitution) recorded 776 cases of violent crime with ―right-wing political motivation;‖ the 

previous year there were 759. The agency listed more than ten thousand right-wing radicals it 

had identified as mobilized to commit crimes against either persons of color or who possess a 

history of migration.46 

In musicological, media, and cultural studies that address ethnic identities and power as 

central themes, there is an acknowledgement of representational and social injustices 

experienced by migrant groups throughout the German polity. What merits greater investigation, 

however, is the notion that violence is a constituent feature of migrant and post-migrant life that 

shapes cultural logic, social perceptions, and intercultural exchanges. While the events at 

Rostock, Solingen, Köln-Mühlheim, and Dresden dishonor the sincere efforts of Germany‘s 

post-War generations to heal the scars of the Nazi holocaust, they have an equally insidious 

effect: they link present generations to a xenophobic political past and undermine feelings of 
                                                 
45 See http://www.nytimes.com/1993/06/04/world/thousands-of-germans-rally-for-the-slain-turks.html for further 
information. 
46 http://www.spiegel.de/international/0,1518,411820,00.html (Accessed July 28, 2009.) 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/1993/06/04/world/thousands-of-germans-rally-for-the-slain-turks.html
http://www.spiegel.de/international/0,1518,411820,00.html
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safety and national belonging among migrant and post-migrant groups. In other words, aside 

from their sensational nature, these violent acts contribute to perceptions among migrant 

communities that their residents are ―at risk‖ of physical harm within the German polity. 

Moreover, as they circulate through the German mediascape they are transformed from literal 

acts of physical violence into symbolic forces of potential violence that call upon those 

threatened with peril to respond. 

In this chapter I address how risk animates a public response that resonates throughout 

migrant hip-hop communities in Germany and how that violence has enframed the genre‘s 

development in the Ruhrgebiet and beyond. Migrant hip-hoppers in the Federal Republic have 

historically evidenced a strong predilection for gangsta rap styles whose alternative ―codes of the 

street‖ transmit reactive, performed threats to risks of violence that surround inner city spaces. 

Finally, I will examine how these threats have been woven into the aesthetic fabric of 

contemporary hip-hop in the Ruhrgebiet, transforming risk responses into elements of taste 

cultures that help groups like Poedra generate and garner sub-cultural capital. 

 

The Code of the Street – Hip-hop Readings of the Inner City 

American sociologist Elijah Anderson has spent the last two decades outlining alternative 

behaviors and worldviews he argues have arisen in response to living conditions in America‘s 

poorest urban communities, particularly among those who evidence a deep distrust of legal and 

judicial authorities. His ―code of the street‖ comprises a kind of trans-cultural, trans-urban set of 

informal rules that govern interpersonal relations in the public sphere and that are frequently 

enforced with violence or applied to keep violence in check. Adherents to the code demonstrate 

their social savvy through a) representing their neighborhoods, blocks, or regions; b) using 

violence to command admiration; c) ―fronting‖ or demonstrating masculinity or personal bravery 

when faced with specific risks; d) adroitly code-switching when moving between areas where the 

code applies (the local neighborhood) and where it does not (school, work); and e) eschewing 

whiteness (Anderson 1999). Their ultimate goal is the accumulation of sub-cultural capital 

which, in light of the dangers of the at-risk urban landscape, provides them with a measure of 

personal security: 

At the heart of the code is the issue of respect – loosely defined as being treated 
―right‖ or being granted one‘s ―props‖ (or proper due) or the deference one 
deserves.  However, in the troublesome public environment of the inner city, as 
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people increasingly feel buffeted by forces beyond their control, what one 
deserves in the way of respect becomes ever more problematic and uncertain.  
This situation in turn further opens up the issue of respect to sometimes intense 
interpersonal negotiation, at times resulting in altercations.  In the street culture, 
especially among young people, respect is viewed as almost an external entity, 
one that is hard-won but easily lost – and so must constantly be guarded.  The 
rules of the code in fact provide a framework for negotiating respect.  With the 
right amount of respect, individuals can avoid being bothered in public. 
(Anderson 1999: 33) 

 
Respect, then, might be understood as akin to honor in the age of chivalry – a kind of 

cultural armor that establishes one‘s personal reputation and social status. It is a 

responsive threat to life‘s risks, one which operates on the logic that ―it is better to be 

feared than to be loved‖ (ibid: 102). 

Verbal prowess and physicality figure prominently in the code, the former in 

one‘s ability to ―voice‖ personal identity and/or avoid altercations, the latter in one‘s 

perceived willingness to fight. Both ultimately comprise ways of deflecting risk within 

inner city spaces.  Hip-hop culture, then, has arguably developed into a sonic, graphic, 

and kinesthetic performance of the code of the street; the neighborhood [and its 

extension, the contemporary mediascape] is the battleground on which style and skill are 

wagered and respect is won or lost. The code has likewise shaped the discursive and 

artistic dimensions of hip-hop communities in the Federal Republic, where prestige rests 

in part on one‘s ability to authentically perform the code and publicly live by its rules. 

Poedra‘s music both resists and embraces the street‘s aesthetic boundaries, but the path to 

their musico-cultural negotiations lies far beyond the group‘s first album in 2005 - it is 

instead imbedded in more than twenty-five years of hip-hop culture in Germany. 

 
Historical Overview: Hip-hop in Germany 

The Alte Schule 

Hip-hop music and its sister arts graffiti, b-boying, and scratching and sampling have 

been influential cultural forces in Germany since the early 1980s. Within a decade of hip-hop‘s 

early flowering at block parties among African-American, Jamaican, and Latino youths in the 

Bronx, adolescents throughout the German nation were experimenting with beatboxing, break 

dancing, and the old-school, lyrical flow that marked the genre‘s first commercially distributed 
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recordings.47 Early years were marked by close imitation of U.S. rap groups, particularly in the 

use of English in and rapping in accordance with a clearly delineated, steady four-beat metric 

structure (Androutsopoulos 2003; Verlan 2003) U.S. soldiers stationed in Germany played a 

crucial role in introducing hip-hop to Germany‘s adolescents: 

 We got to know some of the Amis [Americans] from the local base, and they 
were really cool. They had all these tapes from the States – Grandmaster Flash, 
Kool Herc, the Sugarhill Gang, Jeru the Damaga – he was always my favorite, he 
still comes to Germany every now and then and performs at hip-hop events. We 
also listened to AFN [Armed Forces Network] at night, tried to learn all the 
words. Honestly, it blew my mind. I‘d never heard music like that in my life. And 
then came Wild Style [1983], Beat Street [1984], even Breakin‘ [1984] with Ice-
T… We‘d ask the Amis to show us the moves or we‘d imitate them at home, in 
the school yard, in the Fuβgängerzone [pedestrian zone in a German city center]. 
We were obsessed.48 
 

Unlike hip-hop practice in the United States, however, the earliest German adaptations of the 

genre are undocumented.  ―The first ten years of hip-hop in Germany lie buried. There is no 

opportunity to listen to records, leaf though magazines or watch videos from the period to 

understand Old School German hip-hop, which people were important, or how the different 

small scenes developed‖ (Loh and Verlan 2002: 87).  

Nevertheless, it is clear that hip-hop culture in its earliest German incarnations drew 

exclusively upon sounds and images from a collection of street arts that originated in the United 

States. Films, videos, and access to American hip-hop practitioners living in Germany likewise 

ensured that hip-hop transcended popular forms that previously circulated the greatest distance 

through radio play. Instead, hip-hop images were always wed to hip-hop sounds, lending this 

popular genre a synaesthetic simultaneity that arguably shaped its reception and performance 

trajectory throughout the German polity.  

As hip-hop‘s popularity spread, the largest underground scenes developed in Stuttgart, 

Brunswick, Dortmund, Hamburg, Heidelberg, Kiel, Cologne and West Berlin. There hip-hoppers 

performed in one another‘s homes or local youth centers and exchanged ideas, dance moves, and 

music with a wider group of practitioners at regional weekend jams (Elflein 1998: 255-6).  By 

the late 1980s, groups like Advanced Chemistry, Fresh Familee, King Size Terror, Rock da 

                                                 
47 For an historical overview of hip-hop‘s development in the United States, see Kelly, 1996; Lommel, 2001; Potter, 
1995; Rose, 1994 and 1997; George 1999, inter alios. 
48 Interview with DJ Rick Ski, Cologne, 2005. It is also noteworthy that some of the most active early hip-hop 
scenes – Heidelberg, Stuttgart, Kiel, West Berlin – developed in close proximity to U.S. military bases. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Braunschweig
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dortmund
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hamburg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Heidelberg
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kiel
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cologne
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/West_Berlin
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Most, and Cora E. began to attract larger fanbases. Both Fresh Familee and Advanced Chemistry 

were notable as multiethnic and multilingual crews, the former with members of Turkish, 

Moroccan, and Macedonian heritage, the latter with members of Italian, Haitian-German, and 

Ghanaian-German descent (Verlan and Loh 2006: 145-154). 

The early old-school crews drew creative inspiration from message rap created by Afrika 

Bambaataa and the Zulu Nation and Grandmaster Flash. Allegiance to aesthetically genuine 

performance meant early German-speaking groups rapped almost exclusively in English.  Like 

their U.S. counterparts, old-school hip-hop artists in Germany celebrated key philosophical 

tenets that shaped their music and behaviors within the subculture: respect, non-conformity, 

active participation over passive consumption, peace and non-violence, education, independence, 

community, and ―realness‖ (forthrightness or honesty) (von Dirke 2004: 98-99). Moreover, many 

were actively invested in protecting the subculture from commercial interests who might place 

the genre‘s realness and spontaneity in jeopardy. ―The Old School had an ideological investment 

in hip-hop that precluded a crossover into the mainstream.  Its practitioners envisioned and 

propagated hip-hop as an underground community that needed to keep its distance from and to 

create resistance to mainstream culture in order to avoid co-optation‖ (ibid, 100). Emphasis 

instead was placed on live performance and freestyling; records only emerged in the early 1990s 

when Advanced Chemistry released the single, ―Fremd im eigenen Land,‖ [Foreign in Your Own 

Nation, 1992] and Fresh Familee produced the album Coming from Ratinga in 1991. 

For many of the Alte Schule, hip-hop‘s early history in Germany was intertwined with 

migrant youth, most of whom spent their afternoons on the street or in the youth center. ―You 

have to imagine it: a huge mob of kids with crazy energy, but who didn‘t know where they 

belonged and didn‘t have any real authority figures they could turn to. And then – bang! All of a 

sudden there was breakdance,‖ remembers Torch, from old-school crew Advanced Chemistry. 

His memories are autobiographical. ―There was just something in the air and it was clear – it 

belonged to them…breakdance suddenly offered them representatives that became their heroes. 

That was goddamned power‖ (quoted in Verlan and Loh 2006: 206). According to Nigerian-born 

old-school rapper Ade, these youths also felt a socio-economic distance from other hip-hop 

practitioners who could afford the train fares to different jams on the weekends. ―Most of us 

grew up with four or five siblings…we had to struggle, no way could we afford to go to every 

jam! With what money? I‘ve always said, ‗those were the rich kids…‘‖ (ibid, 208). Instead the 
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youths invested time and energy most intensely in their local scenes, rapping to the B-sides of 

American singles, and sharing them with their friends on the street.  

  
 The Neue Schule 

The more public, commercially successful vein of hip-hop practice in Germany belonged 

to the Neue Schule, or new school, which emerged concurrently with German reunification in the 

early 1990s. Best described as ―party-rap‖ oriented toward mainstream consumers, the new 

school was closely associated with Stuttgart‘s Fantastische Vier (Fantastic Four, or also ―Fanta 

4‖), a group whose commercial success was regarded with disdain by the genre‘s early pioneers. 

For German hip-hop historian Hannes Loh, the release of the Fantastische Vier‘s first album, 

Jetzt geht‟s ab on Columbia/Sony marked a turning point for hip-hop communities throughout 

the countries. ―More and more people were streaming into the weekend jams, where people 

rapped in Italian, German, English, and French, without any interest from the press,‖ he recalls. 

―Hip-hop found a sympathetic path out of the streets and the youth centers that wasn‘t limited by 

national boundaries – it was celebrated like never before and without any kind of media 

fanfare…[Die Fanta Vier] were sent into the arena by Sony as developing artists. [Sony] wanted 

to test the market, since the interest in German pop products grew markedly after the 

reunification.‖ (ibid, 219). The success of the group‘s first chart single, ―Die da?‖ (―That One?‖) 

which reached #2 in Germany and #1 in Austria, surprised hip-hop practitioners across the 

country and exposed the genre to a wider audience. 

―Die da?‖ was greeted with derision in hip-hop communities from Hamburg to Stuttgart. 

―Honestly, I laughed the first time I heard it because the song was pretty funny,‖ says D-Lyte, an 

old school b-boy dancer from Heidelberg. ―I heard them perform it [Fantastische Vier] at a 

festival in Hamborn. I didn‘t really take it seriously because it seemed so commercial, like a 

parody of what they thought rap music was supposed to be. But they had something – not many 

people were rapping in German then, except for Torch. That‘s why the whole thing blew up.‖ 

Rapper Torch, on the other hand, felt virtually nothing in common with the Fanta Vier 

phenomenon: 

The Fantastischen Vier were four guys who made music, and we sadly shared 
with them the same title, namely that we were categorized under ―deutscher Rap.‖ 
That meant things were thrown into one drawer that had nothing to do with one 
another…and there was a huge group of people behind us who suddenly thought: 
what kind of shit is that? We just said out loud how much hate, power, and fear 
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was out there. And then suddenly you had to explain it all and clarify the 
differences (quoted in Verlan and Loh 2005: 223). 
 

In the interview Torch alludes to aesthetic and topical expectations of hip-hop in 

Germany prior to ―Die da,‖ which included lyrical and sonic identification with  

―message rap‖ in the United States. These aesthetic connections linked specifically to 

―The Message,‖ a gritty response by Melle Mel and Grandmaster Flash to urban life in an 

―at-risk‖ neighborhood in New York. When Melle Mel warned his listeners, ―don‘t push 

me ‗cause I‘m close to the edge,‖ it resounded throughout hip-hop communities in the 

United States and emerging hip-hop scenes in the rest of the world. Torch articulated his 

own response in the 1993 song, ―Kapitel Eins:‖ 

I know exactly when it all began 
The message from melle mel hit me like a telegram 
And although I couldn‘t understand a single word, I learned 
Exactly what kind of fire in his words burned 
The torch inside me was immediately alight 
In one night I thought over my whole life 
I saw the path to history, my head nodded 
Bowed to the tempo of the beat 
From this day on it was clear to me 
No matter what the goal was, I‘d conquer it. 
 

Later in the song he challenges newcomers, posers, and new school groups, particularly those he 

views as a threat to hip-hop‘s ability to authentically communicate truth to marginal 

communities: 

 
Every new cat tells me he was always there 
But you were never at the jams and don‘t know who Gawki was 
Go to the back (of the line), the fighters will be kings 
Respect out to rta, respect to chintz - real writer crews will never be separated 
I only need to name one, one hundred ninety-three stand up 
And to all you pissers who thought I‘d gone quiet 
Even when you don‘t hear me, I‘m never silent 
And if you don‘t see me, that just means I‘m camouflaged  
‗Cause hip-hop lives underground, so be forewarned 
And once it‘s there, gigantic, yeah, a whole car 
Big fat letters roll over the popstar 
Who sells out rap, here comes the word flow, ha, drown! 
Run and feel a little of the anger that tears at me 
My rhymes will be sour and foul, nearly deadly 
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―harder than no remorse,‖ that is impossible 
I fight for hip-hop, for my mission, against the law 
National border safety, the outsider commission 
In the floodlights I fled over the razor wire 
And when a dog threatens, with just paint as ammunition 
I want people to see me and hear me, that‘s why I rap 
Torchman comes over you like a carpet of bombs 
Terrible for those who consume the product  
Without seeing what happens in the background 
Every sow tells me these days what hip-hop is 
How one is supposed to dress, how one dances – all that crap 
Journalists, record execs and distributors 
Know your position, because you‘re just the runner. 
 
―Die da,‖ on the other hand, exhibited a commercial aesthetic that eschewed connections with 

hip-hop jams and scenes in favor of humor and romantic relationships: 

Hi Thomas! Hi All! O.k. -  
it's Friday again and it's this bar again 
and I have to tell you what happened to me 
now I see the future in a positive light because I'm an optimist 
just a minute, what's going on I'll tell you straight 
over the weekend I lost my heart 
I met a young woman I really liked a lot 
and on Saturday at the disco I let the corks pop 
she was sort of standin' there and we talked 
and I invited her, since she reacted in a certain way 
we had a lot of fun, laughed a lot and made a date 
we met again and spent the afternoon together 
we went to the movies, had another date 
and did you take her out, hey it's the thing to do 
she's so elegant she's really something else 
you really should meet her because I find her very charming 
 
is it that one there, the one standing by the entrance 
or the one there who stole your heart 
is it the one there with the heavy sweater on man 
no it's the one who can't on Friday 

A comparison of the two songs‘ lyrics underscores Torch‘s assertion that they indeed 

articulate widely divergent worldviews and value systems. Fanta Vier‘s ―Die Da‖ is about 

romance, girls, and having fun on Friday night. It lacks all references to local pride, 

identification with a neighborhood or community, connections to the broader world of hip-hop 
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culture, or the battle elements that had become endemic to hip-hop practice on both sides of the 

Atlantic by the time ―Die da?‖ premiered. The song‘s connections to hip-hop practice are in the 

spoken, rather than sung, delivery of rhymed text; its popularity in the German market rested on 

the text‘s performance in German and on its humorous subject matter. For old school hip-

hoppers this was strictly a commercial venture packaged by the industry that had no relation to 

the street creativity or social relevance of message rap. Moreover, ―Die Da?‖ crossed a boundary 

many wanted to remain hidden, bringing hip-hop to ―mainstream‖ audiences and thereby 

compromising the control practitioners could assert over the music in its local contexts. This 

schism between ―true‖ hip-hop and Deutschrap has been the source of long-standing resentments 

in the nation‘s hip-hop circles and has animated a discernibly reactive, harder edge to hip-hop 

―from the margins‖ for more than fifteen years. 

 The emphasis the Neue Schule placed on rapping ―auf Deutsch‖ had another less 

expected consequence: it animated a new generation of hip-hop practice that embraced themes of 

German nationalism. Sony and other large companies within the music industry recognized the 

commercial potential of Deutschrap, a commercial style which emphasized its creators‘ 

Germanness, as it rode the emotional wave of an important national moment: the reunification of 

West and East Germany. The Fantastischen Vier‘s emergence on the country‘s popular music 

radar at this specific time ―opened up the space for the commercialization of a new nationally 

coded youth culture‖ (Elflein 1998: 257). An early example of this is the 1991 hip-hop sampler, 

Krauts with Attitude, a title that offered titular homage to the Californian gangsta rap crew 

N.W.A., or Niggaz with Attitude. ―Nationalities and languages never played such a big role in 

the hip-hop scenes, but the Fantastischen Vier turned being German into a kind of brand,‖ 

suggest Verlan and Loh. ―Being German or non-German wasn‘t significant. Furthermore, the 

goals of the music industry, namely to strengthen the German pop market with home-grown 

products, was out of sync with hip-hop. The scenes [in Germany] grew over borders, and the 

presence of French, Italian, and English bands made it all exciting. But with the platinum success 

of ―Die da?‖ the designation ―Deutscher Rap‖ became official‖ (Verlan and Loh 2005: 222).49 

                                                 
49 In this assessment Verlan and Loh do not, however, explicitly acknowledge the subcultural capital accorded to 
non-German participants in early German hip-hop scenes. Their work instead works to shed light on the ethnic and 
cultural diversity of participants historically present in scenes throughout the country. It is clear, however, in their 
emphasis on non-German crews and in early groups‘ practice of rapping in English that nationality did indeed matter 
– being African-American, African, Turkish, or of migrant descent held more power in the nation‘s hip-hop 
communities than being German, although there was arguably more openness in cultural exchange than developed 
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Moreover, Deutschrap did not only designate rapping in German, but rapping by Germans, a 

significant distinction understood by old and new school rappers alike. 

 Krauts with Attitude was remarkable in tone, scope, and symbolism. The album cover 

featured black, red, and gold, the colors of the German national flag. Liner notes declared 

freedom from the tyranny of the genre‘s African-American musical roots and from cultural and 

industry expectations associated with hip-hop and [non-white] ethnicity: 

If Niggaz with Attitude was the revolt of a repressed minority against a white 
establishment, then Krauts with Attitude positions the Krauts (a derogatory term 
that typically refers to German soldiers, in particular) as the repressed but newly 
defiant victim. The notion that German hip-hop is occupied and controlled by a 
Black hip-hop establishment recalls the occupation of Germany by black 
American soldiers after the Second World War. (Elflein 1998: 56-57) 

 
DJs Michael Reinboth and Katmando also offered their personal perspectives on Germany‘s 

nascent hip-hop scenes: 

As exciting as they may be, Germany doesn‘t have a South Compton or a 
Brooklyn – and it‘s somehow good that way. And here‘s a wave to all those 
wanna-be Ice-T‘s, super cool fashion victims, and hardcore b-boys: playing the 
gangster here comes off less cool, more embarrassing…It was hard enough, as a 
non-American and a pale face, to be accepted in hip-hop. I think the blame lies 
with the big record companies who think you can‘t sell hip-hop records without a 
Neger [sic]…We hope the Fantastischen Vier and L.S.D. have broken the ice. 
[Reinboth 1991: Liner notes 2] 

 
Ironically, this oppositional call for independence featured eleven tracks rapped in 

English, three in German, and one in French. Reinboth‘s remarks about the racially 

exclusive marketing strategies used to sell hip-hop records rings true; unfortunately, he 

also articulated a position of celebratory whiteness linked to being a ―Kraut,‖ offering it 

with an combative nature that appealed to young, ethnically German fans who felt left-

out of the ―coolness‖ of hip-hop participation (Loh and Güngör 2002: 306-7).  Also 

implied is a ―black-white‖ binary, an establishment of cultural difference based on what 

is ―natural‖ and what is ―other‖ within a climate of growing nationalism and collective 

national soul-searching for clear markers of identity. This process was clearly articulated 

by the music market. The original genre designation ―hip-hop in Germany‖ morphed into 

―100 percent German hip-hop,‖ then ―Neuer Deutscher Sprechgesang,‖ (New German 
                                                                                                                                                             
in the wake of commercialization. The confluence of market forces in the early 1990s seemed to instead reify and 
amplify the tensions around ethnicity, nationality, and ―authentic‖ hip-hop practice. 



 86 

speech song, a nod to the Sprechstimme of the Second Viennese School), Neue Deutsche 

Reimkultur (New German rhyme culture), and finally, ―Deutscher Hip-hop‖ (Elflein 

1998: 58).  

 Deutschrap (or Deutscher Hip-hop) emerged concurrently with another marketing 

category that reinforced ethnic differentiation: ―Oriental Hip-hop.‖ This term was used 

specifically to refer to multinational, multiethnic groups who rapped in languages other than 

German, particularly in Turkish. In the same year Krauts with Attitude was released, Nuremberg 

crew King Size Terror produced the first Turkish language rap song, ―Bir Yabancimin Hayati‖ 

(―The Life of the Stranger‖). Former MC Murat Güngör recalls his own artistic transition from 

rapping in English to rapping in Turkish: 

I soon realized that [fighting with] English grammar was costing me more 
 time than the content of my texts. I then came to a decision: I will use the  

language in which I‘m powerful. Then German and Turkish became my options. 
The use of German was for me at that point not even a possibility – German just 
wasn‘t melodious or rhythmic enough. Another point was that I couldn‘t 
personally identify with German as a rap language. Turkish was much closer to 
what I imagined…The use of the Turkish language was also a kind of rebellion 
against the overriding usage of English in a musical context…[it let me] talk 
directly to my community. (Loh and Güngör 2002: 170) 
 

Güngör, artists on his Looptown label, and groups like Berlin-Kreuzberg Crew Islamic Force and 

the Cologne collective Microphone Mafia continued the trajectory of message rap that had 

formed the basis of musical creativity in the country‘s earliest scenes. By the mid-1990s, 

however, they expanded their performative vocabularies to include rapping in Turkish, Italian, 

and German and English on their recordings. 

 
The Advent of Cartel: Hip-hop and the Risk Response 

The first ―Oriental‖ rap group to achieve significant success both in Germany and abroad 

was Cartel, whose 1995 eponymous album remains the best-selling Turkish language rap album 

of the past thirteen years. Berlin music producer Ozan Sinan brought together a local Turkish 

MC, Erçi-E, with Da Crime Posse, a Kiel rap group, and the Nürnberg-based group Karakan, 

creating a group whose Turkish, German, and Afro-Cuban members reflected the ethnic 

heterogeneity of earlier old-school groups. Cartel‘s image was carefully crafted – they wore 

simple, dark clothing emblazoned with pro-Turkish messages, sported black knit caps to cover 
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their heads, and flashed striking silver jewelry in the shape of the crescent moon, a symbol on the 

Turkish flag.  

If Deutschrap and Oriental Hip-hop must be understood within the context of German 

reunification, they must also be framed within the wave of violence targeted at migrant groups 

set in motion by the joining of ―the two Germanies.‖ Cartel emerged during a particularly violent 

historical moment that shaped much of the group‘s music and overt nationalism. In November, 

1992, two skinheads firebombed a home in Mölln, a small industrial village in Schleswig-

Holstein, killing a Turkish woman, her fourteen year-old niece, and ten year old granddaughter. 

The perpetrators, aged 19 and 25, called the local police station and shouted, ―There‘s fire in the 

Ratzeburger Strasse. Heil Hitler!‖ Both men were ultimately caught, tried, and sentenced to life 

in prison for the crime. In May of the following year, a similar bombing in Solingen, North 

Rhein-Westphalia, resulted in the burning deaths of five Turkish citizens, including three young 

girls aged four, nine, and twelve, and two young women aged eighteen and twenty-seven. Ten 

other Turkish nationals were injured. Indeed, the years immediately following reunification were 

fraught with aggressive, sometimes deadly attacks on foreign-born nationals or on those 

mistaken as such.  In this atmosphere the presence of Turkish residents and their concomitant 

―otherness‖ became an oft-used explanation for German economic instability and social distress, 

a visible, irreconcilably different minority accused by their working class counterparts as job-

stealers, by government officials as stubborn ethnic patriots, and by social conservatives as 

threats to German national homogeneity.  

In the song, ―Türksün‖ (―You‘re a Turk), the members of Cartel articulate their collective 

rage over the incidents at Mölln and Solingen and call young Turks (read: men) to take to the 

streets and demonstrate their solidarity, if necessary by violent means. The lyric, ―You are a Turk 

in Germany – never forget,‖ admonished youths that they were not, and would never be, German 

– nor should they want to be. ―Türksün‖ was not merely a mantra of Turkish nationalism – it was 

a commentary on the nation‘s ethnocultural citizenship policies that served as the primary barrier 

to immigrant membership in German society until its reform in 2000 (Faist 1994). The song 

features Turkish arabesk samples which further heighten the sense of ethno-cultural and national 

identification, and lyrics in German, Turkish, and English. 

Türksün (You’re a Turk) 
It‘s 8:30 on a Saturday night – I turn on the radio in my car 
I hear the message – another young Turk is dead, I guess they haven‘t had enough  
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After I turn a quick corner I drive to my friend‘s place – good that there‘s a CARTEL. 
We went to and fro, then we decided – tonight it‘s on us, we‘ve come this far 
In every respect we‘re ready to defend ourselves…And what for? For defense! 
I didn‘t understand you! For defense! 
 
No matter how hard we work, no matter how we conform, no matter how we live, 
We‘re foreigners, and they‘ll never forget it.  
YOU‘RE A TURK in Germany – understand, and don‘t forget it! 
With one call, the word goes out to every friend 
Tonight we gather to show that this is our country, too 
Whoever saw us on the streets was afraid, but nothing like the fear of the ones  
Of us who died. We didn‘t start this game, but we‘ll end it – we‘ll avenge ourselves. 
One evening, 70 Turkish kids already on the street,  
hardly 5 minutes later here come the bulls (police), but not because of the real murders –  
Because of us! They brought their clubs and beat us. 
No matter how hard we work, no matter how we conform, no matter how we live,  
We‘re foreigners, and they‘ll never forget it.  
 
We went to and fro, then we decided – tonight it‘s on us, we‘ve come this far 
In every respect we‘re ready to defend ourselves…And what for? For defense! 
I didn‘t understand you! For defense! 
Messing around with my homeboy fighting for peace 
Make your choice, we‘re gonna be able to get the beast 
Wicked motherfucker don‘t make us angry 
We are some big hardcore rap fans gee 
Our nice hot homeland is far away – here we fight against the KKK 
Devil you killed too many Turkish brothers 
I can‘t understand, no I can‘t understand 
Now we are able to kill a man –  
Murder you made us hard, you made us strong 
Now we hit back, don‘t care if it‘s wrong. 
 
The use of U.S. hip-hop slang, delineation of social experiences analogous to those of African-

Americans in the United States (fighting against the KKK), and the very use of hip-hop as an 

expressive medium make Cartel‘s work particularly exemplary as a risk response. An explicit 

connection with marginalized young African-Americans offers the rappers a tool to marshal 

collective pride; the group, or ―cartel,‖ must then exhibit a defensive posture within the 

contemporary German society. Being a Turk is problematized – it at once offers safety in 

numbers while simultaneously disrupting belonging in the larger polity. The song is an 

aggressive response to aggressive acts, one which set the tone for much migrant hip-hop that has 

been written in its wake. 
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 The song‘s content and tone also suggest that visible, performed threats, articulated 

through the hip-hop medium, are the reflexive reactions of migrant rappers who have transferred 

risks from the specific acts of violence at Mölln and Solingen into general risks that applied to 

non-(ethnically) German residents. This supports Ulrich Beck‘s assertion that risk draws its 

vitality from the circulation of mediated events and symbols which ―touch a cultural nerve and 

cause alarm, shattering and making comprehensible the unreality and hyperreality of hazards in 

everyday life‖ (1995:47) He further notes that risks ―gain a key significance precisely in the 

abstractness, imperceptibility, and impalpability of the process of devastation kept alive by the 

advanced industrialism of hazards‖ (ibid). 

 The episodic litany of violent acts targeting minorities in Germany for the last fifteen 

years with which I began Chapter One is likewise evocative of events which assume symbolic 

dimensions as they are circulated throughout the media to the public. Cartel and their fans were 

confronted with a mediascape where isolated violent acts over two years recurred again and 

again – on the screen, in the newspaper, in the community discussion forum. ―Türksün‖ replayed 

and augmented the original events, reminding all who listened that Turkish communities had 

reason to adopt a defensive stance. My own litany was a transposition of many informal 

conversations I have had over the years with non-German friends, informants, and acquaintances 

who can list each beating, each bombing, and each murder of ―Turks‖ real and symbolic, events 

inscribed on their psyches and which permanently disrupt their notions of social safety. Despite 

the relatively low levels of ―Ausländerfeindlichkeit‖ (violence against foreigners) in the 

Bundesrepublik, many migrants and post-migrants perceive they are at risk, and that is enough to 

animate a response. 

 Emcee Duke T (Ade), an old-school rapper with the Cologne crew Exponential 

Enjoyment, discussed his own understanding of cultural threats with author Hannes Loh in a 

2000 interview.  Ade traced the development of a migrant political consciousness in hip-hop to 

acts of violence aimed at Germany‘s migrant populations: 

 
We were always political people, but this intensified when Neo-Nazis threw 
[Angolan] Jao Gomondai, out of a moving subway car in eastern Berlin – he later 
died. When we got the news, we wrote the song, ―One Racist, One Bullet‖ that we 
dedicated to him….This was also the zenith of Public Enemy. For us it was like 
there was a network developing everywhere. Many ―downpressed people‖ were 
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suddenly awake, and many minorities started to build their identities around this 
hip-hop thing (Verlan and Loh, 2005: 214) 
 

He goes on to connect his own crew‘s creative efforts and the cultural awareness of hip-

hop fans to the para-military, message-driven rap of U.S. group Public Enemy: 

 
During the early 1990s hip-hop was in a developmental phase…it was about a 
message and a statement, and people understood us even when the words were in 
English. Public Enemy [gave a concert] here, and three to four thousand people 
went, and everyone knew what it was about. Everyone knew that Chuck D was 
there on the stage and that he felt every bit of his anger, and that he had a reason 
for it. It was no different with us. I personally noticed: I‘m threatened in this 
country. Because of the way I look I‘m quickly noticeable, and someone can kill 
me for that, so I have to protect myself (ibid: 215). 
 

 
This passage highlights not only Ade‘s personal transference of Gomondai‘s murder to his own 

life experience, but his sense that Chuck D (and, by extension, other African-American hip-hop 

practitioners) was articulating an important sense of anger and injustice that had very local 

implications.  As Deutschrap conquered the German popular music market, socially conscious 

hip-hop enthusiasts in the Federal Republic turned with increasing intensity to a new, more 

aggressive brand of hip-hop from across the ocean: gangsta rap.50 

 

Gangsta Origins and the Hip-hop Imaginary 

 
Gangsta rap is hip-hop‘s most contentious subgenre. Rooted in the misery, poverty, drug 

culture and gang violence of inner-city life on the U.S. West coast in the late 1980s to mid-

1990s, it both celebrated and problematized the alternative ‗codes of the street‘ that form the 

analytical heart of Elijah Anderson‘s work. Los Angeles rapper Ice-T was among the first to 

pioneer the genre‘s hardcore stance in his 1986 release, ―6 in the mornin‘.‖ It was a narrative of 

gun battles, drug deals, fights with police, pimping and prostitution, and physical brutality in 

South Central Los Angeles. This single, along with tracks such as ―Squeeze the Trigger,‖ and 

―Somebody Gotta Do it (Pimpin‘ ain‘t easy!)‖ appeared on the rapper‘s debut album, Rhyme 

Pays in 1987; the albums Power (1988), The Iceberg/Freedom of Speech…Just Watch What you 

                                                 
50 It is important to note that Public Enemy is not classified as a gangsta rap group. What they do have in common 
with gangsta crews is a celebratory black pride and a vocal challenge to the dominant social order.  
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Say (1989), and O.G. Original Gangsta (1991) followed in rapid succession and helped define 

the gangsta phenomenon (Kelley 1996: 188). While he rejoiced in the material wealth hip-hop 

(and his own ice-cold, hard-edged toughness) brought him – Ice-T. frequently rapped about his 

car, his home, his jewelry, and other possessions – the rapper assaulted drug addiction and the 

overall capitalist U.S. economy in which he felt African-Americans were victimized. His music 

often adopted a moralistic stance regarding the pitfalls of gang life, but this attitude was 

ensconced within exciting tales of gun battles with authorities, camaraderie with friends who 

aided his survival on the street, and tragedies of inner-city antiheroes. This contradictory practice 

of simultaneously criticizing and immortalizing the ghetto‘s fallen warriors has been a feature of 

gangsta and gangsta-influenced styles since its genesis. 

 West coast crew N.W.A. (Niggaz with Attitude) emerged as the dominant force in 

gangsta rap between 1987 and 1988. The group, consisting of Easy E, Dr. Dre, MC Ren, and Ice 

Cube, represented their local neighborhood in the 1998 album, Straight Outta Compton, which 

contained the infamous song, ―Fuck da Police‖ and ghetto narratives ―Dopeman‖ and ―Gangsta 

Gangsta‖ (Rose 1994: 128-129). Their East coast counterparts were Boogie Down Productions 

(BDP), a Bronx crew whose original incarnation included KRS-One, DJ Scott La Rock, and D-

Nice. Their 1987 debut album Criminal Minded featured members brandishing handguns on the 

cover. As with N.W.A. and Ice-T., BDP dealt with themes of crime, violence, and defense, 

evidenced by the song ―9mm Goes Bang,‖ the first commercially successful hip-hop song based 

on a first-person crime narrative (Watkins 2006: 240). 

 Indeed, the ―real,‖ unembellished depiction of young, impoverished, African-American 

male life in America‘s asphalt jungles was the aesthetic expectation that animated gangsta‘s 

commercial success among widely diverse audiences. The music grappled with crime and 

personal risk through alternately glorifying the drug dealing gangsta, mournfully lamenting the 

world that produced him, and concurrently decrying the destructive effects of the addiction he 

fostered in inner city communities. Poverty is thematically omnipresent, the impetus for this 

musical outcry, the conspicuous consumption that is its counterpart, and for rapper‘s defensive 

lyrical postures. The racism and repression black youths encountered at the hands of police, 

however, was gangsta‘s primary target, one which was circulated throughout the U.S. 

mediascape. Kelley posits that among the primary cultural forces that produced gangsta rappers 
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like Ice-T and N.W.A was the militarization of communities like Watts and Compton, Los 

Angeles neighborhoods that  were transformed into battlefields in the ―War on Drugs:‖ 

 The re-casting of South Central as an American war zone was brought to us on 
NBC Nightly news, in Dan Rather‘s special report ―48 Hours: On Gang Street‖ 
and in Hollywood films like Colors and Boyz in the Hood. ―Straight Outta 
Compton,‖ for example, was released about the time Chief Darryl Gates 
implemented Operation HAMMER, when almost 1500 black youth in South 
Central were picked up for merely ―looking suspicious.‖ While most were 
charged with minor offenses like curfew and traffic violations, some were not 
charged at all but simply had their names and addresses logged in the LAPD anti-
gang task force data base. In this context N.W.A released their now classic 
anthem, ―Fuck Tha Police.‖ Opening with a mock trial in which NWA is the 
judge and jury and the police are the defendants, each member of the group offers 
his own testimony. After promising to tell ―the whole truth and nothing but the 
truth,‖ Ice Cube takes the stand and explodes with an indictment against racism, 
repression, and the common practice of criminalizing all black youth.‖ (Kelley, 
1996: 202) 

 
Gangsta rap, then, is best understood as a music rooted in a specific time, place, and cultural 

context. As it traveled through the mediascape in music videos, television documentaries, and 

films, however, its local symbols and coded behaviors accrued additional meanings that 

delineated behavioral expectations for a generation of young African-American males. 

 Among the most powerful of these expectations is an assumed intersection of ghetto 

experiences, violence, and masculine power.51 As rappers filtered their life experiences into 

narratives, their ability to withstand the inner city‘s psychological and physical risks became a 

badge of honor and, in line with the code of the street, a source of respect. Criminologist James 

Messerschmidt suggests this is a cultural phenomenon evident across U.S. culture(s) when he 

                                                 
51 Violence at two concert events captured the attention of the media and the American imagination in the late 
1980‘s.  The first, responsible for ―forever linking the words ―rap‖ and ―violence‖ for mainstream America‖ was at a 
1986 Run DMC concert. (Light 1999: 65)  In 1986 Run DMC‘s multi-platinum Raising Hell became the first Rap 
album to achieve widespread commercial success.  It reached No. 1 on the R&B Charts and was the first rap album 
to reach the Top 10 pop chart.  Although not associated with gangsta rap, Run DMC was linked to violence by the 
media due to a brawl incited by Los Angeles gang members during a show in Long Beach, California in the summer 
of 1986. 

At a 1988 rap concert at the Nassau Coliseum in Long Island, 19 year old Julio Fuentes was stabbed to 
death.  National attention was focused on the relationship between violence and rap music in the wake of this 
murder.  As a result, many venues refused to host rap concerts.  According to Tricia Rose, ―What sparked the venue 
owners‘ panic in the Coliseum event was a preexisting anxiety regarding rap‘s core audience—black working-class 
youths—the growing popularity of rap music, and the media‘s interpretation of the incident, which fed directly into 
those preexisting anxieties. The Coliseum incident and the social control discourse that framed it provided a 
justification for a wide range of efforts to contain and control black teen presence while shielding, behind concerns 
over public safety, Coliseum policies aimed at black-dominated events.‖ (Rose 1994: 131)  
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notes, ―throughout our society…violence is associated with power and males…As a result, most 

young males come to identify the connection between masculinity-power-aggression-violence as 

part of their own developing male identitities‖ (1986: 56). Proving personal masculinity, adult 

status, and social dominance, then, means demonstrating that one‘s defenses are always at the 

ready; backing down from a confrontation is social dynamite to one‘s credibility. These 

confrontations are part of the storyline of gangsta narratives, valorizing bravery and street 

bravado and inviting audiences to vicariously share in that power as they recite first-person lyrics 

that let them share the character‘s worldview, his experiences, his life. 

 

Learning the Code – Media Interventions  

 

Over the course of my fieldwork I was fortunate to meet an array of hip-hop practitioners 

led to music via divergent creative and social pathways. Some came to hip-hop through elder 

siblings, others through local after-school programs. Others began by b-boying or spraying and 

tried their abilities as emcees as they matured, while more shaped their lyrical and poetic skills 

through keen observation of American and German artists they could see in videos, on the 

internet, or at live events.  Despite this diversity, however, those I interviewed invariably 

referenced the influx of ―ghettocentric‖ films that accompanied the initial wave of hip-hop music 

to Germany and which made deep impressions on migrant youths as they sought to understand  

hip-hop‘s creative taproot and its powerful oppositional potential. Among these were New Jack 

City, a neo-blaxsploitation crime thriller, the urban drama Juice (1992), and Boyz „n the Hood 

(1991), a powerful coming of age tale set in the risk-riddled landscape of South Central Los 

Angeles. These films, along with Menace II Society (1993) and Clockers (1995) created what 

historian Jacqueline Jones deemed a ―ghetto aesthetic‖ (Jones, 1991: 32-34). Social roles in these 

films are limited and gendered: men are drug dealers, athletes, pimps – all criminal members of 

the gangsta club. Women are drug addicts, prostitutes, or mothers. Plots frequently revolve 

around a main character‘s efforts to leave the ghetto. Authentic ghetto life is ―performed‖ in 

stock ways: through sex scenes, fights, gun battles, car chases, drug deals, and altercations with 

police or other authority figures, all filmed in spaces that evoke an authentic geographical 

connection to the inner city. The exaggerated manner in which these acts are presented, however, 

and the practice of reusing them in a number of films connecting violence to the ghetto 

experience ultimately undermine any longed-for ―reals.‖ For Barbara Mennel, ―ghetto films both 



 94 

claim authentic experience while recycling conventions, genres, and films. The dynamic recalls 

the appropriations in hip-hop music: one similarly speaks in the name of authentic ghetto 

experience while employing strategies that compromise this resolve‖ (2002: 138). These films at 

once valorize and expose the tragedies of gangsta life, creating alluring anti-heroes for young, 

marginalized males.52 

 As was the case with U.S. hip-hop music and dance practices, ghettocentric films sparked 

a wave of filmic reworks of inner-city themes – violence, poverty, drug use, social marginality – 

imagined in German urban spaces and centered in migrant experiences. Films such as Short 

Sharp Shock, Kanak Attack, Brothers and Sisters, Dealers, and Lola and Billy the Kid portrayed 

young migrants as both the sources and targets of societal risks. As children of a Turkish father 

and German mother, the siblings in Brothers and Sisters grapple with their ethnic identities, 

double citizenship, and practical survival in Berlin‘s Kreuzberg neighborhood. Certain 

blaxploitation symbols, such as admiration for Bruce Lee and martial arts as a means of 

strengthening the body in the midst of scarcity, or expensive German-made automobiles as 

markers of material plenty and status, figure prominently throughout the film.53 As with Boyz in 

the Hood and Juice, hip-hop clothing, graffiti, and music are imbedded within the characters‘ 

daily lives, musically and culturally ―placing‖ them according to class, ethnicity, and age. ? 

Becker‘s film Kanak Attack adheres even more closely to the ghetto action film by portraying 

young migrant males as agents of criminality and violence. Their social lives are directed by 

male peer rather than parental influence, alluding to an imbalanced hypermasculinity that lacks 

the moral compass of the elder generation. As rapper Das Bo reminds the audience on the film‘s 

soundtrack that ―only fury counts‖ (―Nur der Zorn zählt‖), we again find hip-hop in the 

foreground and background, a sonic signifier of ethnicity, space, and cultural threat. 

 In addition to the cinematic circulation of ghettocentric images and sounds, the internet 

has provided an extension of the mediascape through which hip-hop and its ―real‖ portrayals are 

                                                 
52 While some, like Mennel and Steve Neale (2000) assert that the gangsta figure is alluring to those in liminal social 
spaces because of his claims to power, popularity of these films among adolescent white males suggests their appeal 
lies more in general claims to power and in the ability to inspire fear or generate credible threats among those in 
their immediate environs.  
53 Stuart M. Kaminsky explains the affinity for Bruce Lee and the kung fu film genre in ghettocentric and 
blaxsploitation films, asserting they are ―…metaphors for the downtrodden‖ (in Marsden, Nachbar, and Grogg, Jr. 
1982: 142). He goes on to note that kung fu films ―are not films of law, but of myth; we are dealing with basic issues 
of life, meaning, and family. The fantasy resolution for a ghetto kid in mythology is not through law. The fantasy is 
one of being able to right the wrong of one‘s personal frustration with one‘s own limited ability (ibid, 144). 
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broadcast. By its very nature Niko, Sezen, and Stathi‘s business requires they complete much of 

their work on computer. On any given afternoon in the Chillichilliwa studio, Stathi may edit 

video for one of the label‘s new artists, prepare a press kit, or listen to music while Sezen masters 

his new album or posts free beat tracks the group‘s fans can download from Poedra‘s website. 

Each will often take a break and watch videos or television shows on the internet, evidencing a 

seamless interaction with media that envelops their creative and leisure activities. Indeed, their 

level of media consumption is substantial, as is their critical understanding of mediated messages 

and images.  

On many evenings I arrived to see Stathi, Checker, and A!Damn and other young men 

huddled around a computer screen to watch U.S. comedian Dave Chappelle. From 2003 to 2005 

Chapelle wrote and starred in a popular sketch comedy show on the Comedy Central cable 

network that parodied racial stereotypes, politics, sexuality, violence and U.S. popular culture. 

Chappelle‘s affection for hip-hop was on display in each episode. He offered an introductory 

stand-up comedy routine before a live audience, prefaced by a riff from the song ―Hip-hop‖ from 

rap group dead prez‘ album, Let‟s Get Free. Throughout the show popular hip-hop and soul 

artists, including Snoop Dogg, Common, Talib Kweli, Lil Jon, and Wu Tang Clan, were featured 

either as performers or within comedic sketches.  

One of their favorite sketches was a Chappelle parody of the commercialization of hip-

hop featuring successful West Coast rap crew Wu-Tang Clan. The segment began with a setup 

akin to E.F. Hutton commercials of years past, but with Wu-Tang leaders GZA and RZA as 

financial advisors. In the skit, Wu-Tang members run their own bank and offer financial 

counseling to their customers, such as ―you need to diversify yo bonds, nigga.‖ Lyrics from the 

group‘s most successful album, 36 Chambers, are referenced throughout the skit, reminding 

bank patrons that ―nowadays we all know that cash rules everything around us—C.R.E.A.M., get 

the money, dollar dollar bill ya‘ll,‖ while GZA admonishes his clients to ―protect yo goddamn 

neck!‖54 

 Chappelle‟s Show has been critically hailed for its savvy, aggressive approach to dealing 

with controversial topics, and it is precisely the creator‘s talent for defanging cultural tigers that 

Stathi and Checker find so appealing. ―It‘s funny because he puts black people into places where 

                                                 
54 These lyrics quote the 1993 Wu-Tang song ―C.R.E.A.M.,‖ an acronym which stands for ―Cash rules everything 
around me.‖ 
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you‘re only used to seeing white people. Like Chappelle casting himself as a black President 

Bush with Mos Def as his spokesman,‖ Stathi notes. ―The humor is a crazy, almost sad kind of 

humor when you think about it, because no one from a ‗hood would ever be in that kind of 

position.‖ ―It‘s also cool to see people we grew up listening to on his show,‖ Checker notes. ―It‘s 

like seeing old friends, and it‘s like the whole entertainment is tied up together – comedy, 

politics, hip-hop. We know hip-hop isn‘t all about gangsta, or that the gangsta stuff can be 

ludicrous…honestly, everybody in hip-hop knows that. Chappelle makes fun of the whole 

performance without ever letting you forget that he loves hip-hop. It makes sense.‖ 

 Stathi and Checker‘s responses are telling. Poedra and other Chillichilliwa emcees are the 

knowledgeable inheritors of three decades of hip-hop history, including that which has been 

produced in the United States and within their own national and local scenes. They have 

developed aesthetic notions of performativity that allow for creative license while 

simultaneously articulating a toughness and allegiance to local space mandated by the street‘s 

codes.  Hip-hop narratives and their often sensational portraits of ghettos and gangstas are both 

real and unreal to them, something they accept as a transcultural feature of the music. ―Not all 

rappers who write violent lyrics have lived the words,‖ Nelson George reminds us. ―Most 

exercise the same artistic license to write violent tales as do the makers of Hollywood flicks.‖ 

Like arguably all hip-hop practitioners, Chillichilliwa artists feel the freedom to choose the 

elements of the code with which they agree and wish to celebrate in their music. Simultaneously, 

those choices reflect the influence of narrowly defined avenues to subcultural power as they 

tread familiar pathways of local solidarity, ethnic difference, and opposition. In the following 

section I will examine how Poedra demonstrates aesthetic mastery of the code of the street and, 

by extension, the power of risk. 

 
Rauch in der Lunge (Smoke in the Lungs) 

 

When Poedra founded the Chillichilliwa label, they planned to release solo albums (with 

group contributions), Bunker compilations, and albums that featured Poedra as a group. 

Following Poedra‘s Aktion Schwarzer Vogel and Bunker Edition Vol. 1, both released in 2005, 

Stathi‘s solo album, Rauch in der Lunge, debuted in early 2007.55  

                                                 
55 The album, originally entitled Stasi Stathi, was originally planned for 2006, but he was unsatisfied with several 
tracks and delayed its release. When I asked him about the title, Stathi‘s rationale was that the Stasi were powerful 
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Fig. 3.1 – Cover art for Stathi Efthimiadis‘ solo album, Rauch in der Lunge 

 

Stasi was responsible for all lyrics and artwork on the album, including the graphic and 

cinematic design for videos the group released on their website and youtube. On the following 

track (DVD Track 5), Stathi declares his solidarity with the Ruhrpott, a place whose youths 

deserve respect for persevering despite the region‘s poverty and crime: 

Lyrics: 

Stathi, the Label: Chillichilliwa - for the whole Ruhrpott 
 
Have you heard, the Pott has smoke in its lungs 
But I avoided that mixed tape crap  
German rap can shit (itself) 
There are no rappers in the Schwarz 
But way too many stars 
 
Real hear, real there - fuck that shit 

                                                                                                                                                             
and ―badass,‖ antiheroes that lent themselves to interesting cinematic interpretations. Tellingly, no Stasi references 
made it onto the final recording. 
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I only want to know if the rapper and the man are the same person 
But come on, we‘re looking forward 
We‘re on the best pathway and push all stones (boundaries) aside 
Watch – I lay the bodies behind me 
 
There‘s too much going on here not to think about rap - the Pott‘s been hungry too long 
To give away the chances now 
The ship wanted to sink, but only rats ran away –  
we stayed hard, learned how to swim in the shit 
The Pott‘s been brewing forever 
We knew it would explode 
Click on hiphop-pott.de to see how it happens 
 
Hiphop-pott isn‘t for those without the balls 
We‘ve always been honest and real 
While the others blew it. 
This shit is my job – look I dominate the beat 
I‘m the west end champion 
While the others rent themselves a Hummer 
Filmed in a handycam clip 
As far as I‘m concerned they can take that handy with them 
I stay cool and relaxed – at home with myself 
Our label isn‘t ―Chillichilliwa‖ for nothing 
On my own for a year, with Poedra as partners 
Loyalty until the end 
America is copied, no matter where you go 
 
Hip-hop is second hand – wash it well before you wear it 
All this bling – jiggy style – seems like Carnival to me 
We‘re like Carhartt – not some tool from Dior 
Some want me to promote  
But I shit on their quotas 
And promote my own record 
And I also shit on political correctness 
Because I know there‘s nothing correct about politics 
I‘m for the Pott and its kids 
Who are trying to find a place for themselves, but who still are looking 
I go where I want in Germany and get respect everywhere 
And when people ask me why the major labels haven‘t discovered me 
The answer is easy – I didn‘t send out a demo 
And then they told me – ―Major labels can‘t offer you a thing.‖ 
We‘re independent, WE‘RE behind the production 
With our heads against the wall, we‘ll revolutionize the Pott 
I look where the light is, right to the top of the working class 
Think on me when you have no heroes left – you can depend on me 
This is the Duisburg collective – and it‘s where I live my life everyday 
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And once more I say to you, this is Chillichilliwa 
I love the Pott; 2007 is our year 

On both the album cover and in the opening video animation, Stathi‘s profile unfurls in a plume 

of spoke from a Duisburg factory furnace, evoking the city, its history, and working class 

associations. Video and album are both in black and white; in the former, Stathi and 

Chillichilliwa supporting artists are clothed in blue jeans, black and white sweats, and t-shirts, 

many of which feature the label‘s black and white logo:  

 

 

Fig. 3.2 – Chillichilliwa logo 

 

The production is spare, sending a message that this is direct, street-orientated hip-hop free from 

the distractions of crasser commercial styles.56 

  ―Rauch in der Lunge‖ demonstrates key textual and aesthetic connections to Anderson‘s 

delineated street codes. Stathi heralds his audience in the ―Pott,‖ announcing this music is by and 

about Ruhrpott artists. He represents his local neighborhood and the Ruhrpott region by 

challenging rap stars from the Schwarz (southern Germany) and commercially-driven glam hip-

hoppers (an implicit swipe at Berlin groups whose lyrics and videos celebrate girls, guns, and 

cars). He fronts, or demonstrates, his bravery, perseverance and commitment to hip-hop despite 

                                                 
56 It is also possible the group was influenced by the 2004 Pharrell Williams/Snoop Dogg video ―Drop it Like it‘s 
Hot,‖ which featured a stripped-down, minimal accompaniment track and black and white film.This video received 
heavy circulation on German MTV and the VIVA video channel during 2004 and 2005. 
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competition and adversity in a notoriously tough neighborhood. He likewise asserts his label‘s 

fidelity to hip-hop authenticity by questioning those who ―perform‖ the street though 

conspicuous consumption and distancing himself from the notion that a major label could 

challenge his creative autonomy. Finally, he takes an open verbal swipe at Deutschrap stars. This 

is a socially layered message, one which a) criticizes the media machine that produces 

Deutschrap and the fanbase that supports it, b) claims an authentic connection to true hip-hop 

that Deutschrap cannot achieve, and c) makes a racially coded distinction between German 

practitioners and migrant practitioners. As Poedra‘s story and understanding of blackness unfolds 

in the following chapter, this eschewing of German whiteness will gain clearer focus. 

 What is more subtle is the notion of risk that is woven into Poedra‘s personal narratives. 

Returning to Niko‘s assertion in chapter two that Bruckhausen is like ―the German Bronx,‖ or to 

Sezen‘s assertions that Poedra is chronicling the life experiences of kids in the ghetto, it is clear 

the group views the Duisburg inner city and migrant communities throughout the Ruhrgebiet as 

―at-risk.‖  Within hip-hop culture, the volatility of the neighborhood offers those who live there 

valuable sub-cultural real estate; as Anderson notes, ―the tougher the neighborhood, the more 

prestige [the youth] has in the minds of outsiders he encounters‖ (1999: 100). Members of the 

group likewise draw upon the subcultural capital of their own ethnic differences and the 

distinctive histories they share with other Gastarbeiter descendents, features of their lives that are 

appraised as disadvantages within the broader German culture but which become valuable social 

commodities within the more intimate world of hip-hop. This points to the acquisition of 

aesthetic understandings that they have inherited over time as hip-hop practitioners who have 

mastered the genre‘s transcultural dicta and the performance mandates of their own local and 

national traditions. 

 

Bourdieu, Poedra, and the Acquisition of Sub-cultural Capital 

In his 1984 book, Distinction, French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu argued for a model of 

social organization that acknowledged how competition for social capital animates behavior 

across a wide variety of social realms. He suggested that human interactions are ultimately multi-

dimensional status games in which people draw upon social, economic, and cultural capital to 

negotiate power. Independent from financial resources (economic capital) and relationship, 

network, or institutional connections (social capital), cultural capital implies ownership of scarce 
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or exceptional knowledge, expertise, or unique tastes. This set of resources provides social actors 

a means of achieving a self-reflexive, critical, and expansive orientation to meaning in the world 

that can be decontextualized from its original associations (i.e., ghetto performativity as a 

manifestation of life in U.S. inner-cities) and easily recontextualized in new settings (such as 

living the ―code of the street‖ in Germany‘s ethnic urban ghettos). 

Cultural capital exists in three key forms. First, it is embodied as implicit practical skills, 

knowledge, or personal dispositions. Poedra and their hip-hop counterparts throughout the 

country garner varying degrees of cultural capital as they demonstrate their mastery of verbal and 

physical performing styles, language, topics, social cues, and by contextualizing these within 

their own negotiated places in hip-hop‘s unfolding historical trajectory. Second, cultural capital 

is objectified in cultural objects, such as clothing, cars, or even abstract ownership of ghetto 

space. Third, cultural capital is institutionalized in official degrees that certify cultural capital‘s 

embodiment. In Bourdieu‘s original analysis this referred specifically to the public life of French 

academics and intellectuals who achieved status in part through institutional associations. In 

Poedra‘s case, the absence of the trappings of academic or ―mainstream‖ achievements or 

associations with centers of institutional power is a necessary component of garnering cultural 

capital in hip-hop communities of the Ruhrpott. 

Bourdieu classified these ways of thinking, feeling, and acting through the notion of 

habitus. In simple terms, habitus refers to all the patterns of thought, preferences, and behaviors 

human beings acquire through their connections to education, class, family life, and any other 

interactive fields they encounter. They are neither completely voluntary nor completely 

involuntary. The habitus guides human behavior without assuming the shape of formalized rules; 

it is this notion that Elijah Anderson implicitly addresses when defining the code of the street and 

which I allege is part of the animus of hip-hop consumption among the actors in this study. Hip-

hop culture and its negotiated understandings of liminality, social resistance, ethnicity, gender, 

authenticity, and space offers practitioners an abstract, transposable system of schema that help 

Poedra classify the world and structure their own actions within it. The habitus emerges through 

a process of creative responses to specific situations – it likewise shapes the lenses through 

which those situations are read. 

Like other capital resources, cultural capital draws upon connections to specific 

institutional domains. Actors fight for a place within the social hierarchy through the acquisition 
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of status within fields such as politics, the arts, religion, education, and business. Bourdieu 

asserts that all cultural capital assumes the shape of the field in which it operates, a conceptual 

connection to Henri Lefebvre‘s understanding of the ways institutions spatially order human 

behavior discussed in the previous chapter. For example, in academia cultural capital takes the 

form of intellectual acumen, research success, and expertise in teaching, writing, and presenting 

one‘s work at professional conferences. This capital is embodied in journal articles, Ph.D. 

dissertations, and books and institutionalized through degrees and fellowships. In Bruckhausen, 

when Poedra model themselves after hip-hop moguls like the Wu-Tang clan or move beyond 

recording their own music to booking performances and producing albums and music videos for 

other hip-hop artists throughout the city, they are negotiating much more than financial capital – 

they are claiming expertise within an institutionalized, capitalistic business structure.57 

Moreover, this is a field in which their ethnicities and neighborhood associations provide them 

with distinctive competitive advantages over their German colleagues who record ―Deutschrap.‖ 

Cultural capital not only animates behavior within the way Poedra conducts business, but 

within a broad array of consumption patterns involving clothing, hobbies, choice of personal 

friends and associated, business logos, video images, media – i.e., within the entire realm of 

public performativity.  In order for demonstrated tastes and preferences to have social value, they 

must be viewed. The habitus then organizes how they classify the universe of objects to which 

they are exposed, framing desire for hallowed objects (Carhartt sweatshirts, ―street‖ space, music 

media, U.S. hip-hop slang) and revulsion toward objects of little to no value in the field (the 

inexcusable un-coolness of Deutschrap). The habitus has the power to structure tastes and 

consumption patterns in distinctive ways, yielding lifestyles that secure its reproduction. In other 

words, the hip-hop community to which Poedra belong stratify value and behavioral caché in 

their connection to ghetto artifacts as they exist within the musical mediascape, perpetuating 

tastes and coded behaviors that become determinants of cultural value. 

Bourdieu further argues that cultural capital secures the respect of the others through the 

consumption of objects that are ideationally difficult and so can only be consumed by those few 

who have acquired the ability to appreciate it. In ―Rauch in der Lunge‖ Stathi claims the 

intangible ―real,‖ an ideational object that cannot be bought or conspicuously consumed. He 

                                                 
57 This is also true of artists like Sido and Bushido in Chapter One, whose claims to hip-hop legitimacy rest not only 
in their street credibility but on their abilities to create rhymes that their fans want to buy. 
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likewise implies a knowledge of hip-hop culture and the ability to analyze his colleagues‘ 

musical offerings (and their motivations), knowing these heighten his reputation‘s currency. This 

places a status boundary around Stathi and the Chillichilliwa members in the video, a collective 

of young men who are united in their celebrated local understanding of hip-hop authenticity. 

They are a group of young men with sufficient cultural knowledge to understand and appreciate 

underground hip-hop or the Dave Chappelle show; they possess significant knowledge of the 

street to be ―authentic‖ hip-hop artists. 

Bourdieu‘s habitus gives us a means to explore the habitual, acculturated dimension of 

risk-related reactions and perceptions. Because the performed habitus is crucial to sub-cultural 

belonging, it maintains and reproduces socio-cultural practices. The habitual, practiced, body-

knowledge of the habitus is imbedded over time through tastes or styles, and in discriminations 

of what gives one pleasure and what one judges to be of value or beautiful. Risk offers a ready 

behavioral pathway for delineating cultural otherness – those who exhibit habitus orientations 

(tastes, styles, aesthetics) familiar or akin to one‘s own are identified as ―like,‖ whether they are 

personally known or not.  A perceived sameness is what encouraged young migrants in Germany 

to view marginal young urban teens in the United States as social kindred; their liminal social 

worlds were intertwined through outsiderism. Hip-hop culture, with its concomitant sounds, 

gestures, symbols, styles, and perspectives, became the performed requirement of subcultural 

belonging for these youths, regardless of their countries of origin or the polity which contained 

them. 

In this chapter I have located migrant hip-hop practice in Germany within the larger 

framework of violence targeting migrant communities over the last fifteen years. The risks of 

personal destruction and fomenting of fear among migrant and post-migrant youths was an 

important creative impetus for early hip-hop in the Federal Republic as youths drew inspiration 

from an assumed power of African-American youth culture in U.S. inner cities. This power 

stemmed in part from gangsta rap artists‘ articulation of urban street codes that demonstrated a 

ready willingness to defend themselves, represent and celebrate their local neighborhoods, and 

reject dominant social values. Gangsta styles helped cement distinctions surrounding ethnicity 

and poverty that emerged among Germany‘s early old school and new school practitioners; 

notions of ghettos, ethnicity, and violence were reified through ghettocentric films and their 

European counterparts. Through films, videos, and television programs that circulate throughout 
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the German mediascape, groups like Poedra have inherited specific notions of what authentic 

hip-hop performativity must include; their own ―real‖ renderings of hip-hop music must entail an 

understanding of street code mastery and must root their own personal narratives in the risks of 

the street. In the following chapter I will examine the ways Poedra have interpreted their hip-hop 

offerings as a manifestation of cultural blackness and as a way of negotiating their social 

positions within contemporary Germany. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
―RISKY BUSINESS‖ – BLACKNESS AND THE NEGOTIATION OF KANAK IDENTITY 

 Rest at pale evening... 
A tall, slim tree... 

Night coming tenderly 
Black like me 

 
- Langston Hughes, ( from ―Dream Variations,‖ 1932) 
 

 
When John Howard Griffin penned Black Like Me, the diary of his journey into the heart 

of the segregated U.S. South in the 1950s, I suspect he had little inkling of the lasting impact the 

book would have.  Committed to the cause of racial justice and discouraged by his own inability 

to understand the black cultural experience, Griffin disguised himself as an African-American 

male by undergoing a series of dermatological treatments to darken his skin and adopting speech 

patterns reflective of local African-American dialects. The resulting book chronicled the six 

weeks he spent traveling through Texas, Mississippi, and Alabama and became a fixture of 

middle school reading lists throughout the nation. It has been dramatized, filmed, reconstructed, 

praised, and critiqued for nearly four decades.  

Griffin‘s work has a German parallel: Ganz Unten (The Lowest of the Low; literally, 

―way down‖), penned by journalist Günter Wallraff in 1985, was a journalistic exposé of the 

substandard working and living conditions in the former German Federal Republic. Armed with 

the papers of Ali Levent Sinirlioglu, a Turkish worker with whom he collaborated throughout his 

research, Wallraff infiltrated West Germany‘s foreign labor market by working as a 

Schwarzarbeiter (illegal worker) in Duisburg‘s Thyssen steelworks, a plant within walking 

distance of the Bruckhausen Kulturbunker. Like Griffin, Wallraff altered his physical appearance 

by darkening his hair and skin; he affected a Turkish accent and ―broken‖ German when 

speaking to his employers and co-workers. Through a series of episodes which have him serving 

as a bodyguard/chauffeur to a plant foreman, securing more illegal laborers to carry out 

potentially life-threatening work at a nuclear power plant, and attempting to convert to 

Christianity so that he may marry a German woman and remain in the country, Wallraff offered 

up a damning portrait of German xenophobic and racist treatment of Gastarbeiter that touched  

perhaps the rawest nerve in the collective national consciousness. 
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 Praise and criticism have been lavished on these two books in equal measure. After his 

book‘s publication, Griffin gained international fame as a civil rights activist; he was 

simultaneously burned in effigy in his hometown of Mansfield, Texas. Wallraff‘s Ganz Unten 

became the best-selling book in German history and earned him the French literary prize for 

human rights; he was also publicly denounced by Levent Sinirlioglu and collaborator Uwe 

Herzog for distorting many of the events in his book (Kuhn 1989: 198). The most potent 

criticisms, however, address common strategies the two authors used to lend credibility to their 

undercover personae, performing versions of ―blackness‖ or ―Turkishness‖ that corresponded to 

prevailing social stereotypes of these groups. Altering their appearance was only one element of 

the transformation: each also adopted speech mannerisms (African-American dialect, bastardized 

―Ausländerdeutsch [foreigner‘s German]) they believed made their performances more 

believable. Because they created carbon copies of those whose victimhood they hoped to expose, 

both Wallraff and Griffin may have unintentionally reified, rather than challenged, cultural 

notions of the social inadequacies of the marginalized groups they sought to help.  

 In the previous two chapters we were introduced to ways hip-hop practice among young 

migrants and migrant-descendent groups in Germany reflect a keen awareness of the genre‘s 

cultural origins and the sometimes self-conscious ways groups like Poedra carve out space 

within the broader realm of hip-hop performance. Like Griffin and Wallraff, Chillichilliwa 

emcees and engineers engage in varying degrees of cultural borrowing from traditions of 

African-American expressivity to make their artistic products believable and sufficiently 

authentic. Within the Bunker and throughout the broader mediascape, assumptions about parallel 

experiences of social displacement, racism, exploitation, economic disparity, and social injustice 

fuel the kinship many migrant communities in Germany claim with African-American 

communities in the United States. In the following essay I investigate intersections of blackness, 

power, and Turkishness that surround and direct Chillichilliwa artists‘ performativity and shape 

their personal narratives. Of particular interest is the malleability and portability of hip-hop-

infused blackness‘ most accessible symbols and the social power Poedra and A!Damn ascribe to 

these symbols.  While these symbols are important tools used in the process of identity 

formation, my line of inquiry focuses more closely on the ways blackness informs performed 

risk responses as young migrant hip-hoppers in the Ruhrpott publicly act out their identities. 
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Adem 

On most weekday evenings it is common to find a shy, dark-eyed teenage boy named 

Adem hanging out in the Chillichilliwa studio. He is a quiet young man, reluctant to talk much, 

but clearly happy to be part of Poedra‘s social group and one of the label‘s new recording artists. 

A!Damn, Adem‘s stage persona and alter ego, veritably shouts his presence in clever rhymes 

when a microphone is near, erasing any doubts about his facility with the German language 

which some Bunker kids suggest causes him anxiety and renders him quiet in social situations. 

A!Damn is Adem‘s brave warrior in the hip-hop performance arena, a clever-tongued battler 

who is a master of his lyrics. 

 

 

Fig. 4.1: A!Damn (photo: Stathi Efthimiadis) 

 

At seventeen, Adem has come of age in the era of commercialized, glam hip-hop and of 

German interpretations of gangsta styles. The more socially-conscious music which he and other 

Chillichilliwa artists create is an introspective, underground rivulet compared to the extroverted 

excesses of contemporary styles.  I am surprised, then, to see him frequently rotate a collection 

of t-shirts showcasing his deep affection for U.S. rapper Tupac Shakur. Shakur, who released an 

impressive body of work between his debut album in 1991 and the drive-by shooting that caused 

his death in 1996, has ascended to iconic status within the extended hip-hop culture. He was 

emblematic of the rivalries between East and West Coast rappers in the 1990s, a complex figure 

whose T.H.U.G. L.I.F.E. philosophy (an acronym for ―The Hate You Give Little Infants Fucks 
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Everybody‖) dovetailed with his attempts to create a community-driven, racialized code of street 

conduct that followed the Black Panthers‘ ―Ten Point Plan.‖58 In cinema and print, Shakur 

became the mythological troubled poet and trickster, a flawed hero accused of abusing women 

(he served a prison sentence for sexual assault), inspiring a generation of young people to 

become politically active, and even outwitting the public by faking his own death. (See 

McQuillar and Johnson, 1996; Dyson, 2002) 

When I approach Adem about Tupac, he smiles. ―He‘s the be-all, end-all, I think. The 

complete package.‖ I press, curious about what specifically fuels his attraction to a long-dead 

U.S. hip-hop star. ―Well, I do like his music,‖ he says slowly.  ―Sometimes the songs are sort of 

playful, like ‗What‘s Your Phone Number,‘ and I can get that from the mix even if I don‘t catch 

all the words. But most of the time he just talks about where he comes from and how he wanted 

the world to change. I think he was very strong.‖ Adem said his real interest in Shakur began 

when Stathi gave him a biography of the rapper that included German translations of his texts. 

―There‘s beautiful poetry there, a beautiful person had to think those things,‖ he said. ―I want my 

music to make people feel like that, to make them think. And, really,‖ he grins, ―Tupac was just 

cool.‖ 

Our conversation veers to other hip-hop artists found on either side of the Atlantic. 

Adem‘s command of hip-hop history and performing artists is impressive. Despite his initial 

shyness, he warms to his subject and gives a clear, informed assessment of what he finds 

compelling or worthy of criticism in each artist we discuss. He clearly respects certain U.S. hip-

hop artists like Nas, Talib Kweli, and even Fifty-Cent, reserving more pointed criticisms for 

artists famous within the German national music scene whose authenticity he calls into question. 

When the conversation turns to Turkish hip-hoppers like Eko-Fresh and Kool Savaş, he makes a 

compelling observation: ―I think we (Turks) get something deep in hip-hop because of our 

language. It‘s very descriptive, very poetic, and even if we rap in German, that way of describing 

things comes through. I think that maybe black people and Turkish people feel things more 

similarly than maybe Germans do because of the ways we feel words.‖ He continues, ―and as a 

Kanak, there‘s nothing that separates me from a black man. We live in the same kinds of 

neighborhoods, we live by the same rules. If you really think about it, Tupac was Kanak.‖ 

                                                 
58 For a list of the Panthers‘ ten points, see http://www.blackpanther.org/TenPoint.htm.  

http://www.blackpanther.org/TenPoint.htm
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Adem‘s assessment of the alliances between young Turks and African-Americans is not 

novel. It reflects a widespread cultural phenomenon in Germany rooted in mediated images 

(particularly in film and television), in literature, and in the early development of hip-hop 

culture, a music viewed as culturally ―black,‖ among migrant youths in the 1980s and 1990s. 

Whether the connections drawn between these two minority groups are celebrated or denigrated 

depends solely upon who perceives and tells their symbolic Otherness. For Adem and the 

members of Poedra, an artist like Tupac Shakur represents the elusive hip-hop real, a figure who 

embodies strength, talent, a ready ability for verbal and physical self-defense, a man who 

conquered adversities posed by the neighborhood in which he lived and the economic 

disadvantages he experienced as a child. They consume his music, image, and story, draw 

conclusions about experiences they feel they share with him, and aspire to generate music that 

similarly impacts migrant communities in the Ruhrpott. Tupac‘s critics, however, point to his 

gang membership, alleged misogyny, incarceration, and violent death as evidence of the risks 

posed by an extensive and dangerous hip-hop culture. If, as John L. Jackson (2005: 177) has 

observed, hip-hop is ―a rendition of performative blackness with roots in everyday urban 

struggles against marginalization,‖ then within each of these responses lie assumptions about 

cultural blackness. This slippery set of associations and racial signifiers a) shape the ways young 

migrants like Adem ―perform themselves‖ to one another and to the world and b) affect the ways 

they are received outside Bruckhausen‘s narrow confines. What follows is a survey of the 

explicit and implicit connections between blackness and the development of Kanak performative 

strategies among Chillichilliwa‘s hip-hop practitioners. 

 

The Public Theater of Blackness:  Key Theoretical Viewpoints  

Over the last four hundred years, the moves from nigger to Negro to colored to Afro-
American to African American to nigger to nigga have all been struggles over naming as a 
collectively empowering practice. (Jackson 2005: 212-213) 
 

Hip-hop is many things to many people. For some, it is a vehicle of autobiography, a way 

of telling and contextualizing personal experience. For others, it is a musical event requiring 

fulfillment of very specific sonic expectations of scratching, rapping, or sampling. A tagger 

might point to the graffiti-sprayed image as authentic hip-hop culture, while a b-boy might claim 

that hip-hop lives best in the battles negotiated on the dance floor. Some might see it as the 
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evolution of the post-Civil Rights African-American historical narrative, while others might 

prefer the narrowed notion of a ghetto-centric form that enacts the ―code of the street.‖ Whatever 

the perspective on hip-hop, it by nature involves theatrical presentation, a moment when ―one or 

more human beings, isolated in time and/or space, present themselves to another or others‖ 

(Beckerman 1979: 8). 

If hip-hop is theater, however, it is also a performative genre. As we examined in Chapter 

Three, practitioners and audiences have developed varied aesthetic notions of how hip-hop 

should be publicly (and habitually) ―realized‖: what language should be used, how bodies should 

move, what characters should talk about and value. Imbedded within these habituated 

expectations are historical and fictional creations of hip-hop blackness, a set of signifiers 

encompassing bodily movement, clothing, masculinity, ghetto urbanity, and musical sounds that 

continually refer, regardless of the cultural context in which they are deployed, back to the 

experiences of ―at-risk‖ inner-city African-Americans. These referents accompany all 

performances of hip-hop in the global ecumene, and personal, localized agendas, such as 

Poedra‘s Kanak politics, become augmentations of the original themes. 

Scholars of blackness concerned with the ability of its constituent elements to faithfully 

perform African-American culture recognize that it is an amorphous concept in the constant 

process of ―becoming.‖ Manthia Diawara, Director of the Institute of Afro-American Affairs at 

New York University, describes blackness as a self-conscious concept shaped by pan-American 

socio-cultural processes and the history of colonialism, a set of strategies that offered people of 

African heritage ―a way of being human in the West or in areas under Western domination‖ 

(1990: 831).  He dates blackness‘ birth to the earliest confrontations between Europeans and 

Africans in Africa during the slave trade. Citing Sterling Stuckey (1987), Diawara says the 

common suffering of the slave ship was the first point of unity among Yorubans, Angolans and 

other groups whose differences receded under the ―reifying gaze of whiteness‖ (ibid: 830). 

Through Western arts (literature, dance, theater, music), religious rituals, and revolutions, 

Africans and their descendents in the Americas were able to negotiate blackness in hopes of 

attaining ―a better, truer self‖ than whiteness could envision (831). In short, Diawara defines the 

performative acts of blackness as potentially emanicipatory moments.  
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Diawara also notes that blackness has become transtextual, a mobile set of ideas and 

behaviors that fluidly travel over barriers of color, class, or culture.59 This notion is echoed in E. 

Patrick Johnson‘s observation that ―‗blackness‘ does not belong to any one individual or group.  

Rather, individuals or groups appropriate this complex and nuanced racial signifier in order to 

circumscribe its boundaries or to exclude other individuals or groups‖ (2003: 2-3). Blackness‘ 

portability, then, is its possibility – as enacted by John Howard Griffin or German-Turkish 

rapper Azad, it must not necessarily be contained within a black body. For some, this frees the 

speech, sounds, and bodily movements of blackness from black exclusivity or ownership, 

allowing, for example, non-African American (or non-urban) youths to employ black idioms as 

a way to enhance their own cultural currency or express individual agency. 

The notion of transtextuality is also present in the work of Paul Gilroy, who identifies 

blackness as a construct of the ―Black Atlantic,‖ a discursive hybrid of African, Caribbean, 

British and American cultures that transcends ethnicity and nationality (1993). Citing the legacy 

of Nazi fascism, however, he offers a less optimistic assessment of blackness‘ ability to liberate 

its practitioners, and suggests that any utopian notions of [pure] racial allegiances  - blackness, 

whiteness – are built upon toxic constructs, the ―cheap pseudo-solidarities‖ of ethnic allegiance 

(2000: 6). Notions of realness or authenticity in relation to blackness (or any other ethno-

subjectivity, including Kanakism) fuels [black] essentialism by offering up an unattainable 

mythical vision of blackness and ultimately limits the diversity of what humans can experience 

and tell. 

If blackness has portability, it also follows cultural pathways that shape where it moves. 

In truth, popular musics in the United States – jazz, blues, rock and roll – have provided the 

public highways where blackness is engaged, brokered, replicated, and consumed since the mid-

19th century. Both Gilroy and Diawara connect hip-hop music culture to blackness‘ potentiality, 

the continual evolutionary dynamism also attributed to the term in the above quote by John L. 

Jackson. Rather than being negatively bounded by whiteness‘ ―reifying gaze,‖ blackness is 

transformed through music culture (complete with it commercial dominance and market 

ubiquity). Gilroy describes this phenomenon in the following manner: 

                                                 
59 In an interview with Silvia Kolbowski, Diawara defines transtextuality as ―the movement of cultural styles from 
character to character in film: hybridity, multiple subject positions.‖ For further reading see Diawara and 
Kolbowski, 1998: 51-70). 
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Blackness can now signify vital prestige rather than abjection in a global info-
tainment telesector where the living residues of slave societies and the parochial 
traces of American racial conflict must yield to different imperatives deriving 
from the planeterization of profit and the cultivation of the new markets far from 
the memory of bondage. (2000: 36) 

 
Diawara more specifically locates the ―vital prestige‖ of blackness in the portability of  black 

masculinity. ―When black maleness becomes transtextual,‖ he notes, ―…it‘s not only a source of 

fun and role-playing, but also a source of revalorization of the white character‘s cultural capital‖ 

(Diawara and Kolbowski, 1998). Both scholars imply that as blackness‘ signifiers - those 

gestures, sounds and words that enact blackness – move through the mediascape and are filtered 

through hip-hop performance, they accrue enough admiration and replication from audiences that 

they become normative. 

But what about blackness does hip-hop enact? This proves trickier to name. As Patrick 

Johnson notes, blackness functions poorly as a taxonomic tool: 

 
The fact of blackness is not always self-constituting. Indeed, blackness, like 
performance, often defies categorization…[it] is slippery – ever beyond the reach 
of one‘s grasp.  Once you think you have a hold on it, it transforms into 
something else and travels in another direction.  Its elusiveness does not preclude 
one from trying to fix it, to pin it down, however – for the pursuit of authenticity 
is inevitably an emotional and moral one. (2003: 2)  
 

He continues by offering examples of ways people interpret blackness and judge its authentic 

representations: 

 
Many times these arbiters of authentic blackness have the economic and/or social 
clout to secure particular attributes of blackness – for example, dreadlocks, 
vernacular speech, living in a particular part of town, etc. – as the components of 
the template from which blackness originates.  Often…crises set the state for 
―acting out‖ identity politics, occasions when those excluded from the parameters 
of blackness invent their own. (ibid) 
 

For John Jackson, this means that the normative features of blackness celebrated within any part 

of popular culture (in this case, hip-hop) gain an unwieldy cultural power that often leads 

symbols to stumble over and contradict one another in the pursuit of ―real‖ blackness: 

As a racial construct, blackness ―represents‖ (indeed, overrepresents) the real.  It 
is a decidedly real fiction.  In hip-hop culture, in various forms of black 
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spirituality, and in contemporary debates about identity and belonging… 
invocations of ―the real‖ help to explain how people make sense of the world by 
combining models based on authenticity with those based on sincerity, cobbling 
together these two separate routes to the realness of everyday life - and most often 
using one half of that dyad to challenge and confound the other.   

 
Both Jackson and Johnson acknowledge the intangibility of blackness while recognizing the very 

palpable ways it shapes aesthetic judgments and personal behaviors. At the same time, like 

Gilroy and Diawara, they recognize the creative strategies that blackness demands of anyone 

who and attempts to practice it authentically. It is this creativity that we will later see manifests 

itself in German Kanakism. 

To this point, we have examined interpretations of blackness as a tool of liberating social 

performativity, a collection of racialized symbols and signifiers, and as a normative set of 

behaviors accorded valuable cultural capital when practiced ―authentically.‖  Joost van Loon is 

more pointed (and pessimistic) in his assessment of the way blackness is used in contemporary 

culture. For van Loon, blackness ―….already represents risk…by virtue of its incompleteness‖ 

(2002: 177). The dangers he accords to blackness lie in its decontextualization within the media, 

where the concept‘s cultural complexity and multi-faceted nature disappear as it is transformed 

into a synonym for danger: 

Violence as risk is the effect of hybrid media, the connectivity of technologies. 
Racialization is a particular form of violence, one that allows a closure of sense 
into meaning by which the sense of Blackness (e.g. the experience of slavery) 
becomes a fact of Blackness and subsequently the risk of Blackness….Media 
apparatuses…instead of bearing witness, never stop placing meanings which 
perpetuate and extend the racial matrix formative of the prevailing structures of 
judging violence.60 (184) 
 

Stated simply, van Loon observes the overriding associations surrounding blackness in Western 

culture are those that inspire fear. Blackness is then not the site of potential liberation for the 

marginalized actor, but the site of imminent personal risk for his or her imagined [white] 

victim.61 Like Gilroy before him, van Loon also attaches risk to racialized interpretations (or 

―namings‖) of cultural actors or behaviors.  

                                                 
60 Van Loon illustrates his assessment of the mediated intersections between violence, risk and blackness by 
discussing reactions to the Rodney King and O.J. Simpson trials in the United States in the early 1990s. 
61 It is perhaps significant that the most specific (and alarmist) assessment of blackness offered here is from a white, 
European scholar. Van Loon‘s subject position lends itself to an analysis of blackness that is sensitive to xenophobia 
and sensationalism but which also precludes blackness‘ emancipatory potential. Diawara, Jackson, and Johnson 
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The varying potential positives and potential negatives inherent in blackness and the 

ways they are interpreted are reminiscent of Michael Bakan‘s reading of cultural talent. 

Discussions of cultural talents emerge as ethnographers work to tease out singular characteristics 

or modes of agency in the cultures they study. The assignation of cultural talent is nonetheless 

ambiguous, ―an abstraction, embodied in specific practices and behaviors, that is thought to 

define the distinctively unique ‗essential character‘ of a particular cultural group‖ (1999: 214). 

As we engage in behavioral contextualization we simultaneously become aware of our own 

differences, leading our assessments of cultural talents to take on greater significance as we 

translate cultures to our audiences. 

The two factors that distinguish cultural talents from cultural stereotypes, Bakan posits, 

are ―how symbols of Otherness are perceived and represented, and by whom‖ (215). Key here is 

the act of representation and the ethnographer‘s interpretive responsibilities: are our subjects 

reduced (and rendered voiceless) through essentializing stereotypes? Are they accorded 

admiration for their unique (and for their interpreters, satisfyingly different) ways of being in the 

world? When the ability to manifest cultural talent is realized through hip-hop, however, the 

distances between talents (or perhaps in this case, aesthetic virtues) and stereotypes begin to 

shrink. As a performative genre that prides itself on being misunderstood, displays of cultural 

talent among young migrant hip-hoppers in Duisburg often mean they‘ve mastered codes of 

behavior that trade on stereotypes‘ abilities to frighten, offend, or exclude. The vices of 

blackness are simultaneously their virtues, depending upon when they are applied, how 

―authentically‖ they are rendered, and how much cultural capital they help generate. 

In my time working in the Bunker I observed all of these ―negotiations‖ of blackness as 

local hip-hoppers hoped to faithfully (and conscientiously) perform their music. For them, hip-

hop culture has supplied a template for blackness and dictated its behavioral mandates within 

Germany for more than twenty-five years. Ghetto residence, toughness, hypermasculinity, race, 

coolness, and verbal and physical prowess have all been rendered ―transtextual,‖ freed to 

represent (and bound) new groups of people, particularly subaltern, post-migrant youths. For 

Niko, Stathi, and Sezen, blackness‘ powerful potential resides in both its dangerous implications 

                                                                                                                                                             
analyze blackness along a much broader behavioral continuum. Each is of also of African descent, as is Gilroy, who 
advocates the abolishment of racialized identity constructions altogether. Nonetheless, van Loon‘s interpretation of 
blackness is perhaps the most cogent to the present study. 
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and its encouragement of creative personal agency. The marginal social positions of young men 

like the members of Poedra have encouraged them to use hip-hop to reinterpret blackness, fuse it 

with migrant aspirations, and reimagine it as ―being Kanak.‖ 

 
Speaking Kanak to Power: Blackness, Kanak Sprak, and the Conflation of Stereotype 
 

Honey, I‘ll tell you the real connection, you want to know it, it gives you the 
fucking knowledge: we (Turks) are all nigger, we have our ghetto, we carry it 
with us wherever we go, we smell foreign, our sweat is nigger, the gold chains are 
nigger, our food and our drink and our own style is so damned nigger, so that we 
scratch our heads like idiots until we finally figure out that to the nigger belongs 
not that unlucky, bad old skin, but a whole lot of being different and a different 
way of life. 

- Feridun Zaimoğlu (1995) 
 
 

Long before the advent of hip-hop culture in Germany cultural observers have drawn 

connections between blackness, work migrants, and poverty within German society. One 

example is Ernst Klee‘s 1971 work, Die Nigger Europas (The Niggers of Europe), a sociological 

examination of social and legal discrimination common to the Gastarbeiter experience. Klee 

feared state-sanctioned marginalization of migrant workers would lay the groundwork for a 

permanent German underclass analogous to the disproportionate numbers of African-Americans 

living in poverty in the United States. He asserted that exclusionary practices such as 

restaurateurs placing signs in their windows declaring guest workers unwelcome or city 

leadership granting guest workers housing access in the least desirable neighborhoods were the 

German equivalent of late twentieth century Jim Crow laws. The difference, however, was that 

foreign labor could not fight for equality in the German courts; ethno-cultural citizenship policies 

placed them outside the system and left them without constitutional claims to basic rights.  

A more recent, sensationalized example can be found in the above quote by Turkish 

author Feridun Zaimoğlu. Both this quote from Kanak Sprak (Kanak Speak, 1995) and the title 

of Klee‘s book are remarkable in their use of the term ―nigger‖ to shock and galvanize their 

audiences, editorial choices that immediately called for a confrontation of assumed notions of 

blackness, negativity, and subversion of social norms. Using the symbolic, hybrid language of 

guest worker descendents, Zaimoğlu aimed to equally savage what he viewed as Germany‘s 

patronizing multiculturalism and xenophobia by exaggerating cultural stereotypes surrounding 
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Turkish inner-city youths. He positions his young Kanaks in brothels, prisons, and the drug trade, 

charging that the decadent images young Turks inherit through mainstream media trigger painful 

identity crises medicated by violence, misogyny, and self-destructive behavior (drug and alcohol 

addiction).  

The book was marketed as a kind of literary documentary: Zaimoğlu conducted 

interviews with youths in the Kiel area and structured narratives about their lives. The 

―authenticity‖ of this world was heightened by drastic language (frequently borrowed from U.S. 

hip-hop slang) and violent imagery, both of which confront racist labels attached to the Turkish 

cultural experience.  The effect was a kind of literary posturing that was decidedly ―anti‖ – anti-

multicuturalism, anti-assimilationist, and anti-stereotype, yet which was decidedly celebratory of 

non-German ―otherness.‖ By publicly embracing (and openly imagining) the world of the 

―Kanak,‖ Zaimoğlu co-opted a traditionally derogatory racial epithet used to denigrate migrant 

workers and transformed it into a verbal symbol of subaltern power. According to Tom 

Cheesman, Kanak Sprak and the film Kanak Attack (adapted from Zaimoğlu‘s 1997 book, 

Abschaum [Scum]) sparked a brief moment of ―Kanak-chic‖ during which the media developed 

a fascination (or morbid curiosity) for young migrant-descendents, circulating increasingly 

sensationalized representations of their life experiences (2002: 189-194). 

Hip-hop is a central feature of Zaimoğlu‘s work, a socio-sonic constant in the risk-laden 

lives of his characters. This is clearly manifest in the ways the young men and women speak - 

Zaimoğlu creates an idiolect for them intended to evoke the rhythms, slang, and thematic content 

of rap discourse which he calls Germany‘s authentic ―metropolitan jargon,‖ (see Verlan and Loh, 

2000: 156). He also publicly credited one of the country‘s most visible hip-hop figures, Ali 

Aksoy - a member of Kiel hip-hop crew da Crime Posse and former member of Cartel – with 

providing inspiration for the Kanak Sprak (Cheesman 2007: 148). The subsequent publishing 

and film successes of his work ensured that from the moment Zaimoğlu turned the notion of 

Kanak identity on its ear, it was irrevocably cemented to hip-hop culture. 

Zaimoğlu‘s work assumes a split readership, one which calls to mind the dual audiences 

of hip-hop culture: messages are telegraphed to the ―homeys‖ on the street and to the ―middle-

class guardians of respectability who ‗overhear‘‖ – i.e., those who want to get the real 

information on ―Die Steakhaus-Überfall-Story‖ (The Steakhouse-Robbery-Story) or ―Die Story 

von der türkischen Nutte‖ (The Story of the Turkish Whore) (ibid: 89). We feel the gaze of both 
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groups on heroine-addict Ertan Ongun, the ―narrator‖ of Abschaum, who in the book‘s last 

chapter offers a final commentary on voyeurs entertained by his story: 

 

….and I sit here, hoping to shock our intellectuals, trying to petrify our 
assimilated ones, to fascinate certain people: fascination with a criminal Subject, 
fascination with this wild Other, fascinations with those who come from the 
lowest of the low [ganz unten], and I‘m glad about it or what, I dunno, fascination 
with misery. It might be fascination for you lot, but for me it‘s just shit – 
everything‘s shit. (180)62 

 

In many respects, Orgun is a pure evocation of the antihero bravado found most frequently in 

gangsta rap. He defiantly resists assimilation by living a life outside ―respectable‖ social norms: 

he is a criminal, overtly sexual, physically menacing, openly homophobic, angrily defiant. But 

his extreme radical-ness also draw forth the peculiar inadequacies of verbal representations, their 

inabilities to tell the whole truth of a life, the incompleteness of a ―hybrid‖ Kanake who stands 

next to an equally incomplete, pseudo-assimilated child of a Gastarbeiter. 

The feature of Zaimoğlu‘s work that gained the greatest cultural currency was Kanak 

identity. Just as he denied the former racial epithet its power to harm, he likewise denied the 

possibility of ―pure‖ ethnicities (Turkishness, Greekness, Germanness) in German society. What 

emerged was a cobbled-together, pseudo-ethnicity that is not easily defined. A Kanak is neither a 

Turk nor a Greek, but he is decidedly non-German. A German, however, can be a Kanak, so long 

as she positions himself outside the bourgeois social middle. There is an inherent claim here to 

class positions ―ganz unten,‖ but that, too, defies rigid categorization. Zaimoglu did, however, 

identify one palpable feature of ―being Kanak,‖ alluded to in the quote that begins this section: a 

Kanak is the physical repository of blackness in German society, the torchbearer for difference, 

the site of the potential ―becoming‖ that living on the margins affords.  

 
Becoming Kanak: Poedra’s Process of Self-Articulation 

My observations of Poedra began in 2005, shortly after they had formed Chillichilliwa 

and opened their studio in the Bunker. The group had spent the previous three years working, 

performing, and saving enough capital to buy mixing and sound equipment and to pay the rent 

                                                 
62 All the stories in Abschaum, which are presented in documentary style, are narrated by Ongun. Only in the book‘s 
postlude do we learn the stories were reproductions Zaimoğlu created of stories that had been narrated to him. 
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on their studio space. Within one year they produced two albums: Poedra‘s Aktion Schwarzer 

Vogel (2004), a dark, brooding collection of songs that expressed longing for travel, freedom, 

and autonomy, and Bunker Edition Volume I (2005), a compilation of hip-hop, reggae, and 

ragamuffin music by performers loosely affiliated with the young label.63 Stathi‘s solo album, 

Rauch in der Lunge (see Chapter Three) followed in 2006/7. 

Aktion Schwarzer Vogel consists of songs Niko, Sezen, and Stathi created before they 

founded Chillichilliwa. The album features brief skits, instrumental loops without text, and songs 

that comment upon religion (―Religion,‖), the cyclical nature of life (―Das Leben isn Loop;‖ Life 

is a Loop), and personal struggle (―Zuviele Sorgen;‖ Too Many Worries) with wry candor and 

humor. Given their later music, what is most remarkable is the lack of songs that celebrate or 

suggest a Kanak worldview; indeed, the term ―Kanak‖ appears nowhere on the album‘s thirteen 

tracks. Instead, the songs are personal, philosophical statements about the experiences of early 

adulthood by each of the group‘s members. Brief musical suggestions of ethnic heritage digitally 

created by Sezen to reminiscent of Turkish-arabesk pop music appear on the tracks ―Inspiration,‖ 

―Ich klopp an,‖ and ―Hoppola,‖ but these evocations are not amplified through lyrical content.  

As a sampler, the Bunker Edition lacks the lyrical or philosophical cohesion of the 

group‘s first album, although it is musically united by Sezen‘s accompanying beats. Songs by 

Cikko (―D.C.‖) and Dnz (―G-U-N‖) employ a more openly aggressive tone than the other tracks, 

but their themes are unrequited love and the inauthentic nature of commercial rappers, 

respectively. Only Stathi‘s ―Rauch in der Lunge‖ (2005) suggests a burgeoning notion of 

collective, pan-Kanak aspirations.64  I have maintained the free-flow, conversational delivery 

style and form of the text transcription from the original CD booklet in the translation below: 

 
Verse 1 
We‟re ready to destroy, to build everything 
anew. We educate ourselves to look toward the 

future. We‟re smart because our heads are 
active – you‟re the ones who find our art so 
primitive. We hang the pictures crooked that 

 

Wir sind bereit zu zerstoeren, alles neu 

aufzubauen…Wir bilden uns selbst, um in die 
Zukunft zu schauen….Wir sind schlau, denn 
unsere Koepfe sind aktiv…Nur ihr findet 
unsere Art so primitiv…Wir haengen die Bilder 

                                                 
63 By 2006, more than half of the 10 different artists on the Bunker Edition album had either moved on to other 
projects or simply moved out of Chillichilliwa‘s orbit. As the business grew to encompass video production, concert 
promotion, and sound engineering, the collection of artists solidified around a core of five different performing acts 
which remained in place until the label disbanded in December, 2009. These included Poedra (who also produced 
individual solo projects as Niko, Stathi, and Sezen Usta), Checker, A!Damn, Jasko, and Cikko. 
64 Stathi has used this title twice; it reappears on a different song (discussed in Chapter Three) on his 2006 solo 
album. 
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you‟ve pushed into the light. We stayed in the 
shadows because you blinded us. We‟ve had 
enough, yet we‟re hungry for more. We‟re 
looking for our sea, but that‟s tough in the 
Ruhrpott. We‟re someone, and we‟re worth 
something…just like you, but maybe just the 
opposite…you protect yourselves with police 
and the military, with water hoses against the 

burning army, with teargas against the crying 

people. But you can laugh, you can do what 

you want. We speak through our eyes with the 

soul of truth. You talk like madmen who believe 

all their own lies.  

 
Chorus 

 
We are one people with one thousand 

faces…we‟re one voice with one thousand 

tongues…we are one soul behind one thousand 
poems…we are, when you need it, the smoke in 
your lungs. 

 

schief, die Ihr inst Licht gerueckt habt…Wir 
haben es satt, sind dennoch hungrig nach 

mehr…Wir suchen unser Meer, im Rurportt is 
das schwer…Wir sind Wer, Wir sind es 
Wert…Wir sind wie Ihr, nur eben umgekehrt… 
Ihr wehrt euch, mit Polizei und 

Bundeswehr…Mit Wasserwerfern gegen das 
brennednde Heer…Mit Traenengas, gegen das 
weinende Volk…Aber Ihr koennt laechen, Ihr 
koennt machen was Ihr wollt. Wir redden mit 

der seele die Wahrheit durch unsere 

Augen…Ihr redet wie Irre, die ihre Luegen 
selber glauben. 

