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Sampling Ethics 

In a rare study of an "ethical system" of sampling in hip-hop production, Joseph Schloss identi

fies a loosely enforced series of rule-based practices that guide the labor of hip-hop's beat mak

ers. The ethnographic approach allows hip-hop producers to describe the social norms of their 

"community" in their own terms, revealing the extent to which producers from different regions 

operate within an impressively consistent arrangement of shared values. Schloss's interviewees 

explain the evolution of a crucial "foundation" as producers honed their formal practices over the 

years, establishing the criteria of acceptable and unacceptable techniques and defining the char

acteristics of professional obligation. 

Focusing on aesthetics and production methods, Schloss illustrates not only how certain beats 

are made but also why particular decisions are taken and what rationale guides the creative 

process. Producers address the essential requirements of "hard work" and "effort" that are embed

ded in such practices as "digging in the crates" to locate crucial recordings. Alternative approach

es may be more time-efficient but they are also looked down upon by producers, resulting in admo

nition and disrespect from one's peers. The labor involved in locating beats is a means of paying 

one's dues in the hip-hop sector and the work ethic involved is, accordingly, related to respect 

among producers. 



Sampling Ethics 

Joseph Schloss 

JOE: It's one of those things, that there seem to be. . .. I don't know if "rules" is the right 
word . . .. 

VITAMIN D: Yeah. 
JOE: But there are certain things. 
VITAMIN D: They're rules! It's all following rules. 

(Vitamin D 1998) 

One major influence on the artistic practice of hip-hop producers is their general adherence to a 
defined set of professional ethics. In this chapter, I will explore the major themes of this ethical 
system, in order to set the stage for questions regarding the producers' philosophical outlook and 
aesthetic approach. I will argue that at base these ethics tend to equate creativity with moral 
value. From that axiom, a variety of rules have been derived, disseminated, and enforced within 
the producers' community. 

It is important to note at the outset that what is at issue here is the validity of various strate
gies toward sampling; producers' ethics are not concerned with whether sampling itself is appro
priate or not. Hip-hop producers, among themselves, feel no need to justify sampling; it is the 
foundation of the musical system. This may be why the so-called producers' ethics have largely 
been overlooked by the academic community-they simply do not bear on the questions' that 
most scholars have been interested in. But they do shed light on many issues that are important 
to this study, including the way a community's social norms may be reflected in its specific musi
cal choices, how an ethical system may be used to create and maintain social boundaries, and how 
music can mediate between the interests of individuals and their community. 

Furthermore, it must be said that many of these rules hold little significance for the larger hip
hop community. If a producer violates them, it will often only be apparent to other producers. 
At the same time, high ethical standards are largely valued only within the production world. But, 
as will become clear in the following pages, concern for one's reputation among other producers 
is often enough to enforce a sense of ethical obligation. The community of hip-hop producers is 
small enough that the threat of ridicule among one's peers can be a substantial sanction. 
Similarly, a sense of ethical obligation serves to demonstrate producers' concern for their peers' 
opinions. In a spoken interlude on their 1998 album Moment of Truth, for instance, Gang Starr's 
DJ Premier berates other hip-hop artists for "lettin' the industry control the rules of the hip-hop 
world that we made." In doing so, he is implicitly arguing that this hip-hop world can be distin
guished and protected from the "industry" by its control of a set of rules. In other words, pro-
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ducers' ethics are one of the primary factors that allow hip-hop musicians to see their work as an 
endeavor that is separate from commerce: as art. 

Section headings in this chapter reflect my own attempt to express each ethical principle in its 
most generally applicable form; the rules were not necessarily stated to me in these terms by any 
one consultant. Furthermore, I want to make it clear that by distilling the various ethical issues 
into a prescriptive form at the beginning of each section, it is not my intention to endorse that 
particular approach to the ethic in question. I have taken this step merely to delineate the ethics 
in their most generic terms before discussing the complexities that inevitably underlie them. 
Similarly, such an approach may appear to impose a systemicity on the rules that does not actu
ally emerge from the community. While the following pages will clearly demonstrate that these 
ethics are highly contested, it is essential to their function that they not be seen as the construc
tion of particular individuals. I would suggest, therefore, that regardless of how unsystematic the 
enforcement of the rules may be in practice, the systemicity of the rules as a matter of principle is 
of the utmost importance to producers. 

Although the development of an individual producer's particular ethical sensibility is often 
based on his own participant-observation, its very existence in the first place is founded on the 
assumption that the ethics have an internal systemicity that exists independently of the observer: 
"I guess where the ethics came from, to me, is just because I figured out what other people were 
<loin' and just kinda did what they did. And then found the system in it" (DJ Kool Akiem 1999). 

Ethical debates tend toward the theological, which is to say that despite many disagreements, 
the rules themselves are seen as being timeless and unchanging. As deejay Strath Shepard com
ments: "I don't know how those things come about, exactly. And you just know 'em. I mean, I 
don't know who told me those rules. But everyone just kinda knows" (Shepard 1998). Though 
many specific rules probably date back to the earliest days of hip-hop, it is difficult to say with 
certainty when the idea of an overarching ethical system first developed. My sense, though, is that 
it developed in the late eighties or early nineties. One piece of evidence for this hypothesis is that 
many of what would now be considered to be fairly strict rules were routinely violated in the 
mid-eighties. For example, it is considered a violation to sample a recording that has already been 
used by another producer without substantially changing it. But the Rap Sample FAQ, an online 
compendium of sample sources, lists almost two hundred songs that sampled from James 
Brown's "Funky Drummer;' virtually all from the middle to late eighties-and the actual num
ber is probably closer to several thousand (http://www.members.accessus.net/-xombi/ 
intro.html, accessed 23 August 2002). And when I raised this issue with Steinski, a producer who 
first came to prominence in the early 1980s, it resulted in the following exchange: 

JOE: A lot of people only sample from vinyl, as a matter of principle. A lot of people won't 
sample from a compilation, because they feel like the work has already been done, you 
should be digging for your own records, and things like that. ... Obviously, you don't 
feel strongly about those things .... 

STEINSKI: Yeah. In the interview you can say "made face." 
(Steinski 2002) 

Today, the rules exist in the background, and are rarely discussed unless violated: 

If I hear somebody do something that's unethical, I'll just make a note of it. It's not all that 
often that I do hear that. ... I've talked to people and heard tracks, and I'm like, "What are 
you doing? You sampled that offa Lord Finesse. You sampled that beat. That's wack [ objec
tively bad]." I've gotten into arguments over stuff like that. ... [But] the cats that I talk to 
mostly are in my same school of ethics, really. We don't really talk about that all that much. 

(DJ Kool Akiem 1999) 
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Ethical arguments among producers usually make use of one of two strategies. They will 
either appeal to other rules that supersede the one in question or argue for specific exceptions to 
a rule without technically violating it. Such practices, in a backhanded way, serve to demonstrate 
the symbolic power of the rules; if the rules were not endowed with symbolic significance, indi
viduals would simply ignore them, rather than develop elaborate philosophical rationalizations. 
Moreover, even producers who have no intention of actually using the exemptions they've creat
ed still enjoy developing these arguments on an abstract level. 

For the purist, the ethics are one of the major tools for preserving the essence of hip-hop, even 
to the degree that producers in search of greater purity will actually create new rules for them
selves. As producer Vitamin D put it, 'Tm trying to keep it as close to the foundation as I can keep 
it. ... And this is just a philosophy that I came up with later on, 'cause before I was using drum 
machines, break records, and whatever-I didn't care-just 'cause it was new to me. But I feel 
that in order to have growth, your standards have to grow, so I'm kind of raising up my stan
dards" (Vitamin D 1998). Note that Vitamin D's explicit goal in raising his standards is to "keep 
it ... close to the foundation:' In his formulation, increasingly stringent practice, such as reject
ing drum machines and break records (also known as "compilations"), brings him closer to the 
"foundation" of hip-hop. The new rules are seen as implicit in past hip-hop practice. 

For those of a less purist bent, the rules are valued almost for their own sake; the more rules 
producers can take on without compromising the quality of the finished product, the greater 
their skill is considered to be. From this perspective, following the rules is seen as a challenge 
whose rewards come mainly in the social realm. As producer Samson S. describes it, "Some pro
ducers have ethics and some don't. So it's a ethical thing, basically. If you wanna feel like this is 
your creation, and you hooked it up, and you wanna be proud of your shit, have other produc
ers like, 'Whoo!', you're not gonna get that respect without ethics" (Samson S. 1999). For those 
who hold this philosophy, then, the ethics serve to define the boundaries of originality. 

None of these perspectives are in any way exclusive. In fact, more than one approach comes 
into play in most situations. The common thread that unites them is their sense that the rules 
themselves can define the essence of hip-hop. But following the rules-demonstrating one's ded
ication to the form on a philosophical level-does not necessarily mean that one will produce 
music that will be accepted by the production community; there are other aesthetic and social 
variables as well. Vitamin D, for example, is explicit about the distinction between music that he 
feels violates a "hip-hop principle;' and music that he personally does not care for. "There's some 
things that are wack, and there's some stuff that I'm just not feelin'. But it's not wack. I'm just not 
feelin' it. There's a difference. A lot of stuff, I'm not feeling. [But] it doesn't go against any of the 
hip-hop principles that everybody else knows" (Vitamin D 1998). The ideal song, of course, will 
be both ethically correct and pleasing to listen to. Such judgments and the distinctions they entail 
are much easier to make in the abstract than in actual practice. In many-if not most-cases, 
ethics are intertwined with aesthetics or practical concerns. 

"No Biting": One Can't Sample Material That Has Been Recently Used by Someone Else 

The most basic ethic is to be original, often expressed in simple terms as "No biting." Discussion 
of this rule requires that I introduce four terms that frequently arise in production-oriented con
versations: "biting;' "flipping;' "chopping;' and "looping." My intention here is to present these 
meanings in their most skeletal forms in hopes that their various connotations will become 
apparent in the discussion to come. 

"Biting" is a term that is used throughout the hip-hop world, and it refers pejoratively to the 
appropriation of intellectual material from other hip-hop artists. Generally speaking, it does not 
apply to the appropriation of material from outside the hip-hop community. Again, this supports 
the general idea of ethics as being responsive to community needs-the concerns of outsiders are 
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not at issue. "Flipping" refers to creatively and substantially altering material in any way. This 
term tends to be limited to the producing community, although one can also "flip" lyrics, by, for 
instance, taking a common phrase and using it ironically. The idea is that one is adding value 
through the creativity of one's alterations. "Chopping" and "looping" are technical terms that are 
specific to the production arena. "Chopping," as its name suggests, refers to altering a sampled 
phrase by dividing it into smaller segments and reconfiguring them in a different order. 
"Looping;' by contrast, refers to sampling a longer phrase (one or more measures) and repeating 
it with little or no alteration. 

DJ Kool Akiem defines biting: 

To me it means, one, I'm not gonna just take a loop that somebody else did-if that's all 
they did, just loop it-I'm not gonna come and do the same thing without doing some
thing to it to make it better. ... Also, I'm not gonna take two elements of something that 
somebody else took. Like, if somebody samples this James Brown piece and then they put 
the "Substitution" [ drum break] on top of that? I won't do that. To me, that's biting. 

(DJ Kool Akiem 1999) 

Samson S. explains the social repercussions for violating this rule: "You can't knowingly do that. 
I mean, you can if you want, but you ain't gonna get no credit. Everybody gonna be like, 'Oh, you 
bit such-and-such.' So why even put yourself through that?" (Samson S. 1999). 

There are three generally recognized exceptions to the "No biting" rule: if one flips the sam
ple, if one is specifically parodying the other known usage, or if the bite is unintentional. 1 

Vitamin D is in the mainstream of producers when he states that he would not use the same 
sample as another hip-hop artist "unless I'm just one hundred percent flippin' it impossibly" 
(Vitamin D 1998).2 Taken in conjunction with DJ Kool Akiem's and Samson S.'s earlier com
ments, it is clear that this is basically a matter of creativity deployed in a manner similar to its use 
in other forms of music. To do the same thing someone else does is not creative, but taking a new 
approach to familiar material is. Strath Shepard is emphatic about the boundaries of the excep
tion: "Drums can get reused, but samples can't get reused. I don't think they should be reused. 
That's a rule .. .. Unless you chop it up. But I'm saying: you have to chop it up really good. And 
do something totally different with it. ... Samples shouldn't be used more than once unless they 
are really flipped" (Shepard 1998). 

As producer Negus I explains, the creativity may be valued either on its own terms or in rela
tion to another use of the same sample, that is, as parody, which is the second exception: 

It would have to be an obvious thing that I was doing. Like, 'Tm obviously using this sound 
that is already out right now, or it's just been out, but look how I'm doing it. Look, I'm chang
ing it" So it wouldn't be like a underslide, like "Oh, I'm using a sound that I wonder if people 
are gonna notice that it's the same sound.'' No. I would make it obvious that, yeah, that is the 
same sound, but look what I did with it. Or commenting on the other song, almost. 

(Negus I 1998) 

One frequently cited example of this practice is the track "Ya Playin' Ya-self," produced by DJ 
Premier in 1995 and featuring Jeru Tha Damaja: "There was one instance where I really noticed 
it was a response. The Junior M.A.F.I.A., the 'Player's Anthem.' Premier and Jeru came with a song 
called 'Ya Playin'Yaself.' They used the same bass sound, and he flipped it around, and they 
changed the title. I thought that was quite clever. And he made it into something totally differ
ent. But it was the same elements, two totally different songs" (Jake One 1998). 

In Figure 39.1, I present the essential bass line from each song. I have numbered each note of 
"Player's Anthem" sequentially. For "Ya Playin' Yaself," each note has retained its corresponding 
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Figure 39.1 Chopping. Relationship between primary bass riff from "Player's Anthem" by Junior M.A.F.1.A. 
and primary bass riff from "Ya Playin' Yaself" by Jeru the Damaja. 

number, so that the figure shows how DJ Premier chopped and rearranged the riff. DJ Premier's 
reorganization of the sample retains enough of the original bass line to be recognizable, yet 
changes its melodic contour and rhythmic emphasis. The lyrics of "Ya Playin' Yaself" support its 
interpretation as a response to "Players Anthem." The Junior M.A.F.I.A. song is a celebration of 
materialism, and the response is a criticism of such attitudes, deconstructing the original lyrics 
in a manner parallel to the way DJ Premier's beat recasts the original bass line. "You're a 'player,'" 
Jeru rhymes, "but only because you be playin' yourself." 

Finally, the same song may be sampled coincidentally, as Seattle MC Wordsayer (who works 
with Negus I) notes: 

The thing that trips me out is how you can have producers in tl1e same time, but in differ
ent places-like thousands of miles apart-taking those same elements from tl1e same 
song. Using them in different ways, but using that same song, or that same album, around 
the same time, around the world. That's a trip, and that happens a lot. You hear somebody 
has a beat that's out, and you have the same elements that you're working on, or have 
worked on, at the same time. 

(Wordsayer 1998) 

This raises the question of whether any given instance constitutes a coincidence or a bite, and 
more to the point, how such a determination would be made within the hip-hop community. To 
some degree, circumstantial evidence comes into play, such as which song was released first or 
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how widely circulated each song was (i.e., whether producers are likely to have even heard the 
song that they are accused of biting). But in my experience, the decision is largely based on the 
reputation of the individual being accused. Producers of high repute are virtually never accused 
of biting, even in circumstances where others might be criticized. A producer who has demon
strated ethics in the past is more likely to be given the benefit of the doubt in a questionable case. 

Essentially, then, the prohibition against biting reflects an approach to creativity that is simi
lar to that employed in other forms of popular music, with one difference. Since the music is 
sampled, originality cannot be the ethical "default category:' That is to say, in other forms of 
music, one is assumed to be creating original work, unless there is evidence to the contrary. In 
hip-hop, by contrast, one must always be prepared to defend one's creativity, and this requires 
standards. The producers' ethics in general and the "No biting" rule in particular help to promote 
those standards. 

Records Are the Only Legitimate Source for Sampled Material 

I don't even have too many CDs. I don't like anything about CDs. 
I'm definitely a vinyl man. 

(Stroman 1999) 

There is a sense among many producers that vinyl records are the only legitimate source for sam
pled material. This sensibility is, in many ways, a point of intersection for several otherwise unre
lated concerns. On a philosophical level, the rule is closely tied to the practice of digging in the 
crates and represents an intellectual commitment to the deejaying tradition as the foundation of 
hip-hop. Aesthetic issues may also come into play, with the analog sound quality of records being 
preferred over the digital qualities of compact discs. Practical concerns also arise, insofar as 
records are more convenient to sample from, in certain ways, than other recording formats. 
Furthermore, the specific musical material that producers are interested in is often available only 
on vinyl. Finally, a practical connection between deejaying and producing is also a factor: pro
ducers who are also deejays tend to already have records available. Although, strictly speaking, 
these are not all ethical factors, each will be dealt with in this section because they all work to 
reinforce what is seen as ethical behavior. 

Many aspects of hip-hop deejaying practice, such as digging in the crates, have become cen
tral to the ideology of hip-hop generally, even for those who are not deejays themselves. On some 
level, most hip-hoppers hold some deejay-oriented philosophical positions, not only because 
they love deejaying for its own sake, but also because deejaying positions itself as traditional, and 
they are committed, on a more abstract level, to the idea of tradition. Oliver Wang is particular
ly candid about this fact: 

I might critique the kind of overly purist perspective on "vinyl only;' but I still agree with 
it. Like, I've never bought something on CD because it had breaks on it. And if I could do 
it, I'd always find it on vinyl. And the thing is, I've actually thought about it, and I don't 
know why I do it, except that it's just the tradition I learned. Because, I gotta say, CDs are 
more convenient. And if it is about the music, I'd rather listen to the music, instead of just 
isolating a break every time. In which case I'd rather have it on CD, because I can take it 
with me in the car, et cetera, et cetera. But when I dig, I only dig in vinyl. 

(Wang 1998) 

Producer Specs sees digging for vinyl as a process of paying dues and expresses some distaste 
toward those who are spared that process by the increasing availability of CD reissues of classic 
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records: "It just seems too easy .... Because you don't have to go out shopping for CDs. You 
don't have to dig through CDs because they're remastering everything on 'em. You don't have 
to search. You have to search for records. . .. So it cuts down the whole searching aspect. Like, 
most any good deejay or producer is gonna have to do some work. And now you don't" (Specs 
1998). 

Strath Shepard positions digging for vinyl as an expression of a philosophical commitment to 
hip-hop culture: 

It's like Zorro said in [ the 1983 hip-hop film] Wild Style: it's like, "painting on canvas: that's 
not graffiti. You have to go out and rack up; you have to take the flak from everyone." You 
have to take the flak from the record dealers, you have to wake up in the morning and get 
your hands dirty. You have to be willing to go through some crazy shit to get your records. 
And with a CD, it's like you could just go to Blockbuster and buy that thing. Part of the 
culture is just digging. 

(Shepard 1998) 

Another issue is the sound of the vinyl medium itself. While this was important in principle 
to many of my consultants, for many others, the value is purely situational; that is, they value the 
sound of records when they are looking for that particular sound. In this regard, the sound of 
vinyl becomes like any other aspect of a potential sample. Domino, for example, sees both the 
pros and cons in the use of vinyl, stating that "I like grittiness, but a lot of the pops and stuff, I'm 
not into" (Domino 1998). For Negus I, whether or not to use a record is a decision that must be 
made on a case-by-case basis: "An Al Green CD and Al Green record: it's no different to me. If I 
want some of that character from the vinyl, I'll use it. But if I don't need that, and I just want a 
clean sound I hear on that, I'll take the CD" (Negus .1.1998). DJ Kool Akiem characterizes this 
as an issue of aesthetics and practicality, with few ethical underpinnings: 

I don't really sample off of CDs. Unless I have a certain reason, like I wanted something 
really clear that I have on vinyl, that I found ... [but) it's too messed up, or something like 
that. Actually, I can't really remember sampling offa any CDs. If that's the only format that 
that comes in, that I could find, I might. But I don't see ... ethically, anything wrong with 
it. I mean, it's a format. [But] I don't sample offa tape, 'cause it sounds crappy. 

(DJ Kool Akiem 1999)3 

Such aesthetic determinations, while they may be left to the tastes of individual producers, are 
rarely value free, and this one is no exception. The Angel, for instance, characterizes the exclusive 
emphasis on vinyl as "snobbery": 

I never had a particular snobbery about whether or not I got things from vinyl, because I 
could get something clean off of a CD and add vinyl noise to it. It's not about how you do 
it, it's about how you put it together. You know what I mean? It's how much ingenuity do 
you infuse into the process to get to where you want to be. There's so many different ways 
of achieving what you need in the process, that it's not really a problem. But I know some 
people [are] very, very, strict about that; I personally think it's ridiculous .... There is a dif
ferent sound to vinyl compression. [But] if you need it, you can do that these days. You can 
process things in that way and you can get it to sound that way. 

(The Angel 1998) 

Aesthetic issues aside, records may simply be valued for their practicality. Producers are inter
ested in "breaks"-segments of several seconds each that may be located anywhere on a record-
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ing. A producer can search a record in mere moments, simply by dropping the needle at various 
points. This cannot be done with a compact disc or cassette: 

I think it's just easier to do it with records. It's just easier to manipulate, you can listen to it 
a lot faster, go through stuff quicker. You know, you could listen to little niches in the song 
a lot quicker, as opposed to having to deal with a CD player. Or a tape player, even worse. 
To me, there's no connection to those two different things. It just seems hard to even con
ceive of me sampling from some CDs. 

(Domino 1998) 

In addition to general convenience, Domino continues, there is a more specific benefit to sam
pling records: "I know for a lot of people that got samplers that don't have as much sampling time, 
they sample on 45 [rpm], which means you can get more out of your time. And you can't do that 
if you had a CD player" (Domino 1998). That is, many samplers have a limited amount of mem
ory, or "sampling time." A producer can maximize this time by speeding up a 33 rpm record to 
45 rpm ( thus making the sample half as long), sampling it, and then slowing the sample back down 
to the original speed. The result may be of slightly lower quality, but it uses far less memory. 

For Samson S., this-more than aesthetics or tradition-is the reason for using records: "I 
don't have anything against [sampling from CDs]. We haven't done it yet; it takes too much sam
pling time. See, on the vinyl, you can just speed it up and sample it. It's practical reasons. And 
plus most of the stuff you wanna sample is on vinyl anyway" (Samson S. 1999). Another reason 
for relying on vinyl, as Samson S. points out, is that it is the only format in which most of the val
ued music is available. As Domino puts it, "There's not too much on a CD that's appealing to me, 
the kind of stuff that I look for" (Domino 1998). 

Finally, there are more general issues of practicality as well. Many producers may simply not 
have CDs available, as my conversation with producer King Otto confirms: 

KING OTTO: I probably wouldn't sample off a CD. But I've sampled off tape before, only a 
couple times, because I didn't have the record. But I would pretty much stick with 
records, as a rule. . .. 

JOE: It's interesting, I noticed you said you "probably" wouldn't sample off a CD, as if it's 
just never come up before. 

KING OTTO: WeU, I don't have any CDs. [But] I wouldn't sample off CDs, I don't think. 
JOE: And that's just for the sound? 
KING OTTO: The sound, and maybe the ethic thing of it. 

(King Otto 1998) 

This is a particular issue for producers who are also deejays; they use records for their other 
pursuits. AU other things being equal, it still is far more efficient to simply buy the record, which, 
in addition to being a source of samples, can be played in a club or on the radio in its original 
form (hip-hop deejays prefer vinyl over other media because many of hip-hop's foundational 
deejaying techniques, such as scratching, can only be performed with vinyl records, although the 
electronics industry is working hard to create CD players that can emulate the feel of a turntable). 

NEGUS I: That only makes sense. Because why would you spend your money on a CD, when 
you could spend that money to buy the same thing on a record? And as a deejay you 
could use it. 

JOE: Especially if it's your job to be a deejay. 
NEGUS I: Yeah, 'cause a lot of it come down to economics and finances. 

(Negus I 1998) 
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One Cannot Sample from Other Hip-Hop Records 

As far as, like, for your music? Oh hell no! (Samson S. 1999) 
Nah. Hell nah. That's like crazy wrong. And cats be <loin' that! That's just ridiculous, man. 
Totally ridiculous. 

(DJ Kool Akiem 1999) 

The value of "digging in the crates" is again manifested in this rule. One shouldn't sample 
from another hip-hop record because one would be exploiting the effort of the original produc
er who dug for the sound. As King Otto puts it, "It doesn't take any work to sample from a rap 
record, basically. Because it's already there for you, it can be sampled" (King Otto 1998). The 
rationale behind this rule is so self-evident to producers that it only becomes an issue in three 
rather narrow areas: sampling individual drum hits, sampling vocal expressions as a tribute to the 
original MC, and briefly sampling the instrumental track for purposes of parody or homage. 

In our conversation, Jake One describes how the first practice, sampling drums, works: 

JAKE ONE: People ... sample drums off of hip-hop records. You know, somebody leaves the 
kick open or something. . .. 

JOE: When you say, "leaves the kick open," you mean there's just the drum sound with noth-
ing on top of it. ... 

JAKE ONE: Yeah. You can take it and put it in your beat, you know? 
JOE: So do people purposely not do that [leave drums open], so that [other] people won"t 

JAKE ONE: I don't know .... Q-Tip used to always leave drums open. I remember the Mobb 
Deep single "Give Up the Goods;' he had a kick and a snare on there. The snare is too rec
ognizable, though. See, you wanna be able to take something that nobody knows .... What 
was that other record? "The World is Yours" remix? He left kicks and snares open with that. 
... "One Love;' people take drums off of "One Love:' Premier, I noticed, doesn't leave 
drums open. Like if you have an instrumental, he'll have a voice echoing through it. ... 

JOE: Do you think he does that on purpose? 
JAKE ONE: I think so. Cause if the only dropout in the song, he happens to throw an extra 

delay on it in an instrumental mix, it sounds kind of weird. . .. It's crazy. . .. I think 
about this stuff way too much. Way too much. 

(Jake One 1998) 

In noting that he thinks about these issues "way too much," Jake One is, at least in part, referring 
to the fact that he was immediately able to call to mind several examples of hip-hop songs which 
contained moments where a drum was played in isolation, including one on which there was only 
a single potentially usable drum hit in the entire song. This is typical of the way hip-hop pro
ducers listen to music. In fact, it is perhaps the most significant aspect of this particular prohibi
tion: in order to invoke the rule in the first place, a listener must be able to identify the recorded 
origins of a single strike of a drum.4 

Later in our conversation, Jake (now joined by Strath Shepard) makes reference to this fact and 
notes the sanctions that can be expected for a violation: 

JAKE ONE: You'll get ridiculed! I'll ridicule someone if I hear' em use the "One Love" drums, 
or something like that. 

Strath: He probably did that [left it open] on purpose, actually, because that drum is so ... 
JAKE ONE: Yeah, it's so distinct. 
STl<ATH: And no one knows what it is. 
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JOE: So do you think he did that just as a challenge to people? 
STRATH: Yeah. Like, "I'll know if you take my drum." 
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(Jake One 1998) 

The use of ridicule as a viable sanction suggests a relatively unified and small community, regard
less of the physical distance involved. The idea that producers in New York might be concerned 
that a producer in Seattle is laughing at them speaks volumes. 

Mr. Supreme discusses sampling from hip-hop records in the plaintive tone of one who feels 
that his own work has been devalued by the lowering of ethical standards: "I don't think it's 
appropriate to take the instrumental of a rap record and use it. But I'm sure people would argue 
with me. They'll say, 'Well, what's the difference if we took that or Bobby Azzam from 
Switzerland?' Well, to me, there is a difference, you know? There's a difference" (Mr. Supreme 
1998). 

The producer Specs, though he admits committing this particular breach of etiquette in a cer
tain case, has a similarly visceral reaction to this particular rule: "That's a weird one because I've 
actually done that before, because I don't have an 808 [a Roland TR-808 drum machine]. And 
there's a certain record, Brooklyn Alliance, that has this 808 kick that I always sampled. . .. But 
not music, though. I would never sample something that was already sampled from somebody 
else. That just seems like some weird type of incest or something. Just kind of strange. I would 
definitely say that was a rule" (Specs 1998). Specs's reasons for not sampling from other hip-hop 
records suggest that, as with Mr. Supreme, the practice is actually emotionally uncomfortable: it's 
"kind of strange" and "like some weird type of incest." At the same time, though, he makes an 
exception for drum sounds, as does DJ Kool Akiem:5 "Nah. Possibly if it's like a 808 boom maybe, 
or something like that. That's just no big deal, but I wouldn't sample something that somebody 
else sampled" (DJ Kool Akiem 1999). 

Like Specs and DJ Kool Akiem, King Otto exempts drum sounds from the rule, but holds fast 
when it comes to nondrum sounds: "I'd say that's a rule. I think everyone has, once or twice. Like 
a kick [drum]. I've taken a kick off a record before. I took some drums off a Tribe Called Quest 
record once, when nothing was playing but the drums, so that you couldn't really tell that I got it 
off there. But, other than that, I wouldn't do it. I wouldn't condone it" (King Otto 1998). King 
Otto specifically states that not only would he not do this himself, but he would also not condone 
the practice for others. This supports the idea of it being a rule, rather than a personal preference. 

The use of vocal samples from other hip-hop songs is more problematic. For some, the resis
tance to their use exists primarily in the realm of emotion. As Mr. Supreme says, "It just kinda 
makes me mad .... I don't know why, it just does" (Mr. Supreme 1998a). For others, it's a mat
ter of aesthetics more than ethics: "Yeah, I agree [ that it's bad to sample vocals]. But I'm not total
ly against it. As long as it ain't like, 'Punks jump! Puh-Puh-Puh!' you know, like in them drum 
and bass records .. . . That gets to be corny. But if you strategically place it in a song, it don't mat
ter. To me, at least" (Samson S. 1999). Perhaps the most intriguing take on this rule came from 
Vitamin D. He argued that it was permissible to use vocals from other hip-hop records, but only 
if they were placed there in real time by a deejay playing the original record on a turntable-it 
was not permissible to insert the vocals with a sampler: 

Let's say I wanted to take [a] Greg Nice [ vocal) and put that in the chorus .... I have to cut 
it in if it's gonna be in the song. I can't sample it in; a lotta people will just sample it in .... 
I have to cut it with the turntables, I can't sample it in .... [When people sample vocals], I 
be like, "Hey, what are you doing, man? You're taking away, man!" 

(Vitamin D 1998) 

DJ Topspin agrees, at least in principle: 
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Yeah. I mean, yeah, you should cut it in. He's a very hardcore deejay, and I believe that, too. 
I mean, I don't have a problem if it's sampled. I have more in my life than to have a prob
lem with what somebody does on a record .... [But] if you're doing nothin' but sampling 
a vocal and just hittin' it, then that says that you have no deejay skills or desire to showcase 
them. Really ... you should scratch them in if you can. Anybody can learn a machine and 
load 'em into a machine. 

(DJ Topspin 1999) 

When I asked Negus I about this restriction, he theorized that it was based on Vitamin D's dual 
identity as a producer and a deejay: 

I think ... that's because ... He may think that using vocal samples is kind of cheesy, 
unless you actually do it as a deejay ... 'cause he's a producer and a deejay. And I think he 
may feel that sampling somebody's vocals and laying it on your track is kind of cheesy, as 
a producer. So he does it as a deejay . . .. But I know D has a lot of those rules. 

(Negus I 1998) 

This supports the social nature of these rules; the appropriateness of using vocal samples from 
other hip-hop records depends upon the identity of the individual in question, and the tradition 
that individual claims to represent. The sampling of rap vocals, in Vitamin D's view, is a viola
tion of the professional ethics of the producer, but not of the deejay. In addition, Negus I's com
ment that Vitamin D was a particularly rule-oriented producer (a contention supported both by 
Vitamin D himself and by other producers who know him) illustrates that it is not uncommon 
for producers to have rules that only apply to themselves. 

DJ Kool Akiem, however, does not accept the distinction: "Nah. I don't agree with that. I 
mean, I could see why that rule would exist, but I don't agree with it. Because ... Well, put it 
like this: say you don't want the scratch on it, you just want the cut? How're you gon' know? 
What's the difference gon' be? If you cut it in, or you sample it in, you ain't gonna know [ the 
difference]" (DJ Kool Akiem 1999). DJ Kool Akiem's approach is based on the sound that 
ultimately emerges rather than the method with which it was created. To "scratch" the vocal 
sample into the recording is to emphasize the sound of the vocal being moved back and forth on 
a turntable-something that cannot be done with a sampler. But to "cut" the vocal sample in is 
to use only the sound itself. This would sound the same whether it was done with a turntable 
or a sampler. And if you can't hear the difference in the final product, DJ Kool Akiem argues, then 
there's no basis for claiming an ethical violation. This approach to ethics has a practical value; in 
most cases, the only evidence of how something was created is how it sounds on the final record. 

The final exception to the rule against sampling other hip-hop records is the use of brief sec
tions for the purposes of parody or reference. When I asked him about sampling from other hip
hop records, DJ Kool Akiem was emphatically opposed to the practice, except in this case: "You 
have to have, like, a certain specific reason. And I can't hardly see nothin' except for when Ice 
Cube did 'Jackin' For Beats.'6 That's like the only possible way I could see .... You know what I'm 
sayin', it's like a novelty thing" (DJ Kool Akiem 1999). DJ Topspin agrees: "Me, personally, DJ 
Topspin in Seattle, I'm not gonna sample anybody else's record that came out a year ago for any 
other purpose instead of a quick reference" (DJ Topspin 1999). 

Not everyone is opposed to sampling from hip-hop records. Domino, for example, feels that 
recent events may have conspired to make digging-related ethics obsolete. Note, however, that 
before he explains his philosophical acceptance of the practice, he is careful to state that he per
sonally doesn't-ever-sample from hip-hop records: 

I don't ever ... do that. [But] I don't think it's a big deal .... I know a lotta people that you 
could tell they sampled a known sample from, like, a Tribe record, as opposed to getting it 
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from the original. I think that, back a couple of years ago, I woulda been like, "Oh that's 
wack," 'cause I think to a Jot of producers, part of the art was finding the record. But now, 
with the popularity of these breakbeat records . ... that put out all the hard to find records, 
anyway-in abundance ... it's the same thing [as sampling from hip-hop records]. 

(Domino 1998) 

As this example illustrates, producers often construct legalistic exceptions to production ethics, 
even when they have no intention of actually using the exceptions they create. This was an atti
tude that I encountered regularly during my research, and it shows the abstract enjoyment that 
can be derived from working with the ethical system. 

The rule against sampling from hip-hop records emphasizes the value of hard work and creativ
ity. Sampling from a hip-hop record, producers argue, does not demonstrate either of these qualities 
because the record has already been discovered, presented, and optimized for a hip-hop aesthetic. 

One Can't Sample Records One Respects 

Another rule I have: I don't sample records that I respect. I don't know, but that's the only way 
I can really put it. The reason why I haven't sampled some of the records down here is just 
'cause I got too much respect for it, man. The record still bugs me out, to the point where I 
don't know how I'd flip it, you know? I get that when I listen to Miles Davis .... He just trips 
me out. I be like, "Man!" Can't really mess with that. That's a sacred type thing. 

(Vitamin D 1998) 

To a large degree it's like: unless you can add something, or flip it in a totally amazing way, 
leave it alone. Like, there's some artists, I just kind of feel like, "Don't mess with Stevie 
Wonder or Marvin Gaye stuff." 

(Dere 1998) 

There are records that are just there. They're fresh already. And you taking it isn't gonna 
make you a better producer. I mean, there's records I've used, I'm, "I can't sample this. This 
guy's tight! You just gotta sit back and listen to this." 'Cause you can mess up a good record. 
... A nice song, until you loop it and say how fresh you are over it. It's like, there's some 
records that can be left alone . . .. Something that you can't really mess with, just because 
it's so pure, it's like putting it into a hip-hop context can be difficult and almost detrimen
tal to the record itself. 

(DJ Topspin 1999) 

This rule rests on three pillars: that sampling may be disrespectful to a great artist, that some 
music is so good that sampling does not improve it, and that sampling something that was 
already good is not sufficiently challenging. The first and second of these are telling in that sam
pling is not seen as being disrespectful to artists in general, only to particularly esteemed ones. 
The third pillar supports the idea that ego gratification and fun are a part of hip-hop in produc
tion; listeners are presumed to make an assessment of the degree of difficulty when they judge 
the accomplishments of other producers. 

Not everyone agrees with this rule, however. 

Nah. . .. If I respect a record, I'm samplin' the hell out of it! Now, I mean, I ain't gonna 
force it. If there's a record I like a lot, but I can't find nothin' on it. ... But, nah, I don't have 
that rule. 

(Samson S. 1999) 
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Nah. I don't agree with that. I mean there's some fantastic stuff that I have high praise for. 
But I'll still sample it. To me, it's the highest praise to sample it. 

(DJ Kool Akiem 1999) 

While Negus I agrees with Samson S. and DJ Kool Akiem, his take on this issue shows that the 
underlying concern of individuals on both sides of the issue is essentially the same-how one 
can best exercise one's creativity. "I would definitely use a part of a song that I loved, because it 
has that spirit in it. And I would like to get some of that spirit. But I would have to put as much 
of my spirit into changing that sound and doing something to it, to make it worthwhile. I would
n't wanna just use the [melody] and put a beat over it" (Negus I 1998). 

One Can't Sample from Reissues or Compilation Recordings of Songs with Good Beats 

Midway through their 1998 album, Moment of Truth, Gang Starr's DJ Premier abruptly stops the 
music, in order to deliver the following rejoinder to unnamed individuals in the hip-hop com
munity that he feels have violated ethical principles: 

What's the deal with you break-record cats that's puttin' out all the original records that we 
sample from, and snitchin'by puttin' us on the back of it; sayin' that we use stuff? You know 
how that go! Stop doing that! Y'all are violatin', straight up and down! Word up, man; I'm 
sick of this shit. Y'all muhfuckas really don't know what this hip-hop's all about. So while 
y'all keep on fakin' the funk, we gonna keep on walkin' through the darkness, carryin' our 
torches. Underground will live forever, baby! We just like roaches: never dyin', always livin'. 
And on that note, let's get back to the program. . .. 

The general tone of DJ Premier's polemic is consistent with the conception of professional ethics 
that I am proposing. Both his use of the term "violating" and his argument that "you know how 
that go" (i.e., ignorance is no excuse) suggest a world in which all who participate are expected 
to abide by the professional ethics of the producer. In this case, DJ Premier is specifically refer
ring to the use of so-called breakbeat compilations. 

It was not long after sampling began in the mid-1980s that Lenny Roberts's Ultimate Breaks 
and Beats compilations popularized the practice of deejays and record collectors assembling rare 
jazz, funk, and soul singles into anthologies, thus reducing the need for producers and deejays to 
dig for original recordings. Since that time, hundreds of such anthologies have been released
usually unlicensed, often unlabeled, almost always on vinyl-and they have become something 
of a sore point for producers who do dig for beats:" [They] get scorned, 'cause you spent so much 
time looking for records and you got these fools samplin' off hip-hop records and compilations . 
. . . Your time isn't well spent, you know? It's like they're just making a mockery of your searches . 
. . . And it's obvious, you know, sometimes when somebody uses a certain drum sound, and you 
know they don't have that record" (Jake One 1998). 

Other producers agree: 

People are putting out breakbeat records and stuff and that's not really cool ... 'cause it 
makes it super-easy. All these kids in the suburbs can sound like they're just the greatest 
producer in the world. 

They got all these breaks that everyone else has. So it's just weird. I don't think it should 
be that easy. It's not meant to be easy, you know? 

(Specs 1998) 
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People can be a producer and don't have to really search and find the good records. Before, 
it was kinda like you were as good as the records that you found .... The better records that 
you found, the better you would be. 

(Domino 1998) 

Simply stated, compilations are seen as a shortcut. They save the producer much of the effort 
that was previously necessary to make a beat. While the producers' statements demonstrate that 
this is resented for that reason alone, Beni B adds two other complaints: the first is that taking the 
easier path denies the producer the musical education that he could have gained from digging, 
and the second is that by not "putting in the work;' one is taking unfair advantage of the knowl
edge developed by an earlier generation of producers and deejays and thereby exploiting hip-hop 
itself. 

BEN! B: The thing to understand about reissues is that reissues are just that: they're reissues. 
They're not an education, OK? They're not an education. Some people are of the belief 
that "OK, I can go out and I can buy all these reissues." But you know what? Let's face it: 
again, it's not an education. 

JOE: So you mean you have to do more work than that. 
BEN! B: Yup. You gotta put in the work, baby. And a lot of times, you know, cats are not try

ing to put in. . .. Some people put in the effort, other people don't. And you have to be 
willing to put in that work. And if you don't put it in, you always wind up short-chang
ing it. You just can't do that. ... You have to respect it, man. And a lot of people, it's like 
they claim they respect it, but, let's face it, they really don't. Everything has a past. And 
everything has a beginning. And so you gotta ... have respect for that. 

(Beni B 2002) 

Many producers-while acknowledging the annoyance of seeing others have easy access to 
records that they had to invest a great deal of time, money, or effort to acquire-still do not feel 
that this rises to the level of an ethical violation: 

I'm not against compilations, personally. Sometimes it really burns me up, though, when I 
see stuff that I spent a whole lotta money for, that people didn't really know about; now all 
of a sudden everybody on the block has it for, like, nine dollars. That kinda burns me up. 
But I've gotten a lot of stuff that I couldn't find elsewhere on compilations, too. So it's a 
double-edged sword. Take the good with the bad; that's all there is to it. 

(Stroman 1999) 

Samson S. sees digging for original records as a function of ethics, which are themselves a 
function of ego. One holds oneself to a higher ethical standard out of pride: "I understand [sam
pling from compilations], but my ethics won't allow me to do it ... only because, like I said, it's 
all ego and being proud of your shit. Being like 'Yeah, I found this'" (Samson S. 1999). 

A similar approach may be at work for Domino: 

In the end of the day, when it comes out, no one's gonna know the difference. I think that's 
kinda like a producer pet peeve. That's kind of like part of the fun. Like you can say, "Look, 
I got all these songs! I got the originals, I got this, I got that!" It's almost, in a sense, no dif
ferent than pullin' out the John Coltrane Blue Trane original. And then a kid comes and 
pulls out the reissue, on vinyl. You know what I'm sayin'? If you put on the records, you'd 
hear the same shit. In fact, the new one would probably sound better! But ultimately, when 
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you listen to it, it's the same thing. But ... certain people, like collectors, would say, "No. 
The original's the one." So it all depends on what you're getting out of it, your outlook. 

(Domino 1998) 

This formulation likely accounts for the apparently paradoxical philosophy espoused by most 
producers when they explicitly grant legitimacy to compilations while simultaneously making an 
emphatic point of their own strict avoidance of them: "I don't have no rule against it. [But] I 
don't really do it. I could see where I would, if I just couldn't get something. That's, again, it's 
'Who's gonna know?' It could be like a compilation, or it's a re-pressing, or them breakbeat 
records. What's the difference? Everybody sampled offa them Ultimate Breakbeats back in the 
eighties. I can't think of no artist that didn't" (DJ Kool Akiem 1999). 

Prince Paul takes this argument one step further; he feels that his ethical sensibility actually 
works against his creativity. 

You have these records now, especially the new ones-not like Super Disco Breaks and the 
other ones in the early days, the Ultimate Beat Breaks and stuff-but the ones now that 
they have everybody's sample-"They used this, they used that"-and it has it all on one 
record? That was a crime back in the days! It's more like, I came from the era when you 
found records that nobody had, or you got the original. To me that's cheating: "Oh, I got 
all these beats on one record." And, unfortunately, I kind of keep that with me to this very 
day. But I'm breaking out of that. It's something like ... an internal fight inside me: like, 
"It's not right." 'Cause it's a moral sense. Sometimes what you're stating is not a technical 
sense, it's just a morality thing. It's like staying true to whatever you think is real .... I have, 
like I said, these old-school ethics, but then I'm not blocking myself from learning. That's 
the important thing. 

(Prince Paul 2002) 

Harkening back to Vitamin D's rule about not sampling vocals from other hip-hop records, 
some producers make a situational distinction for the use of compilations. DJ Topspin, for 
example, feels that compilations are acceptable for live deejaying purposes but should not be 
sampled on recordings: "If you're spinnin' 'em somewhere, that's cool. You know, you can't have 
every record. No matter how much searching you do, you can't have every piece of vinyl. So I 
appreciate compilations that have tight songs, to play 'em. But as far as me making a song from 
it? Nab. 'Cause someone else did the footwork to get it in your possession. And that's half the 
fun: coming out with something you either made or found or manipulated yourself" (DJ Topspin 
1999). Even people who use compilations can still think it's wrong: "I used to buy 'em, back in 
the days. To have records with just drum loops on 'em. It would be popular loops, and it would 
just go for like three minutes, or whatever. And back then, I'd be known to sample some of that 
stuff. I always felt like I was cheating. And I still kinda feel like it's cheating if you sample from a 
reissued record, or one of those breakbeat records" (King Otto 1998). 

It is important to remember that the ethical issue here has nothing to do with the fact that the 
record is unlicensed and the original artists are being deprived of royalties. The ethical problem 
for producers is that those who use compilations are not doing the work of digging for their own 
beats. This is significant because it is an example of how ethics can run parallel to a legal concept 
and yet be based on an entirely different set of concerns. Oliver Wang's perspective on this issue 
is an incisive one: 

The interesting thing ... is that artists don't get paid off of used records. So, for instance, 
let's use Bob James, a lot of people sample Bob James. If you find a copy of Two, which has 
"Mardi Gras," which is the break that everyone knows, right? Collectors will sell that [for] 
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upwards of twenty dollars, which is actually woefully overpriced for that. But it's not like 
Bob James makes any profit off of that. Versus if someone puts "Mardi Gras" on a legiti
mate compilation, which are much more frequent nowadays. Most compilations these 
days, permission has been granted. In theory, the artist is actually getting paid off the com
pilation. Versus if you're digging in a used record store for stuff, the artist is never gonna 
see a penny of that. ... So then the question becomes who's more important: the artist 
you're sampling from, or the deejay that you're working with? I mean, that's kind of a side 
issue; you still shouldn't sample from compilations, 'cause it's lazy.7 

(Wang 1998) 

For most hip-hop producers the answer to Wang's question is simple: without question the 
deejay, the producer, is more important. But this is also an example of the kind of legalistic the
orizing I mentioned earlier: after Wang lays out his argument, he declares it moot. The use of 
compilations is considered inappropriate regardless of whether or not the original artist is paid, 
for all the reasons my consultants cited. 

The problematic relationship between producers' ethics and legality is also brought to light 
in yet another way with compilations. On some more recent compilations, the labels contain 
information not only about the original song, but also about hip-hop songs that have sampled it. 
This is viewed as an ethical violation for two reasons. The first is that it gives away privileged 
information that should rightfully be acquired through diligent digging or at least through word 
of mouth. The second is that it puts the cited hip-hop producer at legal risk: many of the 
samples have not been legally cleared, particularly if they were, for example, only one or two 
notes from a saxophone solo. Although such a sample would probably not require the producer 
to pay publishing rights to the original composer, it would still technically require a payment 
to the record company for use of the master recording. This is what DJ Premier refers to as 
"snitching." 

As Domino explains, with regard to DJ Premier's statement on Moment of Truth, which began 
this section: 

On Biggie's second album, he has a song called "Ten Crack Commandments" that Premier 
produced. And, basically, it's like a drum and then he's scratching in [a two-note pattern], 
and all he doin' is scratchin', and it's just he's scratching in a little sound. Well, not too long 
ago, I was looking at these break records .... I played the record, and it was like-you hear 
it-but it was like, wow, you know what I mean? Someone who found that record peeped 
it. Even though it was such a little piece, they put it on the back of a record, and so now 
everyone knows. And probably the guy who made the [original] song probably wouldn't 
even have recognized that that was his record, unless he reads ... this breakbeat record that 
someone came out with. And so that's what they were talking about. 

(Domino 1998) 

I have heard three exceptions to the "no compilations" rule, all of which are in dispute: if one 
only samples drums, if one "does the work" to dig for the original record, and if one only sam
ples from the original Ultimate Breaks and Beats compilation. 

For Negus I, the use of drums from breakbeat records is an issue of creativity, analogous to the 
"No biting" rule: 

I know that's a big no-no. I've taken drum sounds from breakbeat records, but not looped 
the break, as it is on the record. I've just chopped up the snare and the kick, or take a 
high-hat off it. And I usually do that when I'm getting frustrated, 'cause drum sounds are 
hard to find. And when I'm getting frustrated, I'll just take a couple drum sounds off of a 
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breakbeat record, just so I don't get frustrated and turn my machine off and do something 
else, because I can't find any drum sounds. I'll just do that just to keep the process going . 
. . . That's a whole thing too: even if you do use sounds, like drum sounds, from a break
beat record, if you can flip 'em up in a way that nobody's done it before? True, you're using 
the sounds ... but you are doing something that's creative ... so if you use it like that, I 
think you won't be in violation as much. 

(Negus I 1998) 

Strath Shepard agrees that sampling drums isn't a serious violation: 'Tm kinda undecided 
about sampling off of bootlegs. I definitely don't think you should sample loops off bootlegs. 
Your music should not be from bootlegs. Because someone else essentially found it before 
you, and if they didn't use it, they could have used it. So I don't think you should sample the 
music part, but drums are a little different. You could sample drums off bootlegs" (Shepard 
1998). 

The second exception is sometimes made on the basis of the producer's level of effort in dig
ging for records. This refers to the essence of the complaint about compilations in the first place: 
that one hasn't done the work. Theoretically, producers can posit situations in which the work 
was done, but for some practical reason, one is deprived of the original record. This may be 
acceptable. The following conversation with Mr. Supreme illustrates how such an argument may 
be constructed. 

MR. SUPREME: I'm kind of mad that the comps come out. It kinda ruins it. We've spent all 
these years trying to be fresh, and dig, and find all this shit. And then some asshole puts 
it out for the whole world to use. It kinda hurts you, you know? ... But at the same time, 
who cares? ... If it's good, it's good. Why not? If you can make a good record, why not? 

JOE: Yeah, but you're saying that, 'cause you're ... open minded. But you don't actually do 
that [sample from compilations], though. You know what I mean? 

MR. SUPREME: [laughs] No, you're right! I don't do that ... [but] we really created this hip
hop shit. Like Premier said, we did create this shit. So for some jackass to try to sell me 
a beat for fifty dollars that he wouldn't give a fuck about. ... If it wasn't for us it would 
be a one-dollar record! So how's he gonna try to sell it to us for fifty dollars? It's like "So 
forget you, I'll go buy the bootleg for eight bucks up the street!" But at the same time, 
[buying compilations is] kinda wrong, you know? Its gotten out of hand, that's what it's 
come down to, is that it's gotten out of hand. But, yeah, like you say ... I don't do it. 
There are rules; I try to be open minded, but there's just some things I don't do. (Mr. 
Supreme 1998a) 

Mr. Supreme begins with a strong statement of general opposition to compilations before sug
gesting that the value of a good sample may, in some cases, outweigh the "No compilations" rule. 
At this point I call to his attention the fact that despite his theoretical acceptance of that excep
tion, he still regards the rule as binding on himself personally. He responds by developing a dif
ferent exception to the "No compilations" rule: why should producers be forced to pay inflated 
record prices, when they were the ones who created the demand in the first place? He presents 
himself, hypothetically, as someone who has a choice between the original record and a compila
tion; this implicitly requires that he have done the appropriate digging (otherwise he wouldn't 
have the option of choosing the original). Thus the exception is drawn: Assuming one has done 
the work, it would be acceptable to avoid paying the inflated price to a record collector by buying 
the compilation. (Notice, however, that although Mr. Supreme develops two different rationales 
for violating the compilations rule, he, like several other producers I interviewed, ends his state
ment by saying he still wouