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My research situates the appropriation of hip-hop in Ukraine within globalizing economic 

processes and argues that both the formation of racial binaries and the reclaiming of such 

identities by those who are racialized within this discourse work in a dialectic with local 

and international music industries. At the same time, it situates the topic in relation to 

studies that interpret hip-hop as an “international lingua franca,” as well as to studies that 

are interested in local differences regarding the genre’s artistic goals, social profile, and 

political visibility. What is compelling with regard to the case of hip-hop in Ukraine is 

that its appropriation as an African American genre is evident both among dark-skinned 

migrants and ethnic Ukrainians.  During my fieldwork I analyzed what the appropriation 

of African American music in such a context reveals about the commercialization of 

“black” musics in the United States and elsewhere, musics that are packaged through 

racial fetish. Does the commercial exploitation of African American genres reinforce 

racialized class ideologies both in the U.S. and abroad where such musics are 

appropriated?     

 I completed nine weeks of research in Kharkiv and Kyiv during summer 2007, 

conducting fifty interviews with hip-hop musicians, audience members, and music 

industry personnel.  I also interviewed policy makers and researchers who address issues 

of migration in order to provide a broader theoretical framework regarding the ways that 

varying groups use music to express claims of belonging, citizenship, and equality, 

particularly through the appropriation of musical genres identified with the West and with 

African Americans in particular. Taking into consideration the significant economic 

migrations across Ukraine’s borders from Central Asia, the Middle East, and Africa, I 

analyzed the correlation between the present popularity of hip-hop and increasingly 



articulated understandings of “blackness” and “whiteness” in cosmopolitan cities such as 

Kyiv and Kharkiv. I analyzed the extent to which both real and imagined Western class 

divisions impose a racialized blueprint on class formations in formerly “class-less” 

socialist/communist societies.  

Hip-hop is a culture of the urban youth that varies significantly from city to city.  

The music does not mimic its more aggressive U.S.-based source. Rather, Ukrainian hip-

hop focuses on positive themes that offer an alternative to general discourses of  

alienation experienced by many in light of political and economic instability in the 

country. The majority of youth involved in this scene abstain from alcohol, tobacco, and 

drugs.  Hip-hop culture is new and makes room for very diverse understandings of «being 

Ukrainian». The primary emphasis among supporters of hip-hop is to be «real», and to be 

«true to oneself». Young musicians and audience members stress that hip-hop culture 

focuses on the expression of individual strength and originality as exhibited, for instance, 

in breakdance and rap competitions. In Kharkiv, such events are often sponsored by local 

government officials. In Kyiv, the events I attended were sponsored by local 

entrepreneurs. 

In Kharkiv and Kyiv, those who identify with hip-hop culture physically 

differentiate themselves through clothes that parallel hip-hop styles in the U.S.  Many 

DJs on the scene are from Africa, either born in Ukraine to African parents or  having 

come to Ukraine to study or work.   To «be black», «act black», and «dress black» is 

acceptable in musical settings. In other social contexts there is a significant difference in 

attitude towards Africans. In interviews,  my interlocutors stated that racism against dark-

skinned persons in Ukraine continues to be very high.  In further research, I will explore 

the growing expression of Afro-Ukrainian identity within the music industry, looking 

particularly at the rise of popular Afro-Ukrainian singers such as Gajtana. In general, it 

appears that attitudes and understandings of «Africa» are very unclear among Ukrainians. 

An example of this is that in everyday conversations, people often refer to Africans in 

Ukraine as «African American». American hip-hop videos on Ukrainian television 

reinforce this global cultural association between music, dark-skinned persons, and the 

United States.  



My experience living with a host-family helped broaden my research questions in 

many ways. The families I lived with in Kharkiv and Kyiv were very supportive and were 

interested in my daily routine and research findings. The staff of the American Councils 

office in Kyiv was also supportive, and kept ahead of my research, planning well in 

advance my inter-city travel and living situations. Similarly, the staff at the Washington 

office kept in touch with the Kyiv office and with me prior to and during the duration of 

my grant. I am grateful for their hard work as the success of my research depended on the 

coordinated efforts of many people in Ukraine and the U.S.   

The preliminary results from this fieldwork will be presented at a public lecture at 

the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign at the Russian, East European, and 

Eurasian Center in October, 2007 and at the annual conference of the American 

Association for the Advancement of Slavic Studies in New Orleans in November, 2007. I 

will also submit an article titled «Make Me a Hip, Make Me a Hop: Afro-American 

Music and Class Identity in Ukraine» for considered publication in the special issue of 

Popular Music and Society (Popular Music in the Post-Soviet Space: Trends, 

Movements, and Social Contexts).   