 
 

Wir  sind ein Mensch…Mit 1000 
Gesichtern…Wir sind eine stimme…Mit 1000 
Zungen…Wir sind eine Seele….Hinter 1000 
Gedichtern….Wir sind, wenn Ihr es 
braucht…der Rauch in euren Lungen. 
 

 
The timing of this text‘s composition is significant. Stathi wrote these lyrics in the wake 

of the 2005 Paris riots and subsequent German media presence in ―at-risk‖ communities of the 

Ruhrpott. His references to teargas and police are an emotional reaction to violent images he saw 

on his television screen as law enforcement personnel tried to quell the unrest in Paris‘ suburbs. 

He telegraphs group value and solidarity to the world ―outside,‖ one he believes operates 

according to a code of ethics that does not reflect his own values or moral principles, or those of 

friends and family in his social milieu. In the second verse he levels specific accusations of 

social grievances at the German authority figures, particularly politicians: 

 
Verse 2 (English) 
You want to see us make mistakes, see that 

we fail, because you were of the belief, we 

were there to amuse you. You give us masses 

of drugs and lock us up for them…you give 
us no choice, except the check on the ballot. 

You know I‟d rather be high, vote for the 
banknote, „cause that [one] won‟t bring me 
any more than the next corrupt pig. Worlds 

divide us, although the same rules hold true 

 
Ihr wollt sehen, dass wir Fehler machen, 

sehen dass Wir scheitern…Weil Ihr im 
Glauben seid, Wir waeren da um euch 

aufzuheitern…Ihr gebt uns Drogen in 
Mengen, und sperrt uns dafuer ein…Ihr 
lasst uns keine Wahl, ausser ein Kreuz auf 

dem Wahlschein…Das bin ich lieber high, 
waehle den Geldschein…Denn der bringt 
mir mehr ein, als das naechste korrupte 
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in both: the strong move ahead when they 

push the weak in the shadows. We pump 

blood through this land – you cut our veins. 

Although it should kill us, you increase our 

circulation, because hate piles up. Sometime 

it breaks out…you should really wait for it. 
When the enemy recognizes you, I ask myself 

where he‟ll run. Leap from it, or to it, when 
it burns. We‟re not satisfied, but we pull 

ourselves out of the filth – while you waste 

time changing the name from the 

“employment office” to the “office for 
employment.” 

 

Schwein…Uns trennen Welten, obwohl in 

beiden dieselben Regeln gelten…Die 
Starken kommen weiter in dem sie 

Schwaeche in den Schatten stellen…Wir 
pumpen Blut durch dieses Land…Ihr 
schneidet Adern auf…Obwohl es uns 
umbringen sollte, foerdert Ihr den 

Kreislauf…Denn der Hass der staut sich 

auf…Irgendwann bricht er  aus, wartet Ihr 
da wirklich drauf…Wenn Ihr den Feind 
erkennt, frag ich mich wohin Ihr 

rennt…Stuerzt Ihr davon, oder dazu, wenn 
es brennt…Wir sind nicht  zufrieden, aber 
Wir ziehen uns aus dem Dreck…Waehrend 
Ihr das Arbeitsamt in Amt fuer Arbeit 

umbenennt. 

 

 

Stathi‘s invective reflects deep-seated mistrust of local and national government common 

to the Bruckhausen neighborhood and youths involved with Chillichilliwa. It is both defensive 

and aggressive, a lyrical reaction to risks he feels are ultimately out of his control. The only 

possible response is threat intended to inspire fear in the hegemon. As we viewed in Chapters 

Two and Three, however, this type of response transcends Stathi‘s personal feelings: it is part of 

the battle mentality molded by ―codes of the street‖ that have shaped hip-hop‘s themes and 

delivery styles.  

What is also clear is that Stathi is forming strategies about how to verbally repel risk and 

express threat. He implicitly evokes the collective strength and threatening potential of migrant 

communities; based on the song‘s history we also know that this is an assertion of solidarity of 

migrant communities across the European continent. Less apparent, however, is the role media 

attention played in the self-conscious ways he and Bunker youths began to talk about Kanak 

identity and desires. From October to December, 2005, the Bunker was visited five times by 

television and print journalists hoping to shed light on poverty and youth aggression among the 

Ruhr‘s migrant communities. Two of these were large, nationally recognized news 

organizations: West Deutsche Rundfunk (WDR) and SpiegelTV, a popular, televised news 

magazine (see DVD ex. 7). Hip-hop crew Poedra proved a particularly compelling subject: their 

lyrics, performing styles, and telegeneity attracted a disproportionate amount of media regard 
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relative to their musical or business success, substantiating the idea that their ethnicities were the 

main portals to garner press.  

For a young label hoping to further its own name recognition, this flurry of attention set 

into motion a complex ―working out‖ of self-performance that would strongly shape Poedra‘s 

music. Entering the Chillichilliwa orbit during this time, I watched firsthand as the group‘s 

Kanakism (and its verbal articulation) blossomed. This is not to suggest their personal notions of 

alterity, class, or regional pride were not already in place. Rather, they were called upon in 

multiple interviews to clarify their worldviews and identities to strangers who had no true way of 

conceptualizing what their lives entailed. Interviewers invariably asked about members‘ 

ethnicities, citizenship, feelings about growing up in an ―at-risk‖ community (see discussion of 

―the German Bronx,‖ Chapter Two), and attraction to hip-hop, an implicitly ―black‖ music laden 

with negative associations of violence, drugs, and civic unrest (see Chapter Three). Poedra‘s 

response was to define themselves as part of a broad, pan-ethnic Kanak collective, one that 

embraced and gave voice to those at the margins and contrasted with groups who placed ethno-

national ties (i.e., Greek, Turkish, Moroccan) at the forefront of their self-presentations. This was 

not, however, and slow-moving organic evolution of Kanak identity – it was a rapid, deliberate 

self-ethnicization strongly affected by media attention. 

 
Of Risks and Cultural Talents: Mediating Kanak Performance 

 
To be designated ‗at risk‘ is to be located within a network of factors drawn from the observation 
of others, to be designated as part of a ‗risk population.‘ A risk, therefore, is one step further 
from dangerousness in its potentiality. (Lupton 1999: 93) 
 

More than ten years passed between the publication of Zaimoğlu‘s Kanak Sprak and 

Poedra‘s public self-ascription of Kanak identity. During that time a portal of alternative 

interpretation opened within the German mediascape that allowed attributes (albeit amorphous 

ones) of ―Kanak-ness‖ – migrancy, ethnicity, even poverty - to be romanticized into cultural 

caché in a manner similar to the transformation of blackness described earlier by Paul Gilroy. 

Into this space flowed films, music videos, documentaries, television programs celebrating the 

experience of [young] people who triumphed over the vagaries of ghetto oppression and social 

marginalization (see discussion of ghetto-centric U.S. and Turkish films, Chapter Three). 
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Zaimoğlu‘s ironic and dramatically extreme characterizations were intended to call to 

attention the clichés of illiteracy, poverty, sexism, and violence assigned to Germany‘s migrant 

and post-migrant populations. Those stereotypes, however, proved tenacious, particularly as they 

fused with the creative output of gangsta rappers who called upon them to fulfill their own 

agendas of displayed aggression and subversion (see discussions of Azad, Sido, and Bushido, 

Chapter Two). They gained further performative traction in music video, a medium that 

simultaneously allows a hip-hopper like Azad to show the risks of the ghetto (complete with pit 

bulls and young men with baseball bats) while demonstrating the toughness and defensiveness 

the dangerous environment encouraged in its inhabitants.  

A key element in the power of clichés is cultural distance. Fantasies of the risks inherent 

in ―blackness‖ or ―Kanak-ness‖ feed on abstraction, heightened by the ways inner city 

neighborhoods are contextualized and presented and the distance at which they are consumed. As 

Castel notes, ―a risk does not arise from the presence of particular precise danger embodied in a 

concrete individual or group. It is the effect of a combination of abstract factors which render 

more or less probably the occurrence of undesirable modes of behaviour‖ (1991: 287; original 

emphasis). This has two implications for the current study. First, hip-hoppers, aware of these 

powerful tropes, control the ways they manipulate and package street threats and reactive 

postures in their texts and videos. Mediated distance ensures these fantastic portraits are not 

challenged by personal proximity. Second, mediated distance offers audiences decontextualized 

portraits of migrant behavior. The commercial success and media saturation of hip-hop culture in 

Germany insures the steady circulation of sensationalist risk images that help ―place‖ migrant 

communities (or ethnic non-Germans) in threatening positions; distance once again anchors these 

notions in the public imaginary. 

Returning to Michael Bakan‘ work, it is worth examining whether the artifacts of this 

study suggest that Kanak culture (with Poedra as its representatives) had accrued enough positive 

connotations by the autumn of 2005 to be imbued (by any subject position) with assessments of 

―cultural talent.‖ If we can identify cultural talents as exceptional ―because they symbolize vast 

difference from that which we have experienced and from that which we think ourselves capable 

of experiencing‖ (Bakan 1999: 215, original emphasis), this would suggest that the media 

coverage Poedra and other migrant communities received in 2005 would have celebrated 

something culturally distinctive, such as the multicultural, multi-ethnic makeup of 
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Chillichilliwa‘s artists or the group‘s musical creativity. What emerged instead was a series of 

images and commentaries that suggested Poedra, as well as local sporting and theater clubs, were 

instead relatively unremarkable outside of their ethnicities and proximity to violence (provided 

by gangs and drug dealers). This titillating nearness to crime, danger, and poverty (read: risk) is 

what makes Kanaks compellingly different, the unique element that offers the general public the 

pleasure of vast experiential difference from their (comparatively secure) lives and 

neighborhoods.  

However, as Niko‘s assessment of Bruckhausen as the ―German Bronx‖ (Chapter Two) 

reminds us, proximity to risk is an important component of street credibility and subcultural 

capital within hip-hop culture. While Kanak youth are arguably diminished by the demeaning 

stereotypes of migrant populations that circulate throughout the German media, a performing 

group like Poedra simultaneously profits from risk pornography – the cyclical exploitation of 

images, sound, and symbolic danger of the inner city – that excites audiences, sells albums, and 

brings people to their concerts. Niko, Sezen, and Stathi, then, were left with a conundrum: how 

could they articulate what is culturally valuable about Kanaks without completely de-fanging the 

social tiger?65  

 
“Kanakizm” (2005)  

Poedra‘s solution was to publicly define what attributes and experiences make a Kanak a 

Kanak. Their song ―Kanakizm,‖ included on Stathi‘s solo album Rauch in der Lunge (2006/7), 

was a narrative love letter to Kanak culture and the diverse sources from which it draws creative 

inspiration. The song also represented an significant moment for Adem (A!Damn), who was 

featured for the first time in one of the label‘s recordings; his Turkishness became an important 

feature of the song.66  

                                                 
65  Stathi raised the issue of the history of violence against foreigners with me in more than one interview, 
evidencing an emotional tie to the violent xenophobic acts listed at the beginning of the third chapter.  The solidarity 
and threat that lie behind Poedra‘s deployment of the Kanak moniker are reminiscent of Cartel‘s use of the term 
―Almanyila‖ in the song ―Türksün,‖ a musical response to the murders at Mölln and Solingen (see Chapter Three). 
Cartel‘s defensive stance, however, had a clear, readily-discernable catalyst; in Stathi‘s aforementioned ―Rauch in 
der Lunge‖ (2005), the aggression is sparked by actions that are more general and a more amorphous ―they.‖ 
Exploitation by government forces and the expectation of risk, rather than personal experiences of social violence, 
animate Poedra‘s lyrical expressivity. 
66 When performing this song, Adem and Stathi often playfully wave small Greek and Turkish flags at one another, 
a playful reference to their traditional national rivalries and clear dismissal of old national divisions in favor of 
Kanak unity. Stathi also entertains audiences by pretending to teach Turkish Adem to dance the sirtaki, a popular 
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An opening rebab67 sample signals the audience that this is Kanak music born of 

―Oriental hip-hop‖ (see Ch. 3). Of irregular rhythm and length, the sample is modified in 

multiple ways to accommodate the 4/4 time signature and brisk 102 bpm tempo. Sezen adds 

drum beats in measure three under the sample‘s second repetition, while Stathi‘s rapid-fire, 

rapped lyrics begin at the third repetition of the sample. Both rebab sample and brisk tempo are 

unusual for Poedra, who typically create down-tempo songs that evoke Bruckhausen‘s shadowy 

nighttime scenes. According to Stathi and Sezen, the lyrics called for a driving, energetic beat, 

and to that end the rebab sample is present in both full and shortened forms throughout the piece. 

 Stathi and A!Damn declare their collaborative, pan-ethnic, Kanak fraternity in the song‘s 

lyrical introduction: 

 
―The Greek is here,‖ says Poedra –     ―Der Greiche ist hier!‖ sagt Poedra.  
―We are WE!‖           Wir sind WIR! 
So Turks and Greeks are collaborating     Das Türken und Griechen in der Pott 

in the Pott?           kollaborieren? 
Well – ha ha ha! The Turk is here, too    Na -  ha ha ha! Auch der Turke ist da 
And with Chillichilliwa we‘ll make palaver    Und mit Chillichilliwa machen wir palaver 
 

In the ensuing first verse, Stathi and A!Damn clarify their connections to one another while 

reminding listeners of the special role the Gastarbeiter played in reconstructing Germany 

following World War II. Stathi roundly denounces the process of ―othering‖ he believes Kanaks 

experience within German society and expresses particular frustration with authority figures. 

This tension between Kanaks and police is a recurring theme of songs covered in previous 

chapters, another facet of risk proximity that fulfills the genre‘s aesthetic mandates while 

simultaneously voicing a legitimate complaint. 

It‘s crazy – we all grow up with one another 
 
We learn from one another and different 
songs come out 
We take what we like from our world 
 
We mix languages and cultures so the walls 
fall down.68 

Es ist schon verrueckt, swir wachsen Alle 
miteinander auf 
Wir lernen von einander und andere 
Gesange kommen ‗raus 
Wir nehmen was uns gefaellt aus unser‘m 
Umwelt 
Mischen Sprachen und Kulturen damit die 
Mauern runter faellt. 

                                                                                                                                                             
dance of Greek origin. Their concerts often end with the rest of the Chillichilliwa performers gathering to perform 
this dance. 
67 The rebab is a small, spiked Arabic fiddle commonly found in Turkish folk music. 
68 This is an implicit reference to the destruction of the Berlin Wall. 
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You see me on the street, think I‘m a 
criminal 
You move to the side – and I mean fast 
 
The problem is, the police think the same 
thing 
You know, I‘ve had enough of that – I speak 
accent-free 
Germany was bombed but life, it goes on 
 
And how do you rebuild a country? 
You order yourself some guest workers! 
My grandpa – they told him he could gladly 
go back 
Because one ever saw the person behind the 
worker 
The longing was strong for his kids, for his 
wife 
He brought them here to build a home 
 
While his back bent carrying Germany‘s 
heavy weight 
He wore black, red, gold, but a foreign name 
 
And now we‘re here, the third generation, 
We make fun, make whatever and start the 
action.  
You know what? In my homeland I‘m also a 
foreigner 
So I want to change my nationality to 
Kanake! 
 

Refrain: 

Stathi on mic with a Greek passport 

“Permitted to reside” in the Federal 
Republic 

A!Damn on mic with a Turkish passport 

Homeless, we Kanaken 

This is OUR politics 

 

 
Du siehst mich auf der Strasse, denke ich 
bin kriminell, 
Du bewegst dich dann zur Seite – und zwar 
ziemlich schnell 
Das Problem ist auch diesselbe denkt die 
Polizei 
Aber dann habe ich es noch gut, weil ich 
sprech‘ akzentfrei 
Deutschland war zerbombt – aber das 
Leben, es geht weiter 
Wie baut man ein Land noch auf? 
Man bestellt sich Gastarbeiter! 
Mein Opa – die Deutschen sagten ihm er 
musste wieder geh‘n 
Denn die haben die Menschen hinter den 
Arbeitern nicht gesehen 
Die Sehnsucht war stark – nach den 
Kindern, nach der Frau  
Er hollte sie zu sich um ein Heim 
aufzubauen 
Und obwohl das deutsche Gewicht seiner 
Rucken gebrochen hat 
Trug er Schwarz, Rot, Gold – mit einem 
auslaendischen Namen 
Und jetzt sind wir hier, die dritte Generation 
Machen Mucke, machen ‗was, und beginnen 
die Aktion. 
Weist du auch was? In meiner Heimat bin 
ich auch Auslaender 
Ich will meine Nationalitaet ins Kanake 
umaendern! 
 
 

Stathi am mic mit „nem Griechischen Pass 

“Aufenthaltsberechtigt” in der 
Bundesrepublik 

A!Damn am mic mit „nem Tuerkischen Pass 

Heimatslos sind wir Kanaken –  

Das ist unser Politik! 

 
 

In verse two the rappers delineate the particular attributes that make Kanaks and Kanak 

culture worthy of celebration, among which are toughness, coolness, outsider status, and a shared 

history of migration. A!Damn and Stathi simultaneously highlight problematic, stereotypical 
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associations with violence that shape public anxieties about Kanaks:  gang membership, fears 

young male Kanaks inspire among older Germans, and corrupt bouncers who often deal harshly 

with local club patrons.69 The verse ends with a defiant message to neo-Nazis, asserting that 

regardless of their efforts, Kanaks will remain a permanent fixture in German cities: 

Kanaken have their own way 
They‘re cool, keep things clear 
But mostly they‘re hard 
Kanaken have their own style 
And that means they fit most times in the 
data profile 
Kanaken are described by all the social 
scientists 
But they also know those statistics are 
usually wrong 
First we were guest workers, then their 
children, and now 
We‘re ―youths with a history of migration.‖ 
 
Call us what you will, sons, migrants, guest 
workers 
It doesn‘t matter – because we‘re all Kanaks 
 
Kanaken have their own kind of slang 
But not every Kanake belongs to a gang 
 
Kanaken have their own mentality 
A Kanake will help you If you can‘t do it on 
your own 
But sadly Kanaks only make old people 
scared 
And you‘ll have a heart attack if they ask 
about your mother 
Oh, and by they way, it‘s not easy for 
bouncers 
Because the way I look is provocation 
enough 
A lot of Germans say ―Kanaks only live 
amongst themselves,‖ 
―Only Kanaks live here,‖ – we‘ll that‘s 
obvious 
Because for Nazis, those demonstrations 
will never be enough 

Kanaken haben ihren eigenen Art 
Sie bleiben ruhig, kommen klar –  
Aber meistens sind sie hart 
Kanaken haben ihren eigenen Stil 
Das heisst, sie passen meistens in das Data-
Profil. 
Kanaken faszinieren die 
Sozialwissenschaftler 
Doch werden die Statistiken immer 
fehlerhafter 
Erst waren wir Gastarbeiter, dann die Kinder 
von denen 
Und jetzt Jugendliche mit Migranten im 
Hintergrund 
Nenn uns Soehne Gastarbeitern oder von 
denen ihren Kind 
Es ist egal wie man uns nennt, weil wir 
Kanaken sind. 
Kanaken haben ihren eigenen Slang 
Aber nicht jeder Kanake gehoert zu einer 
Gang 
Kanaken haben ihre eigene Mentalitaet 
Ein Kanake hilft dir, wenn es nicht alleine 
geht 
Kanaken machen leider Alte nur Massanten 
 
Sie kriegen Herzinfarkt wenn man nach der 
Mutter fragt. 
Ach so – und es ist fuer Tuersteher auch 
nicht leicht 
Weil mein Aussehen viele Provokation 
schon reicht 
Viele Deutsche sagen, Kanaken leben unter 
sich 
―Hier Leben nur Kanaken,‖ – na, 
selbstverstaendlich. 
Und fuer Nazis wird sich nie einen Demo 
lohnen 

                                                 
69 The stereotypical ―Türsteher,‖ or bouncer, is of Turkish or southern Mediterranean descent and is associated with 
a hidden world of illegal activity, particularly associated with drug trafficking.  
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Because cool Kanaks will still live in your 
cities 

 
Refrain: 

Stathi on mic with a Greek passport 

“Permitted to reside” in the Federal 
Republic 

A!Damn on mic with a Turkish passport 

We‟re without a home, we Kanaken 

This is OUR politics 

 

Weil in deiner Stadt ―coole Kanaken‖ 
wohnen 
 
 
Stathi am mic mit „nem Griechischen Pass 

“Aufenthaltsberechtigt” in der 
Bundesrepublik 

A!Damn am mic mit „nem Tuerkischen Pass 

Heimatslos sind wir Kanaken –  

Das ist unser Politik! 

 
 
Toughness and bravado are theatrically and sonically heightened by a doubled synth sound 

which boosts the bass drum effect throughout ―Kanakizm.‖ Stathi and A!Damn adopt a forceful 

lyrical delivery style in the chorus; their doubled vocal parts illustrate the common ―Kanakism‖ 

that sparks their shared defiance and indignation.  

 The group‘s collaboration on ―Kanakizm‖ offered me a chance to observe how their 

creative process aesthetic goals shaped the resulting performance. Over several days Adem and 

Stathi developed their themes, refined their rhymes, and brought portions to Sezen to try out 

different accompaniment tracks. Adem was noticeably energized by the attention - each 

afternoon he brought new lines of text to the Bunker for Stathi‘s critical appraisal. Initial 

rehearsals that involved recording the song, listening to the playback, and sharpening delivery, 

tone, and the overall ―arc‖ and pacing of the story soon followed. Stathi served as Adem‘s guide 

throughout this process, encouraging the younger rapper to ―toughen up‖ the song‘s message 

with a gruffer tone and aggressive delivery style. This strategy is most audible as they rap 

together in the song‘s choruses. 

 Because I could not attend the song‘s concert debut, Niko recounted the effect it had on 

the audience. ―It was amazing,‖ he recalled. ―Honestly, the crowd didn‘t seem too into our first 

set, and I think most of them were just hanging out so they could see Olli [Banjo]. But once we 

did ―Kanakizm‖ they really got into it – by the end they were all shouting ‗das ist unser Politik!‘ 

It really fired everyone up.‖ I was able to confirm this reaction several weeks later at a Bunker 

concert. Poedra decided to open the show with ―Kanakizm,‖ which began the tradition of Stathi 

addressing the audience as ―Kanaken‖ and confirming his own ―Kanake‖ status. When the rebab 

sample played, many audience members shouted their approval and rapped along with the now 

familiar lyrics.  
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 Niko‘s assessment (echoed by Stathi and Sezen) affirmed the group‘s general feeling that 

the song was important in terms of quality and thematic content and that it represented an 

important musical shift for the group. As a musician, I agreed. The need to clarify, delineate, and 

even defend ―Kanaken‖ served to sharpen Poedra‘s lyrical and creative skills; the urgency and 

humor with which they performed the song resonated strongly with their audiences. For fans of 

the group, ―Kanakizm,‖ articulated the complex, contradictory truths surrounding their 

neighborhoods and their musical culture and elevated the cheeky Bunker Kanaks to greater 

popularity. For Poedra themselves, it allowed them to fulfill the oppositional aesthetic of hip-hop 

politics and confirmed their own insider understandings of Kanak performativity. 

 

Prestige or Blame? Mapping the Risks of Kanakism 

In the previous chapter, Bourdieu‘s habitus gave us a means to explore the habitual, 

acculturated dimension of risk-related reactions and perceptions. Because the performed habitus 

is crucial to sub-cultural belonging, it maintains and reproduces socio-cultural practices. The 

practiced body-knowledge of the habitus is imbedded over time through tastes or styles, and in 

discriminating choices regarding what gives one pleasure and what one judges to be of value or 

beautiful. Understanding the interactions of risk and blame offers a ready behavioral pathway for 

delineating cultural otherness – those who exhibit habitus orientations (tastes, styles, aesthetics) 

familiar or akin to one‘s own are identified as ―like,‖ whether they are personally known or not.  

A perceived sameness is what encouraged young migrants in Germany to view young, African-

American, urban teens in the United States as social kindred; their liminal social worlds were 

intertwined through outsiderism. Hip-hop culture, with its concomitant sounds, gestures, 

symbols, styles, and perspectives – indeed, its own distinctive blackness -  became the performed 

requirement of subcultural belonging for these youths, regardless of their countries of origin or 

the polity which contained them. 

 In this section we examined the ways those claims to social kinship and common alterity 

transformed notions of blackness into German migrant understandings of Kanak agency. The 

alternate readings of Kanak culture are built upon value judgments of risk originating from 

widely divergent subject positions. Both Poedra‘s moment of intense media scrutiny and the 

sensational quality of Feridun Zaimoğlu‘s ―street‖ characters suggest that contemporary Kanaks 

are of greatest interest to people outside their communities because of their proximity to violence 
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or ability to provoke fear. The same is arguably true when migrant or post-migrant hip-hoppers 

express fascination with urban African-American hip-hop practitioners.  

Anthropologist Mary Douglas couched such valuations in terms of socialized concepts of 

―purity‖ and ―danger‖ (1966). Douglas observed that people we deem ―clean‖ - through an 

evaluation of their social class, ethnicity, sexual preferences, appearance, demeanor, and our 

relationship (or proximity) to them – are viewed as less dangerous or likely to pose risks. Those 

who are symbolically ―dirty,‖ judged through the same process, are determined to pose the 

greatest threat and offer us the greatest risk of personal (or societal) contamination. Just as Bakan 

noted the different subject positions that lead us to delineate either cultural talents or cultural 

stereotypes, risk positions are reflexive. Our notions of aesthetic ―purity‖ or ―danger‖ in social 

contexts depend largely upon our connections to a given community and that community‘s moral 

dicta and culturally-shared assumptions. 

The aesthetics of hip-hop culture, and gangsta rap more specifically, require a specific 

reading of blackness, one that celebrates and amplifies the music‘s ―dangerous‖ associations. 

Hip-hop reads blackness as the problem and the solution, the reason for the ghetto and the only 

means of braving the ghetto. Blackness is the riskiest of performative strategies, something 

which is very clear to the members of Poedra and palpable in their self performances. And as 

they began to consciously embrace the strategies of Kanakism, they knowingly maneuvered a 

specific, ―impure‖ presentation that positioned them in a particular social milieu and heightened 

social cohesion with both their audiences and the broader hip-hop culture. They likewise 

demonstrated an understanding of the aesthetic valuations of risk (and hip-hop authenticity) 

flowing through the German mediascape. 

The predilection for gangsta styles in the German musical marketplace (as well as the 

tenacity of those styles) ensures that the genre‘s more fantastic and nihilistic portrayals of 

blackness receive ready circulation through the national mediascape. The sheer volume of these 

images has two discernable effects: first, as we observed with the music of Sido and Azad in 

Chapter Two, it requires a steady escalation of extreme positions (usually manifested in violent 

language directed at personal rivals or women) in order for messages to be audible over the noisy 

din, thereby narrowing hip-hop performativity to tropes associated with ―soziale Brennpunkte‖ 

(at-risk neighborhoods) like Bruckhausen or Berlin-Kreuzberg. Second, it dilutes the genre‘s 

very real, specific, local origins among urban youth with the watery homogeneity of the music 
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market. In the United States, where there is arguably a diversity in representations of blackness 

(and a legacy of African-American political activity), the extremity of these images or floating 

signifiers has the potential to be addressed, critiqued, and tempered. In the very different socio-

cultural matrix of Germany, these transformations and abstractions of Otherness flow into 

comparatively empty spaces regarding migrant‘s roles in the country‘s history. In other words, 

because there is no widespread acknowledgment of migrant contributions to the national 

narrative (there was no German Civil Rights Movement), sensational notions of migrant 

behavior, as filtered through Kanak hip-hop performance, become the dominant representations 

of migrant youths. 

These representations and value judgments are neither harmless nor inert. At a culture‘s 

macro-level they form the basis for laws and social institutions. At the micro-level, they form 

taste cultures, social alliances, friendships and animosities. As Poedra‘s experience makes clear, 

they are also amplified through media circulation. This means that the mediated distribution of 

television footage of young men rioting in Paris, if used to contextualize why it is important to 

―observe‖ young men in Duisburg-Bruckhausen, makes an implicit connection between 

symbolic violence and their potential for literal violence. Mediation has the ability to equalize 

the relationship between lived and virtual realties, particularly when the represented subjects are 

viewed at a distance (see also Habermas, 1989; Thompson, 1995; Dahlgren, 1995). Van Loon 

(2002) takes this even further, suggesting that mediations of risk dynamically manifest as risk, 

meaning that the mediated account of fears (Stathi‘s of authority, whites of blacks, Germans of 

Kanaks) becomes their substantiation. 

       Ultimately, when risk is involved, these assessments of purity and danger serve to animate 

the ―process of allocating responsibilities‖ Mary Douglas refers to as blame (1985: 59). When 

we face a risk (known or imagined), we clarify who is likely to be responsible should things go 

awry and who should be held responsible when things do go awry. For Douglas, blame 

allocation is an important part of identifying social risks and is a key component in the way 

groups classify one another: 

 
…blaming the victim is a strategy that works in one kind of context, and blaming 
the outside enemy, a strategy that works in another. Victim blaming facilitates 
internal social control; outsider blaming enhances loyalty. Both ploys would serve 
an intention to prevent the community from being riven by dissension…The 
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accumulation of instances…shows that the incidence of misfortune is likely to be 
put to political uses. (ibid) 

 

Both blaming strategies Douglas describes have been on display in this chapter. In the 2005 

version of ―Rauch in der Lunge,‖ Stathi blames ill-defined authority figures for supplying drugs 

to inner cities, migrant marginalization, and violence aimed at minority groups. He seeks to 

rebuff assignations of blame regarding social malfeasance and danger among Kanaken in 

―Kanakizm,‖ but this is satisfyingly problematized by embracing the risk-laden term ―Kanake.‖ 

 In the following chapter I will continue the examination of blame in German cultural 

space(s) in an effort to understand the ways German-ness and Kanak-ness are amplified when 

cultural risks are identified, challenged, or contained.  I will also review how they shape national 

dialogues of belonging the German body-politic. 
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CHAPTER FIVE: 
KANAKS IN THE LEITKULTUR: RISKS AND NEGOTIATIONS OF GERMAN 

BELONGING  

Social subjects, classified by their classifications, distinguish themselves by the 
distinctions they make, between the beautiful and the ugly, the distinguished and 
the vulgar, in which their position in the objective classifications is expressed or 
betrayed (Bourdieu, 1984: 5). 

 
 

In previous chapters we examined the ways that risk affects the lives and creative 

representations of the migrant hip-hoppers on Duisburg-Bruckhausen‘s Chillichilliwa label. Hip-

hop culture has afforded these young men a set of powerful symbols that they use to negotiate 

status positions in their local environments and to fulfill important aesthetic expectations of their 

fans and other hip-hop cognoscenti. At the same time, the risks inherent in these symbols – 

particularly mediated, racialized representations of (potential) violence among the migrant 

populations found in urban German ―ghettos‖ – shape the ways Poedra‘s members are viewed as 

social dangers. Poedra‘s responses were to both refute and simultaneously manipulate the 

perceived threats of Kanak culture by engaging in a process of self-ethnicization.  In this chapter 

I will extend my analysis of Kanakism with an examination of factors present in early 21st 

century Germany that have sharpened negative assessments of young migrant males. I will 

contextualize Germany‘s debates about national belonging amidst responses to feared Islamic 

radicalism, negative impacts of migrant children in the German educational system, and alarmist 

reports about Turkish entrance to the European Union. 

 
The Melez Festival: Cultural Diversity and Migrant Identities 

Twenty-five miles east of Duisburg lies Bochum, a city in the center of the Ruhrpott 

megalopolis. Like its western neighbor, Bochum is a city with a history of labor and work 

migrancy; its cultural diversity is emblematic of the intercultural diversity found throughout the 

Ruhrgebiet. In 2005 the city inaugurated the Melez Festival, a celebration of arts and culture 

found throughout the Ruhr Valley with a particular emphasis on the region‘s Turkish inhabitants. 

In vernacular Turkish, the term ―melez‖ refers to a ―Mischling‖ or ―mutt;‖ promotional materials 

for the festival translated the term as ―one who mixes culture within himself.‖   
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―Europa lebt im Ruhrgebiet‖ (Europe lives in the Ruhr region) was the festival‘s 

inaugural theme. The inclusion of large numbers of Turkish films, literature readings, and 

performing groups indicated the political decision to include Turkey within the European 

construct.  Popular Turkish singer Sezen Aksu was the festival‘s featured performer, while 

notable German-Turkish dignitaries such as Dr. Faruk Şen, Director of the Center for Turkish 

Studies in Essen, filmmaker Ayşe Polat, and author Zafer Şenocak were featured in panel and 

roundtable discussions throughout the weekend. 

I arrived at the festival hall with my friends Sultan and Yasemin shortly before the 

weekend‘s first event. As we entered the building we were greeted by the friendly familiarity of 

festival commerce. Festival t-shirts and bumper stickers were available for purchase, as were 

recordings of popular Turkish musical acts, Turkish editions of bestselling German books, 

children‘s books in German and Turkish, handcrafted evil-eye amulets, artworks by Ruhrgebiet 

painters and sketch artists, and DVD copies of films by German-Turkish filmmakers to be 

screened during the weekend. An additional vendor was on hand to offer small, strong glasses of 

freshly brewed tea, an obligatory gesture of Turkish hospitality. My friends, both of whom wear 

the customary Muslim headcovering as a marker of faith, were each greeted as ―sister‖ by 

strangers in the hall; I was welcomed with warm curiosity. 

 

 

Fig. 5.1 – Jahrhunderthalle (Century Hall), Bochum 
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We made our way to the day‘s first panel discussion which addressed the need for a 

German-Turkish Cultural Ministry (Kulturrat) in the North-Westphalian state. Discussants 

included notable ―German-Turkish‖70 dignitaries: 

 
Aylin Aykan (pianist and artistic director of the Munich Turkish festival) 
Tayfun Demir (dialogue e.V., Duisburg) 
Dr. Christian Esch (Director of the NRW KULTURsekretariat, Wuppertal) 
Prof. Dr. Faruk Şen (Director of the Foundation of the Center for Studies on Turkey, 
Essen) 
Zafer Şenocak (author, Berlin) 
Osman Okkan (journalist, director of the Cultural Forum Turkey-Germany, Cologne; 
served as the panel moderator) 
 

Although he would offer a full reading of his works later in the weekend, Zafer Şenocak began 

the discussion by reading a poem from a recently released collection of his poetry entitled 

―Übergang,‖ or ―Transition.‖ This was a symbolic act. Turkish-born Şenocak, who moved with 

his family as a young boy to Munich, is one of Germany‘s most recognizable ―Turkish‖ authors. 

He is university educated, a student of German literature, philosophy, and political science, and 

one of the nation‘s most prominent voices in discussions of cultural identities. His work ties 

Orient to Occident, described as a ―translation between the Osmanic Divan and the writing styles  

of European modernity,‖71 – in other words, Şenocak is the kind of author who carries with him 

a measure of accomplishment, international fame, prestige, and who has a primary interest in the 

development of arts education for and about Germany‘s Turkish populations. His reading was a 

display of the value and depth of Turkish artists to the Rhineland and a marker of the proposed 

project‘s legitimacy as endorsed by a powerful cultural figure.  

 

                                                 
70 Although I have consciously avoided this term throughout previous chapters, it is apt here. I worked with no 
informants who used ―German-Turk‖ or ―German-Turkish‖ as a mode of self-reference; instead, the people with 
whom I had contact used ―Turkish,‖ ―Greek,‖ ―Yugoslavian,‖ or, in the case of  Poedra, ―Kanak,‖ to refer to 
themselves. The term is problematic because of Germany‘s long-standing practice of ethnocultural citizenship, 
which means that compound referents like ―German-Turk‖ carry ethnic implications and would most clearly 
describe someone of both German and Turkish ethnic heritage. This is quite unlike the use of ―African-American‖ 
or ―Latino-American‖ in the United States, where the hybridity reflects both ethnicity and nationality. Among 
intellectuals and a small educated elite, however, ―German-Turkish‖ is gaining some cultural currency, although it 
has yet to be adopted as a common self-referent. During the discussion, younger panelists (Aykan, Demir) did 
employ the term. 
71 For further reading see http://www.perlentaucher.de/buch/24915.html. 

http://www.perlentaucher.de/buch/24915.html
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Fig. 5.2 Zafer Şenocak 

 

The topic was the development of a state-supported group that would further cultural 

exchange between Germans and Turks.72 Debates ranged from cost-to-benefit ratios to 

educational objectives. Panelists also discussed the kinds of programs that would be offered by 

the group, including free or affordable lessons on the bağlama, a plucked Mediterranean and 

near Eastern lute (also known as the saz), storytelling projects that presented traditional Turkish 

folklore to children, and collaborative German-Turkish theater projects. It was a lively discussion 

full of creative ideas and enthusiasm for the value of arts as a bridge between cultural 

differences.  

After an hour the panel accepted questions for the audience, many of whom appeared to 

be high school or university students. After several supportive suggestions from the floor, a 

young woman spoke: ―I like this idea alright, but where are all the young people? I mean, not 

just programs to teach us things – what about our own music groups?  Are you going to have any 

input from people who are different from you? It seems like all these ideas just represent what 

we think Germans are going to think is good.‖ By different, the young woman implied 

representative migrant voices – like Poedra‘s – who have not attended German universities, do 

not reflect alliances with the emerging Turkish intellectual elite, and who have a profound 

                                                 
72 Two years later, in 2007, a NRW Deutsch-Türkisch Kulturrat was formed under the directorship of Faruk Şen. 
While it is state recognized, it is not state funded. For more information see 
http://www.nmz.de/kiz/nachrichten/deutsch-tuerkischer-kulturrat-nrw-konstituiert-sich-als-verein. (Accessed 
September 26, 2009.) 

http://www.nmz.de/kiz/nachrichten/deutsch-tuerkischer-kulturrat-nrw-konstituiert-sich-als-verein
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impact on the ways young migrants interact with one another and their communities. The panel 

expressed surprise, something I felt as well. The young woman‘s comments reflected sensitivity 

to the idea that ―Turkishness‖ was somehow being shaped, branded, and marketed in a way that 

did not allow for voices ―from the street.‖ My friends Sultan and Yasemin expressed equal 

concern for the palpably secular tone of the proposed programming as they observed, ―and so 

now Turks aren‘t Muslim?‖ 

The panel and ensuing exchange brought to light contentious positions within migrant 

communities about the ways people talk about and identify one another under the voyeuristic 

gaze of their German neighbors. Melez‘ inaugural represented a particular cultural moment from 

around 2004 to 2007 during which debates about the effects of multiculturalism, German cultural 

hegemony, and cultural protectionism reached a fevered zenith. The German-Turkish cultural 

alliance advocated by Faruk Şen and others was a response to a tide of negative press 

problematizing the impact of Turkish residents in the German polity: the Kulturrat represented a 

chance to display the richness and cultural worth of Turkishness as positive rebuttals to risk 

assessments circulating through the mediascape and exemplified by groups like Poedra.73 It was 

also a reaction from within Turkish intellectual circles about the resurgence of German claims to 

a Leitkultur. 

 
 

 

 

                                                 
73  One study which received enduring press circulation, conducted by Heitmeyer, Müller, and Schröder countered 
the assumption that Islamization was the province of first-generation Turkish migrants (1997). The study instead 
suggested high degrees of nationalism and orthodox religious beliefs. When asked whether they agreed with the 
Turk-Federation slogan, ―Turkdom is our body, our soul is Islam. A body without a soul is a corpse,‖ fifty-seven 
percent agreed (111). Sixty-six percent agreed with the following statement: ―Every [Muslim] must know that the 
religions of other nations are empty and that their members are non-believers. Islam is the only true religion‖(123). 
Slightly less than half felt their beliefs were represented by either the conservative Islamic faction Milli Görüş or the 
nationalist Grey Wolves of the Turk Federation.73 Heitmeyer et al also asked questions that reflected conflicting 
agendas between German public policies regarding gender equality and migrant aspirations. Two-thirds of his 
survey‘s respondents agreed with their families‘ ―authoritarian-patriarchal‖ norms and values (151). For further 
reading see Heitmeyer, W., Müller J & Schröder, H. (1997): Verlockender Fundamentalismus. Türkische 

Jugendliche in Deutschland, Frankfurt/Main). Milli Görüş is an Islamist political group founded in 1969 that calls 
for greater cooperation between Muslim countries and less social and economic interactions in the European sphere. 
For further reading see Fulya Atacan, 2005: 187-188. The Grey Wolves, also known as ―Idealist Youth,‖ are the 
youth organization of the Turkish National Movement. They are active within Europe and have been accused of 
terrorist acts throughout their history. For further reading see Alex Peter Schmid, A. J. Jongman, Michael Stohl, 
2005: 674. 
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Locating the Leading Culture 

It is more sensible to speak of a culture from Germany than a German culture 
(Dieter Kramer in Köck, Moosmüller, and Roth, 2004: 34).  

Today, no one visiting a large German city can ignore the palpable Turkish presence: 

Turkish taxi-drivers shuttle busy travelers from place to place, Turkish newspaper stands sell 

periodicals and cigarettes, Turkish fast-food restaurants market the beloved döner-kebap, a pita 

sandwich filled with roasted lamb. There are Turkish coffee houses, Turkish grocery stores, 

Turkish discos. Turkish travel agencies secure the safe transport of families who wish to visit 

their loved-ones, while driving schools, banks, and import/export firms run by Turks for Turks 

advertise in Turkish newspapers and the special ‗yellow pages‘ for Turkish residents.  Not least, 

there is a growing number of mosques and Cemevis (the traditional house of worship for Alevi 

Muslims) run by Turkish Sunni and Alevi Muslims, respectively. As one elderly Turkish migrant 

commented, ‗We used to say that we are in ‗Gurbet‘ [a place away from home], but we are no 

longer in ‗Gurbet‘ – Turkey is here‖ (quoted in Østergaard-Nielson 2003: 34). The ubiquity of 

Turkish culture often leads to the notion that Turkishness is foreignness, collecting all migrants, 

regardless of their individual histories, within a net of socio-cultural alterity. 

 For sociologist Rogers Brubaker, the omnipresence of migrants in a contemporary, 

reunified Germany has led to a sharpening of German articulations of identity. Brubaker asserts 

that German identity is culturally articulated in ways that cannot be compared to, say, French 

identity – the latter conceived as a civic category, the former as an ethnic one (1992: 75). While 

immigrants to the U.S can ―become‖ American, Germany‘s ―foreigners,‖ although they may 

obtain German citizenship, will never truly become ―German.‖ Meanwhile, ‗ethnic‘ Germans 

who may not speak the German language and who have never been to the country but can 

demonstrate German lineage travel easy pathways to the full benefits of German citizenship. 

This ethic distinction in German political life has been strongly contested in the wake of 

increased immigration from southern European nations and asylum-seekers from eastern Europe. 

Nonetheless, ethnocultural national identification has remained an untouchable cultural principle. 

In the case of immigration policy and migrant rights, the German Parliament‘s ability to exclude 

self-confidently depends on an absolute quality of collective identity amongst its constituents. 

What often result are expressions of chauvinistic nationalism and xenophobia.  
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We find this clearly articulated in the development of Leitkultur. This politically 

inflammatory term was first introduced in 1998 by the German-Arab sociologist Bassam Tibi. It 

is best translated as ―leading‖ or ―guiding culture,‖ although it has been oft interpreted over the 

last twenty years as ―basic culture.‖ Tibi‘s Leitkultur concept celebrated Germany‘s nascent 

multiculturalism and post-World War II social progressivism , but it ironically became a 

frequently misunderstood notion in national debates surrounding immigrants and German 

cultural supremacy. Since the 1990s it has gained traction as a celebration of German and 

Western superiority over the Islamic world and is now a popular political tool in the demand for 

compulsory migrant assimilation. 

In his 1998 book, Europa ohne Identität (Europe Without Identity), Tibi defined a 

modern, European leading culture as one founded upon a secular state, religious tolerance, 

democracy, liberal human rights, and an emphasis on science and personal enlightenment 

through education (154-156). These are the same social values that have guided the German 

body politic since the end of the Second World War and which are arguably reflective of all 

peaceful, tolerant societies. In Tibi‘s view, Germans (ethnic or otherwise) are called upon by 

their history to eschew monoculturalism and instead build a modern state whose politics reflect 

the broad-based consensus of its heterogeneous citizenry. New concepts of plurality would 

ideally guard against parallel societies in which migrants live and work in worlds separated from 

the rest of society, a trend in European cities made salient to U.S. citizens during the Parisian 

banlieu violence of 2005 (see Ceylan, 2006; Hess, 2008).  

Leitkultur began to diverge from Tibi‘s original gloss in 1998, when editor Theo Sommer 

ran an article in the respected daily newspaper Die Zeit entitled, ―Der Kopf zählt, das Tuch 

nicht‖ (The Head Counts, not the Veil). Here Sommer posited that migrants must assimilate into 

a ―core German culture,‖ and that immigration reform must be guided by an enduring 

commitment to celebrate and protect German values 

(http://www.zeit.de/1998/30/199830.auslaender_.xml?page=all)74.  The rhetoric intensified when 

Friedrich Merz, leader of the conservative Christian Democrats, wrote an article in the periodical 

Die Welt in 2000 challenging multiculturalism, advocating stricter immigration controls and 

                                                 
74 Accessed August 10, 2009. 

http://www.zeit.de/1998/30/199830.auslaender_.xml?page=all
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state-mandated assimilation into an ill-defined German Leitkultur.75 Merz inflamed public fears 

regarding the burdens of migrants on the German economy, saying that a yearly quota beyond 

0.25 percent of the existing population could lead to a collapse of the German social care 

systems. Those workers fortunate enough to enter and remain had a duty to adopt Germany‘s 

cultural values. 

Reactions to Merz‘s ideas were overwhelmingly negative. The Social Democrat (SPD) 

and Green parties rejected what they referred to as ―forced Germanization,‖ advocating instead 

government support for integration (in the form of language instruction, for example) over 

assimilation in a nod to the country‘s cultural pluralism. In 2005, however, Bundestag president 

Norbert Lammert (CDU) revived the Leitkultur debate. Rather than focus on a national leading 

culture, Lammert suggested that there was indeed a set of core European values that were unique 

and which should guide the acceptance of all foreign persons into the EU. In a December Die 

Welt editorial that year he wrote, ―If Europe wants to protect its many national identities and still 

develop a collective identity, it must agree upon core political values and beliefs. These central 

beliefs must be based on the shared cultural roots of Europe, its common history, and its shared 

religious tradition.‖76  

 
Leitkultur and Fears of Islamic Radicalism 

Lammert‘s comments were preceded by two significant cultural events that sparked 

debate regarding the place of foreign nationals (specifically Muslims) in European life: the 

murder of Dutch filmmaker Theo van Gogh in 2004 and the 2005 Danish newspaper publication 

of controversial cartoons deemed offensive by many Muslims around the globe. In the former 

instance, Van Gogh was murdered by the Dutch-Moroccan Mohammed Bouyeri for perceived 

insults to Islam in the film Submission. In the latter, the Jyllands-Posten newspaper featured 

twelve editorial cartoons depicting Islamic prophet Muhammad in a professed effort to 

encourage debate about censorship and criticism of Islam in Western Europe. Outraged Muslims 

across Denmark drew attention to the cartoons; their subsequent reprinting in newspapers 

throughout the world led to attacks on Danish embassies in Lebanon, Iran, and Syria, the burning 

                                                 
75 While Merz acknowledged Sommer as the inspiration for his article, Sommer sought to differentiate his own more 
tolerant stance in the article, ―Einwanderung ja, Ghettos nein - Warum Friedrich Merz sich zu Unrecht auf mich 
beruft" (―Immigration, yes, Ghettoes, no – Why Friedrich Merz wrongly appeals to me,‖ Die Zeit 47/2000. 
76 Lammert, Norbert. ―Auch die EU braucht ein ideelles Fundament, Gastkommentar: Leitkultur‖ (The EU Also 
Needs a Spiritual Foundation. Guest Commentary: Leitkultur) Die Welt, 13. Dezember 2005 
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of German, Norwegian, Dutch, and Danish flags in Gaza, and protests in which more than one 

hundred people were killed. Both, combined with memories of the September 11, 2001 events in 

the United States, lent urgency to discussions regarding feared Islamic radicalism on the 

continent, made more palpable by the proximity of ―foreigners‖ who were also ―neighbors.‖ 

Friedrich Lammert‘s December, 2005 remarks, then, were more than a call to patriotism and a 

support for basic human rights. He instead suggested Germany‘s cultural pluralism both 

physically and figuratively threatened to harm the nation‘s core values, its very sense of 

belonging in the European world. 

 

Reactions to the PISA studies 

Of course, other factors contributed to national debates regarding a ―leading culture‖ 

during the early 2000s, namely the prospect of Turkish admittance to the European Union and 

the 2003 and 2006 PISA results. The PISA, or Programme for International Student Assessment 

is a triennial world-wide test that assesses the scholastic performance of adolescent school-

children in more than fifty countries. It is implemented and coordinated by the Organisation [sic] 

for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).77 Germany‘s 2000, 2003, and 2006 

scores in reading comprehension, mathematics, and science lagged markedly behind countries in 

the far East and neighbor countries in the European Union. Educational and political leaders 

reacted with open dismay:  Germany‘s poor international showing demanded that a cause be 

found.  

 Educators and politicians began an open dialogue about the experiences and impact of 

migrant children in German school systems, particularly in the realm of language mastery. While 

some avoided placing direct blame on children from migrant backgrounds, the very discussion of 

this group‘s educational shortcomings and their tenuous positions within the larger national 

education system stigmatized migrant-descendent youths. Schools have become one arena in 

which migrants are often (unintentionally) systematically ―othered‖ according to their lingual 

and ethno-cultural differences, a process which remains with them into adulthood. 

                                                 
77 The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) is an international group of thirty 
countries that accept the principles of representative democracy and free-market capitalism. OECD countries 
typically possess higher than average gross domestic product yields and comparatively well funded educational 
systems. The OECD, originally the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC), was formed in 1948 
as a component of the Marshall Plan to rebuild Europe after World War II. Its membership was later extended to 
non-European nations, and in 1961 it assumed its present configuration. For further information, see 
http://www.oecd.org/home. 

http://www.oecd.org/home
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 When I asked Stathi and Niko about their childhood educational experiences, neither 

could pinpoint when he had developed a notion of difference. Referencing the song, 

―Kanakizm,‖(2006), Niko observed: 

I was born here and have lived in this country for 25 years. Despite that, I say I‘m 
Greek. But that‘s exactly the dilemma with the track, that‘s what it‘s about. This 
classic cliché thing, ―here you‘re a Greek, there you‘re a German,‖ is 
unfortunately true. That‘s one reason we say we‘re Kanaks. 

I‘ve talked with many people who are also politically active, who always ask why 
we don‘t say, ―we‘re German.‖ But hey, the 4th generation is being born and the 
politicians, the media, and everybody else still talks about ―Jugendlichen mit 
Migrationshintergrund.‖ First it was the ―Gastarbeiter,‖ then ―Kinder der 
Gastarbeiter,‖ (children of guest workers), and now even the ―children of the 
children of guest workers.‖ It never occurs to them to say, ―those are now 
Germans.‖ In that light it‘s clear that we say ―we‘re Greeks, Turks, Moroccans, 
etc. But I also don‘t see a contradiction when I say ―I‘m a Greek‖ and at the same 
time assert that I‘m integrated into this society. Sezen‘s a Turk – he‘d say the 
same thing. I think the terms are really flexible and not really able to be clearly 
defined. 

I feel myself integrated into this country in that I speak and have mastered the 
German language, something I have to thank my mother for. Despite working on 
an assembly line she took the time to teach me the Greek and the German 
alphabet before I went to school, so I didn‘t have so many problems with German 
and could articulate what I wanted pretty early and say what‘s what. But am I 
German? No – not any more than you‘re Greek. 

 For Niko and many others of his generation, language mastery is emblematic of this 

struggle. It is also a common theme among German educators and policymakers who wish to 

ensure student success at all levels of the educational system. The practical considerations of 

childhood (and parental) literacy, while significant, are of less interest to this study than the 

assumed risks of inadequate language knowledge among migrants and migrant-descendants. On 

more than one occasion in my time in Cologne and Duisburg I observed conversations in which a 

German friend or acquaintance congratulated an erudite, well-educated Turkish friend on her 

―good German.‖ This comment, through well-intentioned, exposed an ill-formed cultural 

awareness on the part of the German that importantly pointed to a broader web of power 

relations within German cultural space. In commenting on my friend‘s language abilities the 

German operated from a cultural perspective that assumed the right to evaluate my friend‘s 
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competence; my friend, in turn, was called to positively counter the German‘s assumptions about 

migrant-descendent literacy. Although language was the theme, dominance is the subtext – and 

one result is the self-conscious representation of positive ethnic identity markers showcased in 

events like the Melez Festival. 

In the wake of campaigns in the 1980s and 1990s to support multiculturalism, migrants 

carved out a space in the broader cultural field, albeit a rarified one. Through school projects and 

bazaars, celebrations and neighborhood festivals which showcased their music, dances, culinary 

specialties, and handicrafts, migrants have sought to open their living cultures to the indigenous 

(German) population. These events have arguably deepened socially-conscious, interested 

Germans‘ appreciation of their communities‘ cultural diversity. At the same time, because they 

frequently exist as performed demonstrations of ethnicity, they may entrench the distance 

between life worlds and supplant prolonged personal contact with mere observation. Thy also 

expose the tacit assumption that the German culture is known, while the foreign culture must be 

learned.  

When I discussed this thought with a group of teachers in Cologne, three of whom were 

of Turkish descent, they noted multiple field trips to mosques and migrant festivals they had 

organized for their predominantly German classes. They could not recall, however, either in their 

own schooling and teaching experiences or in colleague anecdotes, instances in which 

schoolchildren were taken to German churches or festivals, particularly not with a didactic 

purpose. These flows are indicative of the sometimes tricky politics of intercultural pedagogy – a 

process through which young migrants and migrant-descendents learn which behavioral patterns 

secure their social success and security. Educational institutions must walk a fine line between 

depersonalized spaces in which ethnic expressions are deemed inappropriate and classrooms in 

which cultural heterogeneity is permanently branded a problem. 

 Before they developed Chillichilliwa, school was the overriding determinant of Sezen‘s, 

Stathi‘s, and Niko‘s social lives. It was the place they spent the majority of their time and energy, 

formed friendships and animosities, broadened their views of the world, and contested their own 

claims to social space. As is the case with their entire generation, these young men were also 

called to succeed in the contemporary ―Wissensgesellschaft,‖ or knowledge society, separated in 

significant ways from the industrial networks that employed their parents and grandparents. Over 

the last forty years Germany has shifted from an industrial force to a country in which 
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information technologies and service sector jobs dominate; migrant communities have been 

required to change as well. This seismic cultural shift has privileged education as the most 

powerful determinant of social opportunity and allocation of economic and cultural capital. 

Stated otherwise, migrants must succeed in the educational realm if they are to gain equitable 

access to the expansive economy to which they‘ve contributed for fifty years. 

 The formal education any of the Bruckhausen Bunker kids receive in the stratified 

German educational system is also likely to determine the social stratum in which they will move 

for the rest of their lives. The type of degree each receives – be it a Diplom, a trade school 

certificate, or another pre-professional qualification – affects his integration into the labor market 

of the broader German society. Earned educational certificates, then, are tickets to the democratic 

institutions of the modern German state and are an important component in systemic migrant 

integration.  

 Home life and the friendships youths make throughout their schooling work in tandem 

with the educational process to help young people define themselves. Niko and Stathi have been 

friends since childhood, attending the same schools and living in the same neighborhood – one 

which was, they note, overwhelmingly non-German. As they and their friends engaged in the 

self-explorations required to become adults, they had to reconcile their ascribed differences with 

the self-narrations about ethnicity and class that they inherited from their families, 

neighborhoods, and faith communities. As we saw in the chapters two, three, and four, hip-hop 

culture provided them a creative sonic and symbolic playground on which to develop the Kanak 

strategy they felt gave them greatest access to social capital. 

Niko‘s response also suggests that cultural distance from Germans shaped the way he has 

grown to view himself as ―Kanak.‖ In his social networks and those of his parents and peers, 

Germans do not play a significant role. Instead, he, Niko and Sezen move in a transnational 

space that has become typical of Germany‘s urban communities. ―Being Kanak‖ from Duisburg-

Bruckhausen involves a self-positioning that draws upon and far exceeds the blueprints of 

nationalities. Anthropologist Sven Sauter observed a similar process in the late 1990s among 

migrant youths in Frankfurt, documented in his book, Frankfurter Türken (2000). The young 

men in Sauter‘s work interpreted Turkish-ness in distinctive, hybrid ways by examining their 

immediate environments and reinterpreting rural (often Anatolian) traditions their parents 

brought with them when they migrated to Germany. Crucial to their self-definitions was an 
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attachment to the city – a cosmopolitan urban space that was not the province of Germans but of 

other migrant kids involved in similar processes.  

The members of Poedra engage in something similar. Beyond fulfilling an oppositional 

aesthetic mandate of hip-hop culture, they primarily define themselves as Kanaks according to 

their peer group, not their parents‘ ethno-cultural labels. This contradicts widely held 

assumptions about the cultural ―baggage‖ migrants carry with them (see Vertovec 1996: 51) as 

they transport ethnicity (or nationality) from one world into another, suspending them in a 

perpetual state of unresolved ―in-between-ness‖ (see Soysal 2004). German multiculturalism 

aimed to help young people out of pathological cultural limbo by offering them new roots and 

sense of belonging in the Bundesrepublik. The great problem with this, according to Ludger 

Pries, is that these strategies unwittingly reinforced the nation‘s hegemony by offering 

constructions of territorial, cultural, and citizen unity (1997) in which border mobility was 

singled out as unusual and in need of attention.  

By the beginning of the 21st century, attitudes about the value of Germany‘s multicultural 

strategies were shifting. Critiques of multiculturalism arising from subaltern communities began 

to infiltrate public debate, drawing attention to the notion of minority integration through cultural 

recognition. This corresponded to a flurry of social research that questions the basic premises of 

multiculturalism (see Barry 2001; Sartori 2000; Joppke 2004) and exposing conflicts in the 

relationship between multicultural and liberal political goals. Sartori in particular notes that 

pluralism and multiculturalism are not the same. Pluralism entails voluntary, rather than 

designated, group membership, relationships that are multi-faceted and which cut across cultural 

boundaries, and ‗reciprocal recognition‘ between groups who do not agree with one another 

(2000: 87). Multicultural policies, on the other hand, involve a process of dominant-group 

recognition of cultural Others. Jacob Levy (2000) echoes similar ideas, but suggests groups 

develop a realistic ‗multiculturalism of fear,‘ one that encourages groups to recognize differences 

but not use them to craft legal policy. The risks, he insists, of multicultural division should not 

preclude the impulse to celebrate socio-cultural diversity (32).  

 
RESPONDING TO MULTICULTURALISM: TWO STRATEGIES 

 
1.Confronting Stereotypes: The Case for Kanak Attak  
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Frustrated with multicultural impulses (and institutions) that highlighted ethnic 

difference, the group Kanak Attak formed to increase public awareness of the dangers of 

ethnically-based meta-narratives in German society. In their 1998 manifesto the collective of 

artists, filmmakers, old and new hip-hoppers, writers, and musicians distanced itself from 

―mültükültüralizm‖ and a ―post-modern concept of Interculturalism.‖  Inspired by Feridun 

Ziamoğlu, Kanak Attak‘s use of the politically-charged, racial epithet ―Kanak‖ was deliberately 

confrontational (see manifesto, http://www.kanak-attak.de/ka/about/manif_eng.html)78: 

―Kanak Attak‖ is a community of different people from diverse backgrounds who 
share a commitment to eradicate racism from German society. Kanak Attak is not 
interested in questions about your passport or heritage, in fact it challenges such 
questions in the first place. Kanak Attak challenges the conservative and liberal 
orthodoxy that good ―race relations‖ is simply a matter of tighter immigration 
control. Our common position consists of an attack against the ―Kanakisation‖ of 
specific groups of people through racist ascriptions which denies people their 
social, legal and political rights. Kanak Attak is therefore anti-nationalist, anti-
racist and rejects every single form of identity politics, as supported by ethnic 
absolutist thinking. 

The group‘s rebellious language and oppositional stance are highly stylized. They 

simultaneously exploit and confront prevailing mediations that relegate Kanaks to the 

ghetto, asserting that these are commercial products of the entertainment industries that 

package ethnicity as a marketing ploy. They likewise decry the politicized language that 

accompanies celebrations of difference found in events such as Bochum‘s Melez 

Festival: 

Although Kanak Attak is a predominantly migrant movement it should not be seen 
as the 'cool voice' of the ghetto. That's how they would like it, the commercial 
vultures of the cultural industries, who are searching for 'authentic' and 'exotic' 
human experiences to be sold to those living in the grey mainstream of everyday 
German society. Here the figure of the young, angry migrant fits perfectly; the 
person who endorses the 'out of the ghetto' mythology that assures complacent 
liberals that German society is meritocratic after all, and which in turn is used to 
great commercial success by the German music and film industries in falsifying 
the 'German Dream'. 

Kanak Attak also distances itself against a definition of the 'political', that naively 
suggests that all that is needed is 'dialogue' and 'peaceful cohabitation' of Kanaken 

                                                 
78 Accessed October 1, 2009. 

http://www.kanak-attak.de/ka/about/manif_eng.html
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and the majority of this society via the "Day of the foreign fellow citizen", 
displays of folk culture and humanistic campaigns. When the weather is good and 
the conscience is bad liberal Germans decorate their cars with stickers: 
'Foreigners, never leave us alone with the Germans!'. Kanak Attak is not a friend 
of such multiculturalism. 

The group asserts that multiculturalism is the root of oppressive thinking about migrant 

communities and suggests that assessments of ―code-switching,‖ in which migrants rapidly 

adjust language, gestures, or other behaviors to enact the multiple, culturally-specific positions in 

which they find themselves, is the refuse of negative multiculturalist thinking: 

Kanak Attak offers a platform for Kanaken from different social areas and are sick 
of the easy switching between cultures recommended by postmodernists. Kanak 
Attak wants to break the assignment of ethnic identities and roles; the 'we' and 
'them'. And because Kanak Attak is a question of attitude and not of heritage, 
origin, roots or papers, non-migrants and Germans of the 2nd and even 3rd-
generation are part of it too. But here as well caution! The existing hierarchy of 
social existence and the subject positions it imposes cannot be faded out or 
skipped over with the greatest of ease. Not all constructions are the same. So our 
project is caught up in the whirlpool of contradictions concerning the relation of 
representation, difference and the ascription of ethnic identities. 

Kanak Attak further assert that their objective is to compete with sensationalist notions of ghetto 

identity and instead offer migrants (and their descendants) alternative, more diverse ways of 

thinking about their roles in German society: 

Nevertheless: we compete for a new attitude of migrants of all generations that we 
want to bring on stage, independently and without compromise. Whoever believes 
that we celebrate a Potpourri out of Ghetto-HipHop and other clichés will be 
surprised. We sample, change and adapt different political and cultural drifts that 
all operate from oppositional positions. We go back to a mixture of theory, 
politics and cultural practice. This song is ours.  

The group ends its manifesto with a Germanized version traditional hip-hop mandate: 

―Repräzent!‖ This term at once offers a charge to the readership and locates the oppositional 

nature of Kanak Attak squarely within the expressive impulses of hip-hop culture. 

In the current study, Kanak Attak‘s manifesto is noteworthy because it is both refutation 

and confirmation of the kind of Kanak politics openly embraced by Poedra. While Kanak Attak 

―reject the Kanakization of certain groups of people,‖ by the ‗culture industries‘ as an 

assignation of weakness, Poedra adopts the moniker as a point of cultural pride that does indeed 
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allow for ethnic identity. Kanak Attak asserts the ability to invert ―being Kanak‖ is the domain of 

the Kanak; Poedra‘s use of the term comes closer to the mediated version of Kanak risk (danger, 

poverty, ghettoization) that the manifesto rejects. In essence, ―Kanak-ness‖ is imbued here with 

the same potentiality as ―blackness‖ – it has become a free-floating signifier, one that may be 

appropriated to fulfill sometimes competing agendas. Kanak Attak‘s reading on Poedra‘s 

―Kanakanism‖ would likely be that it perpetuates cultural stereotypes born of the history of hip-

hop‘s development within Germany. Poedra‘s reading of Kanak Attak would likely be that of a 

radical group who would equally restrict the term ―Kanak‖ to associations that fit a specific 

leftist political agenda.  

To counter non-reflexive representations of Turks and other migrants in the German 

media, the Cologne branch of Kanak Attak inaugurated the film project, "Kanak TV.‖  According 

to Miltiadis Oulios, a founding member of "Kanak TV,‖  ―we didn‘t want to do anything that 

was expected from us, like protesting or something like that‖ (http://www.kanak-

tv.de/index.html).79 The group instead sponsors short documentaries and television spots to 

support ―migratory self-authorization‖ (ibid) that furthers the national discussion of 

 

 

 Fig. 5.3 – Kanak TV reporter       Fig. 5.4 – Kanak TV logo 

 

                                                 
79 Accessed September 15, 2009. 
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migrants; they make these available on their website and show them to youths at festivals and 

exhibitions. The website also provides articles about legal obstacles for migrants, information 

about current political events, and announcements about opportunities for groups to meet and 

exchange ideas.   

Humor is a powerful tool used by KanakTV filmmakers. In the film short, ―Weißes 

Ghetto‖ (White Ghetto, 2002: http://www.kanak-tv.de/popup/weisses_ghetto.html)80, Kanak 

Attak subvert the line of questioning common to mediated debates about implicitly ―risky‖ 

neighborhoods with high concentrations of residents who possess migration histories. Using a 

predominantly white, German, middle-class neighborhood as their backdrop, reporters suggest 

concern over the area‘s ethnic makeup:  ―Cologne-Lindenthal is a relatively prosperous and 

homogeneous neighborhood. You won‘t find a single person with a migrant background in the 

streets. What is happening there? Are these Germans separating themselves from the rest of the 

world? Is Lindenthal a white ghetto?‖ The strategy is clear: they hope to challenge the ways 

migrant neighborhoods are problematized and placed ―at-risk‖ in the German mediascape. 

In another short film, the video crew of KanakTV attends a 2001 event at the Cologne 

Philharmonia celebrating forty years of German integration  (http://www.kanak-

attak.de/ka/media_video.shtml; English subtitles provided).81 The interview is conducted in 

English, a choice which reflects KanakAttak‘s attempts to both neutralize the language of 

communication and to make the debate intelligible outside the boundaries of German-speaking 

nation states. The soundtrack is a hip-hop song in French provided by an unidentified source. 

The journalist begins with an innocuous question: ―Where are you from?‖ The 

respondents name cities within an afternoon‘s drive of Cologne: Dusseldorf, Essen, Neuss. One 

respondent is clearly confused when the reporter repeats his query, offering, ―I am a teacher at a 

primary school.‖ The KanakTV representative then asks a more provocative question, ―When do 

you want to go back?‖ This is met with befuddled assertions of ―Well, I live here!‖ or confused, 

blank stares.  The underlying message to the viewer, however, and readily recognizable to any 

Kanak youth, is that these are questions asked of migrant-descendents on a daily basis and which 

reify the ―otherness‖ of non-ethnic Germans.  

                                                 
80 Accessed September 15, 2009. 
81 Accessed September 25, 2009. 

http://www.kanak-attak.de/ka/media_video.shtml
http://www.kanak-attak.de/ka/media_video.shtml
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The line of questioning then turns to the common connections between violence and 

migrant communities, particularly highlighting stereotypes regarding domestic abuse: 

Kanak TV reporter: Is hitting women – like I heard Dieter Bohlen, a famous 
German singer, did – part of your German culture?82  
Guest 1: No, certainly not. 
Guest 2: Well, it happens, naturally... no, I mean not naturally. But it happens...  
Guest 3: I think, that‘s a very suggestive question.  
Guest 4: That happens in all cultures. You can‘t say it is typically German or 
typically English. You find it everywhere in the world.  

When the questioning veers to ―Leitkultur,‖ some interviewees express discomfort. The 

majority, however, gamely try to define the term. One suggests it is the language, history, 

and culture of ―being German,‖ while another suggests it is all those features that belong 

to the nation‘s dominant [German] culture. A third suggests the term implies the ability to 

regulate German values. 

During my fieldwork I shared this clip with a group of young German-Turkish women 

with whom I had become friends to glean their reactions and personal experiences with 

xenophobia. They laughed knowingly at the German respondents‘ confusion and affirmed the 

commonplace experience of having both their nationalities and personhood questioned in the 

public and private sphere. Their personal experiences, however, seemed to fall along a 

continuum dependent upon generational differences and personal behavior. Included in this 

group were two teachers, one at Cologne‘s DITIB mosque on Cologne‘s Venloer Strasse, 

another a fifth grade teacher at a Gesamtschule (―Comprehensive school‖) in Cologne-Holweide. 

Afife, the DITIB teacher, holds German and Turkish passports and describes herself as 

―culturally Muslim,‖ meaning she observes certain religious practices as a member of her family 

and community but does not accept many orthodox Islamic tenets. Yasemin, the grade school 

teacher and friend with whom I attended the Melez Festival, holds German and Turkish 

passports and considers herself devoutly Muslim, symbolized by the hijab she dons when not at 

school. Yasemin reports frequent negative interactions with German colleagues regarding 

Turkish behaviors, discussions regarding ―foreigners‖ in Germany, and what she views as ill-

informed reactions to Islam. Afife, who spends the majority of her day teaching Turkish and 

                                                 
82 The reporter is referring to Dieter Bohlen, the former lead singer of 1980s German pop group Modern Talking. In 
1996 Bohlen was publicly accused by his then-wife, model and television personality Verona Feldbusch (later 
Pooth), of spousal abuse. See http://www.focus.de/panorama/boulevard/dieter-bohlen_did_14211.html.  

http://www.focus.de/panorama/boulevard/dieter-bohlen_did_14211.html
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German to migrants and migrant-descendents at the mosque, has fewer negative incidents to 

report. The parents of these women are close friends; they have raised their daughters in the 

same area of town and within the same faith. But their reactions suggest degrees of ―otherness‖ 

are accorded to minorities who are not ethnically German. 

Having viewed my fieldwork videos of Bunker concerts, the women had grown 

somewhat desensitized to the term ―Kanak,‖ language they had initially found shocking. 

Nonetheless, Afife expressed concern that KanakTV, even in its anti-racist, anti-multiculturalist 

stance, was contributing to the term‘s circulation: ―I mean, I understand why they do what they 

do. I think the impulse behind this is very good. But no matter how hard they try, they can‘t 

really control what Kanak means, can they?‖ Yasemin then reported the term was indeed in 

heavy circulation among her grade school students, carrying with it associations of toughness 

and bravado that had little connection to the Kanak Attak agenda. ―These boys in my class, they 

watch everything on television and the internet. But I don‘t think they see things like this. They 

call out to each other with ‗ey, du Kanake,‘ and don‘t really think about what the term means. 

They just do it to be cool.‖ She then observes, ―at that age [eleven], a lot of my boys just want 

some kind of attention, good or bad. They see all these rappers call themselves Kanaks and those 

are their heroes. That‘s who they want to be – the big Kanak everybody fears.‖ 

 
2. Marketing Multicultural Unity: “Du bist Deutschland” 

At this point in our study, Germany‘s cultural fragmentation is clear. The hegemonic 

notions of a single Leitkultur have failed to provide legitimate cultural glue, as have multicultural 

agendas that support multiple identities and subject positions as identified and addressed by the 

nation-state. What, then, binds any contemporary populace together? Cultural memory is 

questionable, for events are interpreted according to one‘s place within the social structure, 

binding some groups to one another while excluding others. Popular culture – songs, movies, 

clothing trends, media heroes - is multifarious and allows the division of consumers or cultural 

actors into a prismatic array of subcultural groups. Language is another tenuous link, one, as 

Niko‘s previous comments demonstrate, that is made more vulnerable by disparities in education 

and national origin. Tragedy, on the other hand, can prove a powerful unifying force, 

demonstrated by patriotic reactions in the United States immediately following September 11, 

2001. So too the concomitant risk of global terrorism, a threat which inspired many nations to 
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reform basic laws regarding privacy and personal property in a declared effort to insure security. 

Collective social pride might also be engendered through performance in sporting events like the 

Olympics, spectacles in which national origin plays a central role. But these collective triumphs, 

calamities, and fears are fleeting – they dissolve as the ordinariness of daily life washes away 

their particularity, fading with each instant replay, dissection, or news report. What is left to 

connect the disparate members of a modern-day polity? Moreover, does dis-unity render a Volk 

vulnerable, at-risk, or threatened within the global ecumene? 

 The advertising campaign Du bist Deutschland (You are Germany), which ran on the 

country‘s major television networks and movie theater screens September 26, 2005 to January 

31, 2006, attempted to fashion a distinctively German answer to these questions. Du bist 

Deutschland marketed an unlikely, amorphous commodity – its makers sought to reframe the 

national concept of German-ness to reflect the Federal Republic‘s ethnic and cultural diversity 

and to inspire German national pride. The large-scale campaign was a joint effort of more than 

twenty-five media firms, connected through the ―Partner für Innovation‖ initiative of the non-

profit Bertelsmann foundation and its CEO, Gunther Thielen.83 The print media, televised 

commercials, flyers, billboards, and other marketing strategies cost roughly thirty million Euro, a 

price made more affordable as supporting corporations waived their fees.84 

I was in the Chilli studio the first time I viewed the one of the commercials. ―Have you 

seen this thing?‖ Cikko laughed as Stathi, Sezen and I drew close to the computer. He pulled up 

the two minute television spot from the campaign‘s website. ―My mom and I saw this on t.v. last 

night.‖ After the clip played, the group howled with laughter. Stathi shook his head. ―That‘s just 

crazy, man. I mean, I‘ve never seen anything like that. I have wings – I mean, I really had no 

idea.‖ Niko‘s response: ―Wasn‘t that the music to Forest Gump?‖ 

The object of their scorn was a two minute television commercial featuring well-known 

German politicians, entertainers, athletes, and other prominent popular cultural figures placed 

amidst the nation‘s most telegenic rural- and cityscapes (see DVD Track 8). The transcript, 

written by Bernd Bauer, was offered as a motivational message to a glum populace facing high 

                                                 
83 The Bertelsmann Foundation is the largest private operating non-profit research entity in Germany, created in 
1977 by Reinhard Mohn of the Bertelsmann and Mohn families. Its main aims are to promote reforms and 
democracy, especially in government, social and economic contexts. 
84 Du bist Deutschland re-launched in 2007. In its second incarnation it featured a new theme: the need for Germans 
to counter the negative birth rate and have children for the greater national good. This campaign was more warmly 
greeted than its predecessor. 



152 
 

unemployment rates, large budget deficits, and a social welfare and educational system that was 

the envy of the continent‘s largest nations: 

Ein Schmetterling kann einen Taifun auslösen. Der Windstoß, der durch seinen Flügelschlag 

verdrängt wird, entwurzelt vielleicht ein paar Kilometer weiter Bäume. Genauso, wie sich ein 

Lufthauch zu einem Sturm entwickelt, kann deine Tat wirken. Unrealistisch, sagst du? Warum 

feuerst du dann deine Mannschaft im Stadion an, wenn deine Stimme so unwichtig ist? Wieso 

schwenkst du Fahnen, während Schumacher seine Runden dreht? Du kennst die Antwort: Weil 

aus deiner Flagge viele werden und aus deiner Stimme ein ganzer Chor. Du bist von allem ein 

Teil. Und alles ist ein Teil von dir. 

Du bist Deutschland. 

Dein Wille ist wie Feuer unterm Hintern. Er läßt deinen Lieblingsstürmer schneller laufen und 

Schumi schneller fahren. Egal, wo du arbeitest. Egal, welche Position du hast. Du hältst den 

Laden zusammen. Du bist der Laden. 

Du bist Deutschland. 

Unsere Zeit schmeckt nicht nach Zuckerwatte. Das will auch niemand behaupten. Mag sein, du 

stehst mit dem Rücken zur Wand oder dem Gesicht vor einer Mauer. Doch einmal haben wir 

schon gemeinsam eine Mauer niedergerissen. Deutschland hat genug Hände, um sie einander zu 

reichen und anzupacken. Wir sind 82 Millionen. Machen wir uns die Hände schmutzig. Du bist 

die Hand. Du bist 82 Millionen. 

Du bist Deutschland. 

Also: Wie wäre es, wenn du dich mal wieder selbst anfeuerst? Gib nicht nur auf der Autobahn 

Gas. Geh runter von der Bremse. Es gibt keine Geschwindigkeitsbegrenzung auf der 

Deutschlandbahn. Frage dich nicht, was die anderen für dich tun. Du bist die anderen. 

Du bist Deutschland. 

Behandle dein Land doch einfach wie einen guten Freund. Meckere nicht über ihn, sondern biete 

ihm deine Hilfe an. Bring die beste Leistung, zu der du fähig bist. Und wenn du damit fertig bist, 

übertriff dich selbst. Schlag mit deinen Flügeln und reiß Bäume aus. Du bist die Flügel, du bist 

der Baum. 

Du bist Deutschland. 

English Translation: 

A butterfly can cause a typhoon. The puff of wind from the beat of its wings may uproot trees a 
few kilometers away. Just as a breath of air can grow into a storm, your deeds can have an effect. 
Unrealistic, you ask? Then why cheer your team on in the stadium if your voice is so 
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insignificant? Why wave flags while Schumacher85 makes his rounds? You know the answer: 
because out of your flag come many, and from your voice comes a choir. You are a part of 
everything – and everything is a part of you. 
 

You are Germany. 

 
Your will is like a fire under the rear. It lets your favorite [striker] run faster and lets Schumi 
[Schumacher] drive faster. It doesn‘t matter where you work. It doesn‘t matter what position 
your hold. You hold the store together. You are the store.  
 
You are Germany. 
 
Our time does not taste like cotton candy. No one is going to tell you that. It may be that you are 
standing with your back against the wall or your face against a wall.86 But we once tore down a 
wall together. Germany has enough hands to reach out and take hold of one another. We are 
eighty-two million. Let‘s get our hands dirty. You are the hand. You are eighty-two million. 
 
You are Germany. 
 
Alright…what would happen if you were to cheer for yourselves again? Don‘t just accelerate 
(give gas) on the Autobahn. Let off the brakes. There is no speed limit on the ‗Germany-track.‘ 
Don‘t ask what others are going to do for you. You are the others. 
 
You are Germany. 
 
Treat your country like a good friend. Don‘t gripe about him, but instead offer him your help. 
Bring the best output you are capable of. And when you are finished with that, outdo yourself. 
Flutter your wings and uproot trees. You are the wings. You are the trees.  
 
You are Germany! 
You are the miracle of Germany. 
 
The spot ended with a display of the Du bist Deutschland logo, a running figure drawn in black, 

red and gold, the colors of the German national flag, similar to the 1992 Olympic logo used at 

the Barcelona games. 

                                                 
85 Michael Schumacher, the country‘s most successful Formula-1 race car driver. 
86 The English ―wall‖ does not allow here for the nuanced German distinction of scale. You may have your back 
against ―die Wand‖ (the wall) in your home, but your face against ―der Mauer‖ (the wall) of much larger scale, such 
as the Berlin Wall. 
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Fig. 5.5 – Du bist Deutschland logo 

 

Soon after the commercials began to circulate in 2005 they were handily lampooned on the 

internet and on German late night television. A sampling of websites devoted to Du bist 

Deutschland parodies include ―Dub ist Deutschland,‖ ―Du frisst Deutschland‖ (―You eat 

Germany;‖ webpage motif: a grasshopper), ―Du bist Österreich‖ (―You are Austria;‖ webpage 

motif: Adolf Hitler), ―Bu ddhist Deutschland,‖ ―Du bist, was du isst (Kraut und Kartoffeln)‖ 

(―You are what you eat [kraut and potatoes]‖), and L‘état, c‘est moi (―I am the state,‖ webpage 

motif: the French sun king, Louis XIV). 

 

Assessing the risks: Belonging and Power in the BRD 

The collection of strategies outlined above – migrant representations at the Melez 

Festival, constructions of the dystopian Leitkultur, heated debates about migrant impacts on the 

national educational system, state-sanctioned multicultural agendas, Poedra‘s use of ―Kanak‖ to 

subvert national belonging, Du bist Deutchland‘s advertising campaign, and even Kanak Attak‘s 

manifesto and humorous video shorts  - are all evidence of the ways Germany‘s residents deal 

with everyday assumptions of cultural risk. Risk‘s tools – the fears we use to narrow our literary, 

psychological, social, economic, political, religious, or even musical experiences – serve to 

organize our lives through acts of exclusion, one of the reasons Germany‘s forays into 

multiculturalism were ultimately untenable. These are the exclusionary mechanisms with which 

Germans, both ethnic and cultural, broker power at multiple societal levels. And despite 

whatever protests Poedra might offer to the contrary, ―Kanakism‖ is a uniquely German cultural 

strategy, one animated by responses to risk‘s structures throughout the polity. 

The greatest dangers emerge when these exclusionary structures become repressive. 

Migrants are well aware of the violent means sometimes used to exclude them from German 

society; they are also attuned to more subtle acts of exclusion imbedded in educational curricula 
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or state-sanctioned multiculturalism. Simultaneously, migrants observe exclusionary risk 

structures within their own communities which often manifest themselves as tensions between 

educated, intellectual elites like Faruk Şen and Zafer Şenocak and ―Kanaken,‖ between street-

Kanaken like Poedra and the liberal-activist Kanaken of Kanak Attak, or between all of the above 

and those, like my friends Sultan and Yasemin, who long for a more public embrace of Islam as 

the representative ―identity‖ of migrant communities.  

In the final chapter I will return to the Bunker and examine more closely the way Poedra 

are consumers, objects, and producers of instrumentalized risk. As hip-hop practitioners they 

have performance (and power) agendas that are often at odds with the social activism of 

Kulturbunker programming. I will weigh the impact Jugendhäuser (youth centers) like the 

Bunker have on migrant hip-hop creativity, particularly as social workers have scripted lyrical 

content and problematized hip-hop‘s threatening postures and oppositional strategies through 

anti-violence campaigns and public collaborations with police and other authorities. Here 

Poedra‘s ―cool style‖ response will emerge as another important facet of the street‘s code, one 

which requires hip-hop practitioners to demonstrate wit and studied disregard when confronted 

by mythic and real socio-cultural dangers. 
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CHAPTER SIX:  
KANAK COOL AND BUNKER STRATEGIES – THE DANGERS OF SUBVERTING 

VIOLENCE 

 The Bunker occupies a special place within the lives of Bruckhausen residents. More than 

a youth center, it is a place where the entire neighborhood meets and interacts. Its transformation 

from war bunker to community center was financially supported by grants from the European 

Union, the North-Westphalian State, and the City of Duisburg. Internally, the Bunker‘s facilities 

and programs include martial arts study, a boxing club, health fairs, photography exhibits, male 

and female team sport clubs, and adult education classes (focused primarily on literacy and 

German language mastery). On the center‘s fourth floor is a health insurance counseling service 

for migrants; the Chillichilliwa studio is located one story higher. It is a colorful, lively place in 

which children celebrate their birthday parties and Muslim women meet to enjoy henna evenings 

(bachelorette parties).  

The majority of the Bunker‘s outreach efforts, however, address the needs of local 

adolescents, making it a member of an extensive network of loosely-joined community youth 

houses scattered throughout the nation. Bunker youths collaborate on the Roots ‗n‘ Routes video 

project, an activity dedicated to teaching the outside world about Duisburg‘s inner-city diversity 

while educating participants about television journalism. Other boys and girls participate in the 

center‘s theater group, while some attend the center‘s language courses. Still more are attracted 

to musical projects overseen by Bunker personnel. It is also a place to simply spend time, as 

evidenced by the large numbers of adolescents who meet over coffee or tea in the café. For these 

young people, the Bunker is a neutral territory, a refuge from school, parental supervision or 

discipline. It is a space where self-respect, honor, and peer-esteem are internally defined.   

Bunker regulars spend the majority of their free time in the center and approach the friends they 

meet there like siblings. According to David, a Russian teen who frequents the Bunker café, ―I 

know the kids here have my back – they‘ll stand up for me if anyone tries to mess with me at 

school. They‘re ‗homies.‘‖ David uses the hip-hop slang term ―homie‖ to describe friendships he 

feels go deeper than the norm, people for whom he would risk physical or verbal danger and 

whom he assumes would do the same for him. For him the friends he has met at the Bunker are 

an extension of his family. The Bunker provides them a safe place to meet, entertain, cook, 

dance, make music, laugh, communicate, and form alliances to protect themselves from 
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challenges they will find in the ―outside‖ world. And like a family, youths arrange themselves 

within a social hierarchy that typically accords the greatest status to the oldest members. Older 

youths likewise assume responsibility and display tolerance for the younger members. I observed 

this type of relationship between David and Adem on several occasions as David adopted a more 

reserved, respectful, and implicitly ―cooler‖ demeanor in the older boy‘s presence. In turn, Adem 

treated David indulgently, laughing at his jokes and asking him about girls at school.  

 

 

Fig. 6.1 – Café, Bruckhausen Kulturbunker 
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The dynamic between Chillichilliwa members and Bunker youths is indirectly shaped by 

the youth center‘s socio-pedagogical aims. While Poedra‘s explicit goals are to make music, sell 

records, and grow their burgeoning recording and video production business, the physical 

location of their studio and friendships with Bunker administrators encourages them to actively 

mentor the center‘s younger patrons. Poedra, in turn, are well-known and revered by the Bunker 

youth – their music business, performance acumen, hip-hop practice, and proximity in age to the 

center‘s adolescents place them at a privileged space atop the Bunker‘s social hierarchy. 

The responsibilities of mentorship extend into the Chillichilliwa studio, which is perhaps 

a microcosm of the extended Bunker community. Niko, Sezen, and Stathi all collaborate to 

create music and promote their business, but each plays a different role in the local Bunker youth 

culture. Sezen, the eldest and most reserved, is afforded an increased measure of respect by the 

younger members, who often defer to his opinion in important matters. This is particularly 

palpable when Poedra or other studio artists discuss performances and marketing opportunities. 

Charismatic Stathi is known as the ―cool‖ one, while Chillichilliwa artists and younger Bunker 

patrons approach easy-going, diplomatic Niko as an older brother from whom they seek advice. 

The group‘s presence in the Bunker, however, represents something of an anomaly. None of 

Chillichilliwa‘s three founding members were ever youth patrons of the Bunker‘s educational 

programs, although some of the label‘s current recording artists (Adem, Checker) were. Of the 

three, Sezen was the only one who had participated in youth center activities at all. His 

experiences in the Holweide recreational center encouraged his interest in sound engineering and 

offered him the opportunity to develop his talents as a deejay.  Their Bunker studio is the direct 

result of their friendship with the center‘s director, Michael Froehling, who encouraged them to 

rent space on one of the building‘s empty floors.  

The proximity of the Chillichilliwa studio to youth center programming and the implicit 

mentorship roles Poedra assume problematizes the group‘s aspirations to hip-hop authenticity. 

The three at once embrace and disavow their Bunker work by firmly asserting, ―we are not social 

workers,‖ while they simultaneously teach hip-hop workshops aimed to encourage youth 

autonomy and self-expression grounded in anti-violence scripts. In this chapter I contextualize 

Poedra‘s ambivalence about their Bunker activities within a history of youth center development 

and social work appropriation of hip-hop culture in inner-city communities. What emerges is a 

portrait of young men who eschew hip-hop‘s more overt, risk-laden messages of aggression in 
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favor of another element of the ―code of the street:‖ the ability to remain ―chill,‖ reaffirming 

their label‘s hip-hop authenticity by publicly adoping studied, cool personae. 

 
The Function of Youth Houses in German Society 

Centers like the Bunker are fixtures in arguably all German metropolitan areas. Indeed, 

the Jugendhaus (Youth House; alternately referred to as ―Jugendzentrum‖ [Youth Center]) is an 

institution with deep roots in German society. The social and economic devastation of World 

War I, coupled with changing Western notions regarding child labor and juvenile development, 

combined to exacerbate social concerns about the welfare of Germany‘s young people. 

According to Dickinson,  

 

…fears sparked by juvenile delinquency and ‗Verwahlosung‘ 
(waywardness produced by inadequate socialization) of urban, working-
class youth were heightened by skyrocketing crime rates among young 
people in the War, and by the perception that children were ―running 
wild‖ in the absence of fathers, policemen, clergy, and teachers.  Long-
standing anxiety regarding the morality of young people in an increasingly 
urban, secular, and commercial culture gave way to near panic as a result 
of the ―dance craze,‖ the collapse of the imperial system of censorship, 
and striking changes in sexual attitudes and behaviors in the 1920s. 
(Dickinson 1999: 44-45)87  

 
Weimar Republic officials constructed a series of legislative measures in the early 1920s to 

address the problem, the most significant of which was the National Child Welfare Act of 1924.  

This law required that each municipality create a child welfare agency to administer programs 

for orphan care, infant health, and recreational and leisure activities for young people. Its 

implementation led to the development of a nationwide network of child welfare bureaus 

intended to guarantee ―the right of the child to education for physical, spiritual and social 

competence‖ (ibid: 45).  The National Child Welfare Act formed the core state infrastructure still 

evident in Germany‘s contemporary youth centers. 

                                                 
87 Dickinson notes that the roots of social concern about youth ―Verwahrlosung,‖ lie in the nineteenth century and 
that  trends in child-welfare theory and practice were evident in the creation of ―Rettungshäuser‖ (Rescue Houses) or 
Franz Pagel‘s campaign to train orphans for industrial careers (rather than simply conscripting their labor).  He 
posits these were the result of anxieties generated by the industrial society and the prospect of growing state 
intervention. 
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National Socialists virtually destroyed the nation‘s child welfare network. Ethnically 

German males were instead required by the Gesetz über die Hitlerjugend (Hitler Youth Law) to 

join the Hitler Youth; females joined the League of German Girls (see Kater 2004; Miller-Kipp 

2001). Physical and military training (including weapons training, basic tactics, and assault 

course mastery) were favored over academic study, with the aim of creating future soldiers 

trained to fight for the Third Reich.  

After World War II, the United States enacted cultural policies intended to eradicate Nazi 

philosophies. According to Schuster, this process meant that Germany ―…was to be put in a kind 

of press so that the poisons of Nazism and nationalism could be slowly and forcibly extracted‖ 

(1949: 13).  This led to Potsdam Treaty provisions which dismantled Germany‘s ability to return 

to military prominence and which established a plan of Allied-sanctioned social re-education. 

The U.S. Civil Affairs Division and U.S. Cultural Relations Division of the Office of Military 

Government (OMGUS) were both charged with rebuilding Germany‘s educational infrastructure, 

and among their objectives was the establishment of a national youth center network.  These U.S. 

army-built youth houses provided extracurricular activities and social reeducation [read: de-

Nazification] for German children, leading to the estimation that ―the work done at the Youth 

Centers established by the Army is in general excellent and one may be sure that we are 

reclaiming many thousands of boys and girls for useful living.  Here are virtual settlement houses 

in the noblest American tradition‖ (Shuster 1949: 14). 

In the 1960s the Deutsche Städtetag (Council of German Cities and Towns) passed 

resolutions entitled ―Rettet unsere Städte jetzt!‖ (Save Our Cities Now!) and ―Wege zur 

humanen Stadt‖ (Pathways to a Humane City).  These resolutions opened up traditional cultural 

institutions to wider audiences and established new urban sites for artistic activities.  One 

significant outcome of these resolutions was the establishment of youth centers in urban 

neighborhoods whose programming reflected the post-War German liberalism and tolerance of 

the Civil Rights era: 

 
In the [post-War] years, such spaces evolved all over Germany in the form 
of decentralized civic centers, live-music cafes, workshops for 
neighbourhood specific history, venues for the performing arts or special 
cinemas for non-commercial movies, often in abandoned buildings such as 
disused railway stations, factories or old town houses.  Many of these 
centres became organized in the Bundesvereinigung Soziokultureller 
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Zentren (Federal Association of Socio-cultural Centers) whose statutes lay 
down the common principles of artistic-creative self-determination, cultural 
empowerment, the integration of social and ethnic minorities and a non-
commercial orientation.‖ (Hoyler and Mager 2005: 241) 
 
 

Hoyler and Mager note that 1960‘s and 1970‘s youth education and mentorship programs placed 

a primary emphasis on the arts. Youth centers built during this era were also symbolically tied to 

un-used (or abandoned) inner-city buildings, encouraging young people to claim ownership and 

become actively involved in the revitalization of inner-city structures. Bruckhausen‘s Bunker is 

exemplary of the national movement to reclaim abandoned inner-city spaces and convert them 

into youth centers.  

 
Youth Social Work, Migrancy, and Crime Prevention  

According to manager Michael Fröhling, the majority of the nearly three thousand people 

who regularly visit the Bunker are young males with migration histories. ―We have some kids 

here, they are second, third, even fourth generation Turks,‖ he observes.  ―If they were born in 

the 1990s, of course, they have citizenship, but social policy language still addresses them by 

their migrant associations. Then there are the ones whose parents came from Poland or Russia 

fifteen years ago, and all the Yugoslav kids. The most recent are Africans, especially Moroccans 

and Tunisians, and Asians.‖ Fröhling estimates that roughly seventy percent of Bunker 

adolescents are male. He suggests the opposite is true, however, of adult patrons, as large 

numbers of adult women regularly participate in the center‘s language and parenting classes. 

 The Bunker emphasizes programs that foster adolescent self-expression in the graphic, 

musical, and theatrical arts, encourage collaboration in team sports, and train adolescents to use 

contemporary media technologies. Its programming closely echoes youth house agendas across 

the Federal Republic.  Counseling services designed to help young people address common 

problems such as the transition from school to work, conflicts with family members, drug use, 

romantic relationships, sexual activity, and legal matters are also a core component of its 

offerings. 

 The Bunker‘s counseling services are also emblematic of the ways risk and risk 

assessments shape the lives of its patrons. Just as Germany‘s early twentieth-century youth 

education problems were intended to guard against youth ―Verwahrlosung,‖ twenty-first century 
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youth social work strategies actively guard against violence and crime in inner-city populations. 

The National Report on Strategies for Violence Prevention for Child and Youth Age Groups in 

Germany sponsored by the Federal Ministry of Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and 

Youth suggests that community centers like the Bunker play vital roles in defusing adolescent 

risks in German society: 

 The youth services come face to face with children‘s and young people‘s 
experiences of violence in the roles of offender, victim or participant both inside 
and outside the institutional context – and this fact sets it apart from (for example) 
the schools…The help they can provide is also in demand in the public arena, on 
urban streets and open spaces. It is in these urban settings in particular that the 
services encounter problems of a fundamental nature. The less check there is on 
young people‘s activities, the more their lives are determined and organised 
according to their own ideas, the readier adults will be to perceive dangers in the 
way that young people are growing up, or to perceive themselves as under threat 
from young people. That is not the same as within the youth services‘ own 
institutions, where stimulus and free space are available but limits clearly 
indicated;  in public areas, young people‘s activities are critically scrutinised and 
quickly pegged back.‖ (National Report on Strategies for Violence Prevention for 

Child and Youth Age Groups in Germany 2009: 93; original translation) 

 
The report suggests that youth houses (and by extension, their music and educational programs) 

are ―shaped spaces‖ that allow adolescents to express themselves within clearly defined 

boundaries. They are also places that contain youth violence potentiality, easing fears within 

adult populations by creating violence prevention programs and channeling youth aggression 

into positive activities in the graphic and performing arts.88  

 Many youth centers have developed programming that reflects the significant migrant 

populations they serve. Outside of language and civics lessons, these programs overwhelmingly 

deal with perceived risks of violence to and from migrant populations: 

Presently, police violence prevention all over Germany is aimed at families with a 
minority ethnic background, and in this case especially families of Turkish de-
scent. The empirical findings demonstrate a significantly higher burden for these 
families due to domestic violence and physical violence against children, so in 
collaboration with Turkish partners the ProPK252 has launched an initiative to 
pro-mote violence-free education. This involves the publication of exemplary and 
aspirational biographies of prominent immigrants, who grew up in their family 
without violence. These positive messages, for instance, with television com-

                                                 
88 http://www.bmfsfj.de/BMFSFJ/Kinder-und-Jugend/integration-und-chancen.html. (Accessed September 1, 2009) 

http://www.bmfsfj.de/BMFSFJ/Kinder-und-Jugend/integration-und-chancen.html
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mercials, newspaper adverts, and the like should sensitize parents of Turkish 
descent and initiate a discussion process among migrants. Needs-oriented help 
offered by the ProPK print media supports the campaign. (Programm Polizeiliche 

Kriminalprävention der Länder und des Bundes [Program for Police Orientated 
Criminal Prevention by the Federal Government and the States], 2009: 131) 

The report goes on to more clearly codify risks as they are associated with young, adolescent 

migrants:  

Generally, violence in public areas concerns confrontations between adolescent 
males, and there are fre-quent cases of ―victim-offender status exchange.‖ A 
characteristic is a high proportion of boys from a minority ethnic background; 
alongside young people of Turkish descent, in particular, juvenile late repatriates 
also draw attention to themselves here (ibid: 139; original translation). 
 

Within the confines of this study, it is useful to note the language and inherent mission contained 

in the two previous quotes. First, they make an explicit connection between migrant families and 

violence based on quantitative data about levels of intra-family physical aggression amongst 

Turkish descendants. Second, they connect juvenile migrant males (again, represented by 

adolescent Turks) with public acts of violence that are implicitly disruptive and dangerous to 

their fellow citizens. Authorities and social workers attempt to counteract these (assumed) 

cultural predispositions by circulating positive messages about successful [read: integrated] 

migrants in television commercials and newspaper advertisements. These strategies have 

extended to community centers and youth houses, both viewed as crucial points of contact 

between law enforcement officials and migrant populations.  

 The ubiquity and popularity of hip-hop culture among migrant and migrant-descendent 

groups has led to its cooptation by authorities who hope to use it to defuse youth aggression. In 

centers like the Bunker, hip-hop workshops and performances are viewed as healthy, creative 

outlets in which youths can verbally express rebellion while their actions remain supervised and 

non-violent. In the broader aims of law enforcement geared toward social control, this musical 

culture offers a way of scripting migrant narratives of personal responsibility and community 

allegiance in positive, socially-acceptable ways. In the subsequent section I trace the history of 
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this practice in German social work and its continued relevance to programming at Cologne‘s 

Offene Jazz Hausschule (OJHS) and the Duisburg Kulturbunker. 89  

 

Hip-hop and the Jugendhaus: Early Experiences 

The adoption of hip-hop culture into the formal and informal programs of youth centers 

throughout Germany began in the mid-1990s in response to what Levent Soysal has referred to 

as ―the gang episode‖ (2004: 66)  In his study of the historical development of hip-hop practice 

among Berlin‘s migrants youths, Soysal suggests this short-lived rise in gang activity in the 

city‘s Kreuzberg district and reenactment of hip-hop-inspired ghetto narratives amongst the 

area‘s migrant youths prompted government intervention. In an effort to quell gang violence 

among migrants and the rise in neo-Nazi violence against migrants, the city turned to hip-hop 

culture as way of educating young people (of the migrant, anti-fascist, Aryan supremacist, and 

Turkish nationalist persuasions) about the social ramifications of physical aggression (68). Soon 

nearly every Berlin youth center included at least one hip-hop activity in its scheduled events, 

making hip-hop ―the pedagogical tool of choice among social workers and governmental 

officials for channeling youth away from violence and into productive endeavors‖ (69).  

Youth centers around the country, led by Berlin-Kreuzberg‘s NaunynRitze Kinder & 

Jugend Kulturzentrum (NaunynRitze Child and Youth Culture Center), sponsored hip-hop 

shows, breakdancing competitions, graffiti workshops, and emceeing seminars throughout the 

1990s and 2000s and became de facto centers of hip-hop creativity. Between 1992 and 1994 

NaunynRitze alone was home to Islamic Force members DJ Derezon and Boe-B, the rap crew To 

Stay Here is My Right, and MC Gio, groups who would become some of the city‘s (and 

nation‘s) most influential hip-hop artists (ibid: 69-70). Berlin also boasted a state-subsidized hip-

hop café for rappers and writers in the Schöneberg district and an annual hip-hop competition for 

female rappers (70). The city‘s efforts are emblematic of ways state and other private agencies 

strategically appropriated hip-hop culture to appeal to young people and defuse the culture‘s 

most (assumed) dangerous, risk-related elements. 

                                                 
89 State involvement in youth programming has been contested in many urban neighborhoods, leading to the 
development of ―Autonomen Jugendzentren‖ (autonomous youth centers) in Bielefeld, Hannover, and other German 
cities. These are conceived as spaces where youths shape their own free time and accept responsibility for the 
realization of their own projects, leading them to develop autonomous thinking and strengthening their abilities to 
work collaboratively. See http://www.rockarchiv.infopartisan.net/zentren/z004.html for further information.  
 

http://www.rockarchiv.infopartisan.net/zentren/z004.html
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Naunyn-Ritze continues to offer hip-hop seminars and workshops.  Deejay Jorge Alistano 

offers classes every Thursday evening while rapper Ismail teaches emceeing classes on 

Saturdays to children ages ten to sixteen.90 The center‘s programs have provided a model for the 

Rap-Workshop in the Nürnberg Jugendzentrum NOB and for hip-hop activities in the Stuttgart 

Jugendzentrum, where Amar Scharr teaches deejaying and local b-boys host regular dance 

battles. In Munich‘s Jugendtreff Haidhausen, youth house patrons take classes in digital sound 

mixing and turntablism, and Cologne‘s Kinder- und Jugendhaus Neubrück offers both 

breakdancing classes and hip-hop dance classes.91 

 

 

Fig. 6.2 – A b-boy battle in Jugendtreff Haidhausen, Munich. 

 

Offene Jazz Haus Schule 

The Offene Jazz Haus Schule (Open Jazz House School, or OJHS) in Cologne embodies 

the intersection between the sonic and socio-cultural realms crucial to this study.  Established in 

1980, the OJHS has been an innovative center for contemporary music-making in the center of 

                                                 
90 For a complete list of Naunyn-Ritze‘s hip-hop programming, see http://www.naunynritze.de/ 
angebote_hip_hop.php.  
91 A complete listing of Haidhausen‘s programming can be found at http://www.im-muenchen1.de/ 
migration/ijz_haidhausen/index.php. 
 

http://www.prisma-haidhausen.de/
http://www.naunynritze.de/%20angebote_hip_hop.php
http://www.naunynritze.de/%20angebote_hip_hop.php
http://www.im-muenchen1.de/%20migration/ijz_haidhausen/index.php
http://www.im-muenchen1.de/%20migration/ijz_haidhausen/index.php
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Cologne for thirty years. The school‘s stated purpose is to offer cultural enrichment to the local 

community through music instruction, using local artists as instructors who represent various 

ethnic, religious, and social groups. Unlike the Bunker, OJHS programming is devoted solely to 

musical activity. Nonetheless, it approaches hip-hop culture with the same socio-pedagogical 

aims as the Naunyn-Ritze youth center in Berlin. The center offers free and discount-rate classes 

in fine art and popular music genres, including courses in jazz, rock, pop, techno, metal, r&b, 

soul, world music, and hip-hop as well as free improvisation and classical music sessions. Its 

instructors embrace a multi-faceted pedagogical approach that incorporates theater, dance, 

language, and music to help local youths positively channel their energies into creative 

pursuits.92  

In 2004 and 2005 the OJHS sponsored three hip-hop projects: ―Hip-hop Mobil,‖ 

―Connect HipHop,‖ and ―HipHop im Sektor.‖ The first of these, ―Hip-hop Mobil,‖ was a 

traveling weekend workshop in emceeing, breakdancing, deejaying and graffiti tagging. In 

cooperation with local elementary schools, Cologne hip-hop artists Hannes Loh, Ade Odukoya, 

Kutlu Yurtseven, Gunnar Lotz, Crazy, and Marc Villareal offered the seminars in different city 

burroughs where they encouraged youths to express themselves and connect to hip-hop and local 

histories.  

―Connect HipHop‖ was a collaborative project between the OJHS, the NRW Ministry for 

Schools, Adolescents, and Children, the Cologne City Cultural Office, and the Köln-Stadtwald 

Lion‘s Club targeted at mentoring young people in their transition from school to work life. 

Aspiring rap artists from the region submitted more than one  

 

 

Fig. 6.3 – Connect Hip-hop Logo for Cologne Hip-hop Days, 2004 

                                                 
92 http://www.jazzhausschule.de/jazz/angebot/2010/ (Accessed January 15, 2010.) 
 

http://www.jazzhausschule.de/jazz/angebot/2010/
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hundred forty songs on the theme, ―My Story, My Street, My Life;‖ an OJHS jury selected 

finalists to appear in the Cologne Stadtgarten, an open-air amphitheater, and to record an OJHS 

hip-hop sampler. Winners were offered seminars on hip-hop history, music, business, 

performance, media relations and education and encouraged to collaborate with leading 

musicians at the local conservatory to create arts leadership workshops for city schools. 

The Cologne police department, the OJHS, the Cologne-Ossendorf Penitentiary, and 

school and youth organizations in Cologne-Ehrenfeld collectively sponsored ―HipHop im 

Sektor.‖ More than fifty young people created skits, dances and hip-hop songs, crafting their 

own lyrics and using texts written by Ossendorf prison inmates that proclaimed the need to 

prevent violence (and presumably avoid winding up in jail). The Cologne police proclaimed the 

workshops and final concert at the Ehrenfeld Urban Stylz festival an important step in their new 

crime prevention strategies. They chose hip-hop because of its popularity amongst youths in the 

―multi-cultural‖ district of Cologne-Ehrenfeld (a neighborhood densely populated by ethnic 

Turks).93 

 

 

Fig. 6.4 – HipHop im Sektor promotional poster, 2004 

                                                 
93 For press reaction, see ―Hoeppe statt Kloeppe‖ by Helga Ramler, 
http://www.ksta.de/html/artikel/1086523929047.shtml. For further information about this project and police 
violence prevention strategies in Cologne, see http://www.stadt-koeln.de/mediaasset/content/pdf-
bv/ehrenfeld/2004/2004-06-28-nds48.pdf.  

http://www.ksta.de/html/artikel/1086523929047.shtml
http://www.stadt-koeln.de/mediaasset/content/pdf-bv/ehrenfeld/2004/2004-06-28-nds48.pdf
http://www.stadt-koeln.de/mediaasset/content/pdf-bv/ehrenfeld/2004/2004-06-28-nds48.pdf
http://www.jazzhausschule.de/jazz/projekte/archiv/04-02/2004/hiphop-im-sektor/hh_sektor_fl2_800.jpg
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Bunker Offerings: Hip-hop “Gegen Gewalt” 

In the spring of 2006, Michael Fröhling solicited Niko, Sezen, and Stathi to help him 

create a series of hip-hop projects similar to those outlined above that would advance the 

Bunker‘s socio-pedagogical agenda. The resulting workshop, designed for local schoolchildren, 

was entitled ―Gegen Gewalt,‖ or ―Against Violence.‖ Fröhling‘s goal was to develop a platform 

for regional youth musical production that would simultaneously shape their disapproval of the 

negative ramifications of youth violence. Poedra were to act as professional mentors who could 

provide workshop participants with insights into the music industry. They received discounted 

rent in exchange for their recording and teaching expertise. 

After the first successful workshop, Fröhling extended the project from mid-November, 

2006 to the end of June, 2007.  Youths from inner-city neighborhoods were invited to produce 

their own music, plan their own performances, and organize the engineering and creation of an 

album to be entitled Bunker Edition II.94 Niko was in charge of marketing the CD and promoting 

it to (and through) local radio stations. Project participants ―earned‖ a place on the recording in 

seminars and by spending time in the Chillichilliwa recording studio.95 According to Fröhling, 

youths were provided ample opportunities to develop and demonstrate their ―writing 

competencies‖ by penning hip-hop lyrics as well as their ―socio-communicative competencies‖ 

in the process of dealing with the public as they performed and marketed their own music. He 

also suggested that the use of hip-hop and ability to work with Poedra ensured a high retention 

rate: of the thirty youths who first participated in the project, twenty remained active over the 

course of eight months. Ultimately, Fröhling felt participants had ―eine Chance, einen ganz 

spezifischen Identität zu präsentieren‖ – a chance to present a very specific identity, one of 

migrants publicly disavowing violence. 

The video workshop attracted twenty boys from Duisburg‘s Heinrich Böll Schule to the 

Bunker. With Poedra‘s assistance they wrote, recorded, and filmed a video of their own ant-

violence rap song, borrowing the workshop‘s ―Gegen Gewalt‖ theme. Sezen created the song‘s 

musical accompaniment; Stathi filmed and posted the video to youtube.com.96 Niko later 

                                                 
94 Bunker Edition I, which was a compilation of emergent Chillichilliwa artists, had no practical connections to this 
project. 
95 It is worth noting that many youth houses have their own studios where young people can make and engineer hip-
hop tracks. Chillichilliw‘s studio, however, including their recording and video equipment, did not belong to the 
Bunker. 
96 See http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a87qHKJsXvc&feature=related. (Accessed October 1, 2009.) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a87qHKJsXvc&feature=related
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described the weekend to me: ―We worked with the kids over a week and then made the video on 

the weekend. They all had to write a set of lyrics that used the workshop theme, which is one 

reason there‘s a lot of repetition in the song. A couple of kids had a nice gift for rhyming and 

playing with words…others needed a little more help.‖ Michael Fröhling added, ―one thing you 

see in the video is a seminar we had on self-defense. It actually wound up being a big play 

session where they kids could release some energy. The kids couldn‘t really hurt one another 

because they were using ‗weapons‘ wrapped in foam and fabric.‖ 

 

 
Fig. 6.5 – Performance of Bunker music workshop participants, May, 2007. 

 

The youths were required to memorize their texts and collectively determine in which 

order to present them. They practiced their performance at the Bunker on Friday afternoon and 

recorded the studio track, then met early Saturday morning to film the video. Before the video 

session Stathi compiled a set of video images to use during the chorus – the young men then 

chose which images they wanted to include.  

The song and video images presented display a compelling juxtaposition of an authority-

scripted, anti-violence social message and instances of ghetto performativity outlined in 

Anderson‘s Code of the Street.  The majority of the youths are dressed in baggy jeans, hoodies, 
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New York Yankees‘ baseball caps (worn to the side or backwards), bandanas worn on the head 

in emulation of U.S. gangs, and shirts with the Chillichilliwa logo.  These symbolic clothing 

items allow the boys to perform in the authentic attire of their African-American (and migrant) 

hip-hop heroes while claiming a connection to global hip-hop culture.  

 Throughout the video the boys strike poses of toughness and aggression while 

concurrently decrying the vagaries of youth violence. Mimicking with great physical precision 

the swagger and bravado of rappers they have seen on television and the internet, they pump 

their fists in the air and gesture towards the camera. Images of nuclear war, a basketball game 

brawl, violent video games, and the youth mock fighting flash across the screen during song‘s 

chorus. Without knowing the language, it would be easy to misinterpret the boys‘ body language 

and assume they were promoting, rather than discouraging violence. Stathi laughingly 

commented on the youngsters‘ energy, saying, ―you know, here we all were, talking about how 

bad violence is, but those kids beat the hell out of one another all weekend.‖ 

 As each boy takes his turn at the mic (and in front of the camera), similar themes emerge. 

The youths rap about fist fights at school or on the streets, negotiations made more complicated 

by the presence of police. Some express shame for their peers when they ―beat each other‖ and 

―act like they‘re cool,‖ until the police knock on their doors. Another rhymes, ―I hate violence, 

but most won‘t believe it. Instead of my fists I box with rap music.‖ Other themes are victim 

silence and the need to ―use one‘s head‖ and ―think of the future.‖ One young man colorfully 

asserts, ―I shit on violence,‖ while another says violence makes you brave and weak at once. 

Another questions why those in his ―ghetto‖ blindly turn to violence; his friend suggests they 

should let Chillichilliwa show them the way to keep cool. 

The proposed studio recording became a sensitive issue for Poedra‘s members.  Sezen, 

Stathi, and Niko ultimately vetoed the original idea of a Bunker Edition II representing this video 

and the broader project, concerned that this would change the public perception of the 

Chillichilliwa label. ―Look, we really liked working with the kids, and some of them, like Jasko, 

turned out to be talented enough that we wanted to work with them professionally,‖ noted Stathi. 

―But we also are in charge of the quality of any recording with our names on it. Most of these 

were kids who just learning the ins-and-outs of making music. We were glad to help, but we 

didn‘t feel like the proposed Bunker Edition II really had anything to do with the first Bunker 

album.‖ Sezen concurred, but also offered an alternative perspective on the Poedra‘s 
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participation. ―Our first album, we wouldn‘t have done it without LowBap.97 They were our 

mentors, helped us get started and encouraged us to think like a business. Maybe we help some 

of these kids do that. But we were further along, already out making our own music and 

performing when we founded our label. If these kids want to be in this business, they‘ll have to 

do the same and learn the same lessons. We‘re not social workers.‖ Instead, the group released 

an EP entitled ―Gegen Gewalt‖ whose proceeds offset the cost of the disc‘s production. 

 

 

Fig. 6.6 – Bunker hip-hop workshop concert, Heinrich-Böll school, 2007 

 

The ―Gegen Gewalt‖ workshop coincided roughly with the release of Stathi‘s solo album, Rauch 

in der Lunge. As we observed in Chapter Four, this concurred with a heightened media presence 

in Duisburg-Bruckhausen that presented Poedra as ―good‖ migrants who were creative and 

business-savvy and who were the opposite of ―dangerous‖ migrants found in the neighborhood‘s 

gangs and drug dealers or in the Parisian suburban riots. Poedra‘s collective response was to 

heighten their Kanak performativity, particularly as they released their own publicity photos, 

filmed their music videos, and refined the ways they talked to journalists. Stathi, arguably the 

                                                 
97 ―Low-Bap refers to a Greek hip-hop collective whose music features slower tempo songs and texts with political 
themes that mandate community action and social awareness. They are important role models for Poedra, who met 
the Low-Bap crew in 2004 on a summer visit to Greece.  
 



172 
 

savviest performer of the group, was particularly worried about the impact a Bunker Edition II 

would have outside Bruckhausen‘s confines and strove to make his solo album more openly 

tough in tone and lyrical content. In contrast, Sezen emerged with a solo track the following year 

that reflected his own interpretation of ―being Kanak,‖ one that involved mentorship of younger 

neighborhood youths. 

 
Sezen the Teacher  

In 2008 Chillichilliwa released the second of Poedra‘s feature albums with Sezen as the 

lead emcee. As with Rauch in der Lunge, however, the work was a collaborative venture; all 

three of the group‘s members were actively involved in its completion. The tone is as reflective 

of Sezen‘s Weltanschauung as Stathi‘s 2007 offering, as evidenced by the music and video for 

―Du bist frei.‖ Sezen‘s song deals with the risks racism poses to the human psyche, a theme he 

states became clearer to him in his friendship with one of Chillichilliwa‘s recording artists. Its 

text exposes a ―teaching moment‖ for Sezen and is a direct lesson to Bunker youth and the 

group‘s fans: 

“Du bist frei” 

Life has you in its hand – you can‘t let go 
You live in a land where whites only hate the blacks 
A life isolated, a life full of pride 
And in the deepest winter, you can‘t even find the wood. 
Are you ready to accept the cold? 
You‘re starting to shiver – you notice you need to move 
Out into the old rain, if the summer would just awaken you 
The lightning in the dark shows you in shadow. 
You live a life with an unending job –  
No, that brings you nothing 
The black color on the wall holds your wounds tight 
The scars stay forever 
But everying is suppressed 
The days you want to forget were given to you by God 
A gift of God, God – take it and and make something good of it, 
And pray to God, when you need something good. 
The life that blinds you offers a life with no heart 
Kneel on the floor, open your heart to the pain 
 
Chorus 
You are free you sense, that nothing holds you down 
Always free when you feel that nothing oppresses you 
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In Poedra‘s most technically advanced video to date, we see a faceless body that grotesquely 

writhes in pain. He is enclosed in a filthy, debris-strewn room; the mask over his face prevents 

him from finding a way out. The imagery is clear: racism poses risks that are internal, not 

external. The object of Sezen‘s moral lesson is victimized by his own hatreds and by his own 

willingness to allow racism or behavioral expectations to limit his world. He is, in effect, trapped 

– and his fears wipe away his selfhood. 

 When I asked him about what prompted the song and the video, Sezen replied, ―some of 

it has come from what we‘ve learned over these last few years. You see so many of these kids, 

and they have a lot of anger, and they think that their hate is their power. But they hate without 

any knowledge, and their heads are too crowded with fear to be bothered by learning or listening. 

They are angry because they think they are powerless, but the only power you lose is the power 

you give away. I really believe that.‖ He then added,  

…and we all have come to think that, so Chillichilliwa wants to say something about 
it. sometimes Niko and Stathi pick up on something I don‘t, like when Stathi thought 
of the mask to erase [Checker‘s] face – he helped me realize that that‘s what I think 
racism does, it erases you. I‘ve felt it in different ways than somebody like Adem, 
though – I‘m a blue-eyed, blond Turk, and if I don‘t open my mouth, most people 
think I‘m German. To a Turk I don‘t look German, but to a German or someone else, 
I do. Adem, who is dark, looks more ―stereotypical‖ – and sometimes, when we go 
somewhere together, like to the store or to grab a bite to eat, we feel it, that subtle 
thing that makes people talk to me and not to him. But not looking Turkish enough 
made me feel different as a kid, and sometimes other kids would say something to 
me about it. I didn‘t really care, but it obviously registered with me because here I 
am, twenty years later, talking to you about it. 
 

I guess I wrote the song to try to help the people around here think about how freely 
they give themselves away – and sometimes they‘re giving their spirits away to 
things that don‘t have any meaning, to an idea that Germans hate them. Don‘t get me 
wrong – there are Germans that would just as soon bomb my home as look at me, 
and I know that. But there are many more who aren‘t like that, whose hearts aren‘t 
hard, and who maybe just need to be educated about how we Turks look at things or 
how we see Germany today. If we don‘t do that we‘re all in the boxes, we all erase 
ourselves. I don‘t want to live in that kind of world. 
 

There were many times I arrived at the Bunker to observe Sezen ―teaching.‖ Younger boys were 

drawn to his quiet, strong presence, and in our talks he often articulated a sense of responsibility 

to help them learn, especially if he felt they were not being guided at home. At times he would 
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casually walk a young apprentice through mixing, pointing out different virtues of this software 

program or that. Other times he was sitting, listening as a young kid would describe some 

offence he suffered in the company of his peers, from his parents, from the police. Invariably 

Sezen urged the boy to ―chill,‖ using an English slang term to advise coolness, distance, and 

reason as superior responses to emotionalism and anger.  

Sezen is the closest thing in the Bunker world to what Elijah Anderson might describe as 

an ―old head,‖ a member of the community whose life experiences, age, and wisdom earn him a 

certain measure of respect (1999). While Anderson used the term to talk about the social capital 

of men in inner-city Philadelphia who are twice Sezen‘s age, he fulfills the role of confidant and 

sage for both Chillichilliwa artists and Bunker youths. The Chilli ethos, he explains, means, 

―keeping your head together at all times. When you get into bad positions – with your friends, 

your family, other kids – you have to keep your cool.‖ He adds,  

 
…and you also have to see the cycle of things. It‘s human nature that makes us want to 
make music, say something, and we think that‘s important. Our own kids will come along 
and maybe do the same thing. But don‘t misunderstand. We don‘t do social work – we 
aren‘t babysitters, parents, or anything like that. We don‘t have any training for that. We 
run a business. We do want to be a positive part of this community, though, so we‘re 
happy to help the Bunker when they need us. But I wouldn‘t know how to help a kid deal 
with his ―history of migration,‖ -  I don‘t even see how that‘s relevant. Most of our fans 
and the kids at the Bunker are worried about the same things – who has said something 
about them at school, their love lives, music, trouble with their parents, etc. There are a 
few of them who get in trouble with the law, but that‘s outside my area of expertise. I just 
make hip-hop, try to keep things cool.  
 

 

Sezen‘s remarks and the group‘s collective ambivalence about their participation in ―educational 

hip-hop‖ is clear and understandable. He believes hip-hop culture has something valuable to 

offer to Bunker adolescents and that Poedra‘s own music is a positive representation of the local 

community. At the same time, the group‘s association with the Bunker contains a specific risk – 

it dilutes the subversive power of hip-hop music by associating it with (external) authority.  

 His response is to be ―chill,‖ performing a cool style that renders him unflappable in the 

midst of life‘s adversities. He, Stathi, and Niko embody this cool style through their articulated 

world views, music, clothing, embrace of Kanak culture, and physical gestures. Their dark, 

hooded sweatshirts, baggy jeans, sneakers, unsmiling faces in front of the camera, and physical 
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gestures when they rap draw upon displays of coolness that circulate through hip-hop culture. 

This stance requires the young men to confront the world while they appraise it with a critical, 

detached gaze. Drawing from Tricia Rose‘s interpretations of hip-hop physicality, political 

scientist Ayhan Kaya observed this phenomenon in his fieldwork amongst Turkish hip-hop youth 

in Berlin: 

In hip-hop culture, a critical gaze is very crucial. It requires positioning oneself at 
a reasonable distance to the external world, so that one can keep the critical 
look…An example is the way the rappers and their groupies move in the concerts, 
or in their daily lives, which looks very serious and masculine. This masculine 
posture symbolized resistance against subordination. It gives the impression that 
these ethnic minority youngsters have been consciously positioning themselves 
against cruelty, hostility, and inequality springing from capitalism. Their cool 
style is a challenge against the hegemony of the dominant regimes of 
representations. By looking so, the youngsters are also challenging, at a symbolic 
level, the stereotypes of outsiders about their indifference to life, which may come 
from both the majority society and from middle-class Turkish communities. The 
German society may have stereotypes about their violence and vandalism; on the 
other hand the middle-class Turkish groups may treat them as troublesome, lazy, 
and non-integrationist. Thus, their cool style is, at the same time, a response to the 
stereotypes of both Germans and Turks.‖ (Kaya 2001: 171) 

 
My own research suggested that a more complex set of behaviors and choices were in circulation 

among Chillichilliwa performers and their fans. Minority status, as we observed in Chapter 

Three, is one of the key points of identification migrant youths have with African-American 

culture in the United States and one of the key reasons for hip-hop‘s popularity in Germany‘s 

adolescent, post-migrant, male populations. But as Paul Gilroy (2000) notes, the commercial and 

social successes of hip-hop have elevated it to ―vital prestige,‖ problematizing Kaya‘s 

subversive, oppositional reading. Clothing choices, bodily movement, and even worldview 

struck me as more symbolically oppositional than actually oppositional. Instead, the young men 

at the Bunker adopted ways of performing resistance that conformed to omnipresent ways of 

resisting hegemony, suggesting instead that hip-hop culture itself was the dominant ethos.  

Indeed, there exists a curious juxtaposition between the ghetto authenticity espoused in 

hip-hop and the realm of youth center culture.  Ghetto authenticity and ghetto reals are 

manifestations of the presumed possibilities of blackness and the ways they are reinvented in 

Kanak culture. Youths must authentically display knowledge of street codes that broadcast 

toughness and coolness while disparaging a ―mainstream‖culture to secure what Sarah Thornton 
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dubs ―subcultural capital‖ within their local peer groups (1999). Following Bourdieu, she 

approaches youth cultures as tastes cultures and identifies subcultural capital as an alternative to 

cultural capital and economic capital. It is subcultural capital that is a marker of ―hipness‖ (or in 

this case, Kanakness) and being ―in the know‖ (10-11). Subcultural capital fuels rebellion against 

parents and authorities and lives in the fantasy world of being classless (12). Thornton also 

suggests the greatest threat to subcultural prestige is a ―popularization by a gushing up to the 

mainstream‖ (5) and posits that groups must find a way to avoid the media‘s tacit approval as 

they actively use to the media to codify their messages of resistance: 

While subcultural studies have tended to argue that youth subcultures are 
subversive until the very moment they are represented by the mass media 
(Hebdige 1979 and 1987), here it is argued that these kinds of taste cultures (not 
to be confused with activist organizations) become politically relevant only when 
they are framed as such. In other words, derogatory media coverage is not the 
verdict but the essence of their resistance" (137).  

This passage suggests that socially-conscious hip-hop groups like Poedra are not at all 

removed from the media or commercialization. Instead, the media (and the ways Poedra 

perform themselves within its spotlight) provides a reference point for the group, a way 

of broadcasting and simulataneously defining what it means to be Kanak in Duisburg-

Bruckhausen. 

The greatest power is generated through demonstrated rebellion against authority and the 

willingness to brave societal violence by defensively posturing against violence, effectively 

performing risk. The safety of the Bunker, the Offene Jazz Hause Schule, and the Naunyn-Ritze 

youth center, combined with anti-violence scripts provided by these institutions presents a 

peculiar dichotomy in the realm of hip-hop performance. For Poedra, it puts their Kanak 

―realness‖ in danger, threatening their ability to authentically perform hip-hop. Anthropologist 

John Jackson describes the stakes: ―In hip-hop, realness is the most valuable form of cultural 

capital; its mandates frame most internal debates. For hip-hop artists, realness is always at stake, 

even in seemingly innocent contexts‖ (Jackson 2005: 176). To become part of the government 

run system of youth services puts hip-hop artists like Poedra in line with a mainstream, majority 

world.  It thus threatens their images, limiting their cultural capital.  It takes power away from 

their performed identity of blackness/Kanakism and places them within the German bureaucratic 

establishment.   
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My observations and discussions with Poedra during the ―Gegen Gewalt‖ workshop 

episode suggested they were uncertain how to inhabit their new roles or negotiate their 

augmented social positions within the Bunker social microcosm. On the one hand, they clearly 

enjoyed serving as artist-practitioners to whom the center‘s adolescents looked for guidance and 

inspiration. On the other, had Sezen, Stathi, and Niko created the workshop of their own volition 

and marketed it on their own terms, it would have meant something entirely different to them. 

Because ―Gegen Gewalt‖ was produced and marketed by the Bunker, funded by the State of 

North Rhein Westphalia, and solicited by manager Michael Fröhling, Poedra struggled with a 

potential loss of risk-generated social capital in the extended hip-hop community to which they 

belonged. Again, risk shaped Poedra‘s collective performativity and self-articulations throughout 

the workshop period and their post-workshop responses to a Bunker Volume II, for while they 

were clearly enthusiastic about representing Bruckhausen youths, they were less eager to have a 

youth house like the Bunker represent them. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: 
RISK, HIP-HOP, AND KANAK BELONGING – SOME CONCLUSIONS 

 
Ask the residents of Cologne and they will proudly tell you about their birds. Parakeets, 

actually – a population of more than one thousand who live in the trees on the city‘s northeast 

side. Their bright green feathers shine brightly, shockingly, against the backdrop of grey German 

skies when the giant linden trees lose their leaves each winter. The story goes that they found the 

trees of Mühlheim more hospitable than the local zoo and that their numbers have swelled over 

the past three decades, despite the Ruhr Valley‘s northern clime.  

 

 

Fig. 7.1 – Birds with ―Migrationshintergrund‖ – Parakeets of Cologne 
 

―We Turks are like those birds,‖ my friend Zuhal once told me. ―We look like we don‘t belong 

here, but this place wouldn‘t be the same if we were gone. We are a part of it – and just like 

those parrots, we‘ve adapted – we‘ve all become a little bit German.‖ 

This dissertation has been an exploration of hip-hop culture‘s reimagination in German 

cultural space among young men in the industrial heart of the country. It has also been an 

exercise in examining the ways hip-hop language, descriptive categories, and mediated images 
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are used to isolate and amplify risk-associated elements of ―Kanak‖ culture that both threaten 

and titillate observers and practitioners. In searching for adequate ways to translate the 

worldviews Stathi or Adem shared with me I came upon anthropologist Ann Stoler‘s work on 

naming. Stoler reminds us that we construct our social experiences by naming authoritative 

categories, thereby forging those names into genuine social things (1995, 2002). The idea is that 

naming articulates our worlds into being and sets in motion the objectification process which 

makes talking about culture (or being a part of culture) so problematic. When I describe Adem or 

David as ―Bunker youth,‖ or Michael Fröhling describes himself as ―Proll,‖ we are all engaged 

in the act of ―mixing,‖ a process of creolized coding that occurs when we mix and jumble 

significant positions or personalities, present and past, young with old, specificity with 

ambiguity. The more we mix, the more we generate alternative symbolic dimensions for the 

things we name. The more we name, the more culture we create. Naming begets social realities, 

―not some nominalist‘s fancy but…something that might determine belief and action‖ (Cintron 

1997: 162). And in a manner similar to Seeger‘s linguocentric predicament, naming never quite 

captures the realities of humans or their experiences. 

In this study, Poedra refer to Duisburg-Bruckhausen as part of the Pott, which they also 

call ―home.‖ The Pott (or Ruhrpott, or Kohlenpott) is tough, urban, working-class and local. The 

Ruhrgebiet is a more formal, discursive category, a neutral region vs. an affectionate moniker. 

Bruckhausen is a ―ghetto,‖ ―migrants‖ live there, and many of them make ―black‖ hip-hop 

music. Turks are migrants, unless they are Turkish-Germans, which means they‘re nationally 

German and ethnically Turkish or perhaps have parents of German and Turkish descent. The 

implications of naming are multiple as we reconfigure identities, supplant individualties with 

subjectivities, and try to find some way to chart just where and who we (and they) are. 

When Poedra describe themselves as ―Kanaks,‖ they are aware of the word‘s symbolic 

dimensions and forcefully claim all the inherent power involved in wielding such a socially-

charged term. Being Kanak means you are the son, or grandson, or great-grandson of a guest 

worker, but that you reject the moniker as the denigrating appellation of one who is ―ganz 

Unten.‖ For Poedra, it means you are a son of the Pott and its patchwork of ethnicities and 

identities.  It also means you are connected to Feridun Zaimoğlu‘s guerilla literary strategies and 

to all the inherent oppositions, ghetto associations, ethnic ascriptions, risk designations, 

aspirational blackness and hip-hop hype that they contain. If you are a member of Kanak Attak, 
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however, ―being Kanak‖ means you ironically and abstractly appropriate the term to defuse 

racial and ethnic meta-narratives that erupted in the wake of multiculturalism. And if you are a 

well-integrated, upwardly mobile person with a migration history, a street-tough Kanak who 

adroitly performs the ―code of the street‖ is the last thing you hope your son or daughter will 

aspire to be. 

In globalization‘s theoretically hazy, amorphous, self-conscious wake, talking about – 

indeed, naming – culture has grown difficult. Our legitimate hopes to avoid essentializing the 

complex human behaviors and relationships that are a part of the significant movements and 

evolution of large groups of people lead us to describe social boundaries as ―fluid,‖ their 

detection ―a matter of degrees and situated judgments‖ (Grossberg 1987: 151). When we look for 

ways of describing common beliefs and behaviors around which social groups center their 

aesthetic values or from which they negotiate social capital, we find instead ―a floating 

configuration of marginality‖ in which the pursuit of individualism manifests itself in conformity 

and where authenticity is coerced cooptation of the ―real‖ (147-148). Poedra draw from symbols 

and signifiers that litter a long continuum of social experience to perform their aesthetically-

informed, authentically ―black‖ hip-hop or to narrate their own interpretations of Kanak 

belonging. For a theorist (or hapless musicologist) this means the binaries collapse: ―Kanakism‖ 

becomes a distinctively German cultural development, and the old reductive dualities - oppressed 

v. oppressor, dominant v. dominated, mainstream v. liminal – lose their capacity to tell us much 

at all. 

 My own analysis of Niko‘s, Stathi‘s, and Sezen‘s lives is by nature incomplete. Our 

friendships were suspended in the musical performance spaces of their recording studio, the 

Bunker concert hall, or Ruhr Valley hip-hop clubs. Discussions over coffee or dinner invariably 

extended those musical spaces, typically converting them into classrooms in which I became the 

student receptacle for Stathi or Sezen‘s opinions on hip-hop groups, songs, ideas about concert 

promotion, or videography. While our discussions helped me understand that they frequently 

enacted cultural behaviors they deemed distinctively ―Greek,‖ or ―Turkish,‖ I rarely observed 

them ―perform‖ or code-switch to inhabit alternate ways of being (the rare exceptions being 

moments when Sezen, Checker, Cikko and Adem would speak to one another in Turkish or Niko 

and Stathi addressed each other in Greek).  The complexities of their worlds outside the Bunker - 

family relationships, religious behaviors, romantic relationships - remained largely imagined, 
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fleshed out only in the telling rather than through firsthand observation. Poedra instead loomed 

large as creative musicians, the figures in the Kulturbunker with the greatest prestige and social 

capital who generously shared their worlds with me. And as an American researcher, I was 

called upon to review their hip-hop creativity within a broader realm of hip-hop performance and 

to grapple with the ways other scholars engaged in popular music studies have striven to 

understand – even name -  music culture emanating from hip-hop communities around the world. 

 
Is that really appropriate? Talking hip-hop in the academy 

One of the prices paid by subculturalists and sociologists of youth for neglecting 
issues of cultural value and hierarchy is that they have become inadvertently 
ensnared in the problem. When investigating social structures, it is impossible to 
avoid entanglement in a web of ideologies and value judgments. Nevertheless, it 
is important to maintain analytical distinctions between: empirical social groups, 
representations of these people, and estimations of their cultural worth. (Thornton, 
1996:  92) 

 

In 2008 and 2009 I presented what would become chapters in this dissertation at both the 

Canadian and U.S. annual meetings of the International Association of the Study of Popular 

Musics (IASPM). While each presentation addressed different aspects of my study, post-paper 

discussions led to similar types of questions. The audiences, comprised of academics and 

students from the fields of ethnomusicology, cultural studies, media studies, and anthropology 

expressed interest in the emotional alliances Bunker youth felt with African-Americans and 

appreciation of their commitment to a mode of socially-conscious hip-hop practice. Some, 

however, evidenced discomfort over what they feared was an uninformed parody of black 

culture, a kind of cultural theft that outwardly performed hip-hop‘s more sensational elements 

while reducing its content. As they watched videos by hip-hoppers Bushido, Fler, and even 

Chillichilliwa artists some questioned whether this wasn‘t one more instance of appropriation of 

a musical practice whose expressive acts ultimately and definitively (read: authentically) 

expressed uniquely African-American experiences.  

The recurrence of the term ―appropriation‖ in these conversations and the anxiety it 

conveyed caught my attention. Common to scholarly parlance about ―borrowed‖ cultural 

practices, the word‘s implications in this instance seemed to more closely echo the idea of theft.  
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According to Webster‟s New Riverside University Dictionary, ―to appropriate‖ can imply the 

intent ―to take possession of or make use of for oneself, often without permission or legal right‖ 

(1988: 119). In anthropological and ethnomusicological literature the expression ―appropriation‖ 

is frequently deployed when the culture under examination is subordinate to the appropriating 

culture (see Dillon, 2006; Wade, 2004; Radano and Bohlman, 2001; Born and Hesmondhalgh, 

2000; Keil and Feld, 1994; Kilmister, 1992; Hebdige, 1981, i.a.). Appropriation of cultural 

behaviors or ideas implies that one group can take or - more egregiously, steal - another group‘s 

cultural property through the process of cultural diffusion. 

Appropriation is laden with a history of associations with power, hence the negative 

attributes often ascribed to the practice. Edward Said‘s work, Orientalism (1978) offered a clear 

condemnation of the negative ramifications of appropriation by emphasizing the way the West 

used representations of ―the Orient‖ to fulfill its own desires and consolidate its own power. Said 

described a relationship between cultural unequals that placed weaker entities ―at risk‖ of 

economic, aesthetic, political, or academic exploitation from more powerful social actors, a 

process bell hooks refers to as ―eating the other‖ (1992: 21-40). Within U.S. popular musics, the 

appropriation and perceived exploitation by white artists of musical genres, dances, and language 

originating in historically segregated (either legally or de facto) African-American communities 

is a significant fact of our music history. The unequal relationship is underscored by the marked 

tipping of the financial scales toward ―white‖ artists who perform ―black‖ music.  

The IASPM audiences described above reflected a cultural sensitivity to not only 

appropriations of hip-hop culture, but also to the cultural tropes generated by similar 

appropriations of blues, jazz, rock and roll, and other African-American musics.  When 

musicologist Eric Lott chronicled the ―love and theft‖ of black humor, music and dance (or, 

rather, of nineteenth-century imaginings of blackness) that was American minstrelsy, he 

suggested that appropriation was a complex response to the admiration and contempt, fear and 

envy, and deep racial divide that marked life in pre-Civil War northeastern cities (1995). 

Distance softened the process for the minstrel but not for his target – the unequal (or nonexistent) 

balance of power allowed him to appropriate with complete freedom and liberal imagination. 

The results, according to Patrick  Johnson, were culturally devastating:  

…the tropes of blackness  that whites circulated in the past – Mammy, Sapphire, 
Jezebel, Jim Crow, Sambo, Zip Coon, pickaninny, and Stepin Fetchit, and now 
enlarged to include welfare queen, prostitute, rapist, drug addict, prison inmate, 
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etc. – have historically insured physical violence, poverty, institutional racism, 
and second class citizenry for blacks (2003: 3) 

 

One hundred fifty years later, the cultural aftershocks of the appropriations of the minstrelsy, 

blues, jazz, and rock eras ripple through contemporary popular music studies. The pain and 

frustrations they leave in their wake are at the root of the protective stance and cultivated 

ownership adopted by today‘s hip-hop practitioners, fans, and scholars. 

In his 1994 book, Dangerous Crossroads: Popular Music, Postmodernism, and the 

Poetics of Place, cultural theorist George Lipsitz explored the tactics of cultural appropriation in 

his notion of ―strategic anti-essentialism‖ (1994: 63).  He defined this as the practice of using a 

cultural form originating outside of one‘s own culture to help define oneself or one‘s group, 

animating a process of cross-cultural identification that ideally advanced ―emancipatory ends‖ 

(56). Citing the example of the adoption of hip-hop musical culture among New Zealand‘s Maori 

youth in the 1980s, Lipsitz suggested that the process of self-identification is often enabled by 

temporary role play through which one may highlight desirable aspects of one‘s identity. In his 

case study, young Maori (males) who appropriated hip-hop culture aligned themselves with a 

common social struggle shared with ―Black America‖ (63).  In Lipsitz‘ analysis, this selective, 

self-conscious application of hip-hop‘s potential for social opposition offered the adolescents a 

more potent arsenal of resistance to prevalent hegemonic colonial structures in New Zealand. 

   Lipsitz‘ Maori hip-hoppers thereby achieved emancipation by appropriating a music 

that symbolically galvanized an ethnic subclass located ―ganz Unten‖ into a cohesive, defiant, 

powerful political entity.  In his analysis, however, not all cross-cultural appropriations were 

viewed with equal optimism. To determine whether cultural appropriation offered emancipatory 

potential or instead supported the reinforcement of existing power structures, Lipsitz identified 

two key points of evaluation. Researchers were called to determine 

1. which kinds of specific cross-cultural borrowings advance freedom and which ones 
reinforce existing structures of power and domination;  

2. whether identification with the culture of others serves escapist and irresponsible ends or 
whether  it encourages and enhances the understanding of one‘s own  social 
responsibilities.(56) 
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In his final analysis, Lipsitz suggests strategic anti-essentialism is authentic and legitimate when 

practiced by subordinate populations.98  

Lipsitz‘ efforts to delineate the ways groups apply what they appropriate from outside 

their own cultures is useful to the present study. First, it encourages examination of how musical 

behaviors can be used to reify existing relationships of cultural dominance and weakness or to 

challenge existing social structures in which a musical culture is imbedded. Of greater 

significance, however, is what the two questions highlight about the ways scholars often 

approach the study of hip-hop culture. Lipsitz‘ points of inquiry follow a political trajectory 

encouraging researchers to attach valor to musical practices they believe directly confront unjust 

or oppressive social practices or institutions. The resulting valuation is predicated on the 

dialectical opposition of insiders vs. outsiders, powerful vs. powerless, dominant vs. marginal, 

reproducing what Thornton calls ―inconsistent fantasies‖ of the ways the mainstream is 

conceived in subcultural research: 

These [fantasies] are probably the single most important reason why 
subsequent cultural studies find pockets of symbolic resistance wherever 
they look. Rather than making a clear comparison, weighing the social and 
economic factors, and confronting the ethical and political problems 
involved in celebrating the cultural of one social group over another, they 
invoke the chimera of a negative mainstream. (1996: 93) 

 

Lipsitz‘ omission thereby makes resistance the most important feature of his young Maori hip-

hoppers‘ musical experiences, a tactic which heightens the urgency and drama of their cultural 

allegiances with U.S. African-American hip-hop practitioners.  

What this framework does not address is the idea that within any subculture there are 

centers and margins. Returning to Adem‘s need for Stathi, his unofficial mentor within the 

group, to approve of his lyrics and their delivery on the song ―Kanakizm‖ (see Chapter Six), the 

                                                 
98 Lipsitz does acknowledge the cultural agency of those existing ―on the margins,‖ however, when he notes 
[diasporic, dispossessed] ―populations, long accustomed to code switching, syncretism, and hybridity may prove far 
more important for what they possess in cultural terms than for what they appear to lack in the political lexicon of 
the nation state‖ (31).  Later, in response to Dick Hebdige‘s 1979 Subculture: the Meaning of Style, he notes, 
―Hebdige is so concerned with the white ‗appropriation‘ of reggae that he underplays the creativity within the reggae 
community that successfully fashions signs and symbols capable of appealing to members of the dominant 
community‖ (111). Nonetheless, Lipsitz‘ creative margins are still reactionary, generating culture that is a response, 
however ingenious, to the threats of dominance and cooptation. My suggestion is that within Poedra‘s music and 
much of the broader hip-hop culture, reactionary stances are an aesthetic mandate. Without them, performances are 
not credible. As part of a local community of hip-hop practitioners, Chillichilliwa artists are concerned primarily 
with hip-hop authenticity within their local communities rather than actively resisting dominance from outside. 
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young men in the present study were primarily consumed with exhibiting knowledge, expertise, 

code-mastery, or appropriately performed resistance that helped them negotiate status or power 

within the Chillichilliwa/Bruckhausen communit(ies). Contacts with the any imagined 

hegemonic ―outside‖ were usually experienced symbolically (in the form of televised German 

programming, for example), or in brief, sometimes bewildering encounters with various –

ologists (social or ethnomusical), journalists, or television crews in search of the emancipatory 

value of their musics. As these encounters increased and as the label gained more performing 

experience and regional name recognition, Chillichilliwa artists intensified their demonstrable 

anti-mainstream stances and commitment to performed Kanakism. There was in this process an 

observable catalyst for the change: the young men wrote lyrics, produced music videos, and 

mastered recordings that fulfilled performative expectations of blackness or otherness introduced 

by entities that had little to no contact to life in the Kulturbunker. This complex process 

suggested that creative energy for the group‘s music and concomitant public identity was shaped 

according to a) their own habitus-derived claims to hip-hop authenticity, b) their needs to 

produce  ―code of the street,‖ risk-respondent (and thereby ―real‖) hip-hop, and c) the ways they 

were socially ―placed‖ by actors outside their immediate communities. 

The idea of appropriation is further complicated by the now extensive histories of non-

U.S. hip-hop communities, many of which, like Germany, boast more than two decades of 

―indigenous‖ music making, large numbers of creative artists, and culturally-specific ways of 

understanding and generating hip-hop culture. The degree to which U.S. artists are relevant in 

any German hip-hop scene is relative; often the finely distilled symbols and performative tropes 

of hip-hop culture (a stereotypical black toughness which carries intertextual implications of 

Turkishness or Kanakness, for example) remain so deeply imbedded in the production as to be 

nearly imperceptible or, for the practitioner, habitually spontaneous. 

When Niko or Sezen describe themselves as Kanaks,  they are not using the term as 

merely another word for young migrant. By linking their Kanak identities with ghetto-centric 

notions of masculinity and hip-hop authenticity, their Kanak-ness suggests to fans and observers 

that they live, think, work, and play in spaces outside the German social worlds in which 

bourgeois migrant descendents have assimilated and which have long-standing, historical 

relevance. Indeed, they claim social distances from the educated, culturally-elite Turks who run 

the Melez festival that are as broad as the gulfs they believe lie between themselves and an 
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imagined German cultural mainstream. This suggests that ―being Kanak‖ transcends ethnicity, 

that the experiences of young Kanak youths in the Bunker are not universal to all migrant and 

migrant-descendent populations, and that some migrant groups have something to gain by 

perpetuating their own alterity. Bruckhausen‘s mediated image as a contemporary ghetto full of 

physical and psycho-social risks helps heighten Poedra‘s hip-hop credibility. When they connect 

their own performative aspirations to the ghetto and not just to their ethnicities, Niko, Stathi, and 

Sezen implicitly acknowledge the country‘s subtle racial politics, including middle-class, post-

migrant reformism as well as Kanak nationalism.  

 But the power of Poedra‘s outsiderism, assumed cultural blackness, and ghettocentricity 

is confounded by the dominant ideologies of hip-hop culture. Chillichilliwa artists exist within a 

broader cultural continuum of migrant hip-hop practice that continues to actively generate music 

culture in which migrant hip-hoppers portray themselves as agents of (potential) violence. While 

their neighborhoods place them ―at-risk‖ of class and xenophobic victimization, artists like Azad 

and Bushido pose as dangerous agents of the dispossessed, gatekeepers to hidden inner-city 

worlds that have been wrested from German control. Striking here is a Kanak‘s potential to serve 

as the masculine embodiment of simmering migrant resentment that draws heavily from existing 

racialized stereotypes about migrants (and African-American hip-hop practitioners). This was 

evident in Poedra‘s transformation into ‗real Kanaks‘ in the fall of 2005, a process that allowed 

them to claim affinity with disaffected Algerian teens in Paris or Hurricane Katrina‘s displaced 

urban masses. The young men were well aware of the term‘s subversive usage; indeed, Kanak‘s 

very ―riskiness‖ was the heart of its appeal. 

 Poedra‘s socially-conscious impulses, however, required them to temper their own 

evocations of Kanak threats and instead exhibit a performativity that embraced pan-ethnic 

identities and Ruhrpott experiences. The recontextualization of the violent, pathological Kanak 

made famous in Zaimoğlu‘s books into the affable young man of ―Kanakizm‖ was a testament to 

the group‘s personal sincerity, their own needs to faithfully represent Bruckhausen‘s youth made 

more salient by their informal and formal roles as Bunker mentors. It likewise mirrored the kinds 

of expressive potentiality Manthia Diawara attached to blackness in Chapter Four. Stathi‘s and 

Sezen‘s ambivalence about a Bunker Edition II, however, suggested they felt an antagonistic 

negotiation between hip-hop authenticity and this personal agency, a working out of aesthetic, 

authentically ―street‖ music-cultural behaviors with their own altruistic social impulses. This 
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process was made more complex by the introduction of scripted anti-violence messages that 

threatened to dissolve their street credibility in the presence of and engagement with institutional 

authorities.  

 If risk is our theoretical lens, then, Kanakism and Leitkultur emerge as rather similar 

discursive strategies. Both are racialized, ethnically-exclusive terms – the former based on ethno-

cultural German exclusion, the other on ethno-cultural German inclusion. Both are reactive 

strategies that respond to perceived risks of social marginalization – the Kanak as a potentially 

voiceless, non-member of German society, the Leitkultur proponent as lonely guardian of 

threatened German mores and life ways. Each term has also undergone radical transformation 

when employed by different social groups. Bassam Tibi initially imagined the Leitkultur as a set 

of progressive ideals, the positive evolution of Germany‘s horrific past racial politics. In the 

hands of nationalist politicians, however, it became a divisive indicator of German cultural 

superiority. Kanak, meanwhile, has proven equally malleable, as evidenced by the varied ways it 

has been conceived by Feridun Zaimoğlu, Poedra, and Kanak Attak. 

 Ultimately, my time with Poedra suggested they continually and creatively play with risk 

associations to enact their worlds. Risk regulates their ―reals.‖ As practitioners of hip-hop, a 

genre which wears its otherness like a badge of honor, these young men must continually reckon 

with the culture‘s success and ubiquity while asserting its ability to criticize German society with 

impunity. Stathi‘s ―Rauch in der Lunge‖ video, Azad‘s ―Mein Block,‖ and the Bunker‘s Gegen 

Gewalt workshop video all showcase practitioners whose nuanced performativity belies hip-

hop‘s subcultural, subaltern status. Their physical gestures, lyrics, clothing, and vocal delivery 

styles instead demonstrate that hip-hop has become normative in their communities, despite 

maintaining its outsider status. They further suggest that hip-hop carries with it a transmutable, 

portable blackness that they have re-imagined in socially-distinctive ways. This blackness is 

powerful because it articulates the deep otherness of the street, a space of mythic vulnerability 

that has simultaneously become the symbolic home of migrant communities. In this light, fear 

about migrants morphs into migrant power. And regardless of their message, Poedra‘s presence 

in and of a ghettocentric Bruckhausen broadcasts their personal valor and masculinity to other 

hip-hop practitioners and observers. 
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Epilogue 

On my last visit to the Bunker, Niko, Stathi and I talked long into the evening. At 

nightfall they took me to the building‘s top floor where one could view the city skyline, complete 

with illuminated steel factories and chimneys that belched long plumes of fire into the dark sky. 

The view turned my thoughts to my teen years in Birmingham, Alabama, where I spent many 

evenings fascinated by the factory fires hardening steel in the furnaces near our house. The 

commonalities between the two cities were striking. Birmingham industrialized rapidly through 

the late 19th century as iron ore from Red Mountain was forged into steel to build the ―New 

South‖ after the Civil War, while Duisburg‘s industrial prowess helped forge a new Germany 

after the country‘s unification in 1871.  Birmingham‘s mines were staffed by men from rural 

Alabama communities, African-Americans, and large groups of migrants from the Mediterranean 

who formed close-knit communities in Ensley, Pleasant Grove, and Fairfield – urban 

neighborhoods closest to the factories that today constitute the poorest sections of the city. As the 

twentieth century passed and Birmingham fell prey to deindustrialization and its own disastrous 

racial politics, the factories dried up, and with them entire communities collapsed.  Vibrant 

working-class, migrant neighborhoods melted into the Appalachian foothills, particularly as post-

migrant families accrued greater wealth and higher levels of education.  Their once-palpable 

presences are now reduced to a handful of Greek Orthodox churches and Italian restaurants 

scattered throughout the city‘s west side; groups of migrants from the Caribbean and Southeast 

Asia have replaced them as the most recent contributors to the city‘s cultural evolution. While 

Duisburg‘s ―Gastarbeiter‖ journeys are more recent than those of the workers who stoked 

Birmingham‘s Sloss furnaces, all were touched by the twentieth century‘s seismic economic 

upheavals, left to fashion new lives and communities when the old structures disappeared. 

Looking at the young men of Poedra, I could not help but wonder – what will you leave behind? 

Who will know what you were in this time, in this place? 

As a deindustrialized Duisburg works to reinvent itself at the dawn of the twenty-first 

century, those who make up the German nation are also in the midst of a renaming, a far-

reaching searching of the collective soul that supplants old notions of cultural homogeneity with 

often conflicting agendas inherent in plurality. Hip-hop has played a pivotal role in this process. 

For Poedra and other groups, hip-hop has provided a set of behaviors – sonic, thematic, lyrical, 

and physical - that attract attention to the lives of inner city, post-migrant populations who are 
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engaged in their own naming adventures as they creatively imagine the spaces and places they 

inhabit. These imaginings fuel risk‘s dualties as elements of the greater population respond to the 

perceived, but incalculable ―dangers‖ young men like Niko and Stathi present – by scripting hip-

hop performance, by envisioning a Leitkultur, by containing their agency within ethnic 

designations. These strategies ironically help Poedra further their own agendas of hip-hop 

performativity and aesthetic authenticity by highlighting their differences, marginality, and street 

toughness. Taken together, risk unites these groups in a kind of fractured wholeness in which 

power is continually traded, manipulated, conceded, and won. 
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IRB APPROVAL LETTER AND INFORMED CONSENT FORMS.  
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Informed Consent Form (Minors) 
 

Minimal Risk 
 

Dear Parent:  
 
I am a graduate student under the direction of Dr. Michael Bakan in the College of Music at Florida State 
University. I am conducting a research study that examines German-Turkish hip-hop culture in the 
Cologne region and its portrayal in national media outlets. 
 
Your child has been asked to participate in a group interview process in which he or she will be 
questioned about his or her musical preferences, ideas about music, and musical activities. He or she may 
also be asked to listen to musical material and respond to both lyrics and musical sounds. Your 
participation in this study, as well as that of your child, is voluntary. If you or your child choose not to 
participate or to withdraw from the study at any time, there will be no penalty to you or to your child. The 
results of this research study may be published, but your child‘s name will not be used. 
 
Although there may be no direct benefit to your child, the possible benefit of your child‘s participation is 
greater awareness and understanding of the lives of Turkish youths with a history of migration. 
Information obtained during the course of the study will remain confidential, to the extent allowed by law. 
 
If you have any questions concerning this research study or your child‘s participation in this study, please 
call me at 001-205-218-7005. Alternately, you may email me at mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu. My 
supervisor, Michael Bakan, may be of additional assistance and may be reached by telephone at (850) 
644-4255 or via email at mbakan@mailer.fsu.edu. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
Dr. Margaret R. Jackson 
 
 

********** 
 

 
I give consent for my child, _____________________, to participate in the above study. I understand that 
my child may be tape recorded or videoed by the researcher. These tapes will be kept by the researcher in 
locked storage. I understand that only Margaret Jackson will have access to these tapes and that they will 
remain solely in her possession. 
 
 
Parents Name: _________________ Parent‘s Signature and Date: ____________________ 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a subject or participant in this research, or if you feel you 
have been placed at risk, you may contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional 
Review Board, through the Vice President for the Office of Research at (850) 644-8633.  
 

 
 

mailto:mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu
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Informed Consent Form (German Translation) 
 

Minors – Minimal Risk 
 

Sehr geehrte Eltern: 
 
Ich heisse Margaret Jackson und bin Ph.D. Kandidatin an der College of Music an der Florida State 
University in Tallahassee, Florida, U.S.A., unter der Leitung des Professors Herrn Dr. Michael Bakan. Ich 
unternehme ein Forschungsprojekt ueber Deutsch-Tuerkische Hip-hop Kultur in Koeln und seine 
Darstellung im nationalen Medien. 
 
Die Mitmachung ihres Kindes in dem Projekt enthaelt Gruppen-interviews wobei er order sie ueber ihr 
Musikgeschmack und musikalische Beschaeftigungen gefragt wird. Manchmal werden sie selber Musik 
hoeren und werden ueber die Texte und der Klang gefragt. Das Teilnehmen an dieser Studie ist freiwillig. 
Falls Sie oder das Kind sich entscheidet, nicht mitzumachen oder in der Zukunft nicht mehr daran 
teilzunehmen, gaebe es keine negative Nachfolge der Entscheidung. Die Ergebisse des Projekts werden 
moeglicherweise herausgebracht, aber die Name ihres Kindes wird privat behalten.  
 
Falls Sie Fragen ueber das Projekt  oder die Mitmachung ihres Kindes haben sollen, bin ich unter den 
Anschluss 001-205-218-7005 erreichbar. Sie koennen mich auch per email erreichen; 
mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu. Mein Doktorvater, Michael Bakan, steht Ihnen auch gerne zur Verfuegung 
und wird per Telefon (001-850-644-4255) oder email (mbakan@mailer.fsu.edu) erreichbar. 
 
Mit freundlichen Gruessen, 
 
 
Dr. Margaret R. Jackson  
 

 

Ich gebe das Erlaubnis dass mein Kind, ________________________________, an dem obengenannten 

Forschungprojekt teilnehmen darf. Ich verstehe es sei moeglich dass mein Kind waehrend des Studies auf 

Tonband oder Video sprechen wird. Das Video- oder Tonband-material wird von der Fr. Dr. Margaret 

Jackson in einem geschlossenem Fach behalten. Mir ist es bewusst, dass nur Margaret Jackson an die 

Kassetten oder Videos kommt und dass sie nur in ihrem Privatbesitz bleiben werden. 

 

 
Familenname:_______________________ Unterschrift und Datum:___________________ 
 
Falls Sie fragen ueber Ihre Rechte als Versuchsobjekt oder Teilnehmer dieses Studies haben sollen, oder 
falls Sie glauben, Sie oder Ihr Kind dadurch gefaerdet wird, sollen Sie sich an dem Leiter des Human 
Subjects Committee, Institutional Review Board verwenden, bei dem Vice President fuer Research 
(Forschung) unter dem Anschluss 001-850-644-8633. 
 

mailto:mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu
mailto:mbakan@mailer.fsu.edu


193 
 

Human Subjects Committee 
 

Letter of Consent (Adults) 
 
Dear Sir or Madam: 
 
I am a graduate student under the direction of Dr. Michael Bakan in the College of Music at Florida State 
University. I am conducting a research study that examines German-Turkish hip-hop culture in the 
Cologne region and its portrayal in national media outlets. 
 
Your participation will involve interviews in which you will be asked about your personal activity within 
this culture, your musical background and preferences, and your views on Turkish social and cultural 
issues within contemporary Germany. The interview process will typically last one hour. Your 
participation in this study is voluntary; should you choose not to participate or to withdraw from this 
research at a future date, there will be no penalty to you. The results of this research study may be 
published, but your name will not be used without your written consent.  
 
There are no foreseeable risks or discomforts to you as a participant in this research project. Information 
obtained during the course of the study will remain confidential, to the extent allowed by law. 
 
Although there may be no direct benefit to you, the possible benefits of your participation include 
increased awareness of Turkish youth culture in Germany. It will likewise assist other researchers in 
connecting similarities between emerging hip-hop cultures within immigrant communities around the 
globe. 
 
If you have any questions concerning this research study or your child‘s participation in this study, please 
call me at 001-205-218-7005. Alternately, you may email me at mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu. My 
supervisor, Michael Bakan, may be of additional assistance and may be reached by telephone at 001-850-
644-4255 or via email at mbakan@mailer.fsu.edu. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Dr. Margaret R. Jackson 
 
 
I agree to participate in the above study. I understand that I may be tape recorded or video taped by the 
researcher. These tapes will be kept by the researcher in locked storage. I understand that only Margaret 
Jackson will have access to these tapes and that they will remain solely in her possession. 
 
I wish _______ do not wish ________ that my name be withheld from this research if published. 
 
 
Name: __________________   Signature and Date: ________________________ 
 
If you have any questions about your rights as a subject or participant in this research, or if you feel you 
have been placed at risk, you may contact the Chair of the Human Subjects Committee, Institutional 
Review Board, through the Vice President for the Office of Research at 001-850-644-8633.  
 

 
 

mailto:mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu
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Human Subjects Committee  
 

Zustimmungsbrief (Erwachsene) 
 

 
Geehrte Dame oder Herr:  
 
Ich heisse Margaret Jackson und bin Ph.D. Kandidatin in der College of Music an der Florida State 
University in Tallahassee, Florida, U.S.A., unter der Leitung des Professors Herrn Dr. Michael Bakan. Ich 
unternehme ein Forschungsprojekt ueber Deutsch-Tuerkische Hip-hop Kultur in Koeln und seine 
Darstellung im nationalen Medien. 
 
Ihre Mitmachung in dieser Studie besteht aus Interviews worin sie ueber ihren persoenlichen Aktivitaeten 
als Teilnehmer dieses Kulturs gefragt wird. Sie werden auch ueber Ihren persoenlichen Musikgeschmack 
gefragt, und, wenn noetig, ueber Ihre Meinung zu Tuerkischen soziale Interessen im heutigen 
Deutschland. Ein Interview dauert normalerweise eine Stunde. Ihre Mitmachung ist freiwillig; falls Sie 
nicht an dem Studie teilnehmen wollen oder in der Zukunft nicht mehr daran teilnehmen moechten, gaebe 
es keine negative Nachfolge dieser Entscheidung. Die Ergebnisse dieses Studies werden moeglicherweise 
herausgebracht, aber Ihre Name wird nicht ohne Ihren schriftlichen Erlaubnis veroeffentlicht.  
 
Es wird kein Gefahr zu Ihnen wegen Teilnehmen des Projekts erwartet. Gesammelte Information wird 
gesetzlich privat behalten. 
 
Obwohl Sie nicht direkt profitieren werden, dieses Projekt ermoeglicht ein erhoetes Verstaendnis fuer 
Jugendliche des dritten Tuerkischen Generations. Ebenfalls hilft es andere Geisteswissenschaftler, 
Verbindungen zwischen andere migranten-stammenden globalen Hip-hop Kulturen zu etablieren. 
 
Falls Sie Fragen ueber das Projekt haben sollen, bin ich unter den Anschluss 001-205-218-7005 
erreichbar. Sie koennen mich auch per email erreichen; mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu. Mein Doktorvater, 
Michael Bakan, steht Ihnen auch gerne zur Verfuegung und wird per Telefon (001-850-644-4255) or 
email (mbakan@mailer.fsu.edu) erreichbar. 
 
Mit freundlichen Gruessen, 
 
 
Dr. Margaret R. Jackson 
 
Ich nehme freiwillig an dem obengenannten Studie teil. Ich verstehe es sei moeglich ich werde waehrend 
des Studies auf Tonband oder Video sprechen muessen, Das Video- oder Tonband-material wird von der 
Fr. Dr. Margaret Jackson in einem geschlossenem Fach behalten. Mir ist es bewusst, dass nur Margaret 
Jackson an die Kassetten oder Videos kommt und dass sie nur in ihrem Privatbesitz bleiben werden. 
 
Ich will ____ will nicht_____dass meine Name privat bleibt nach der Veroefftentlichung dieses Studies. 
 
Name:_________________________   Unterschrift und Datum:___________________________ 

mailto:mrj6517@garnet.acns.fsu.edu
mailto:mbakan@mailer.fsu.edu
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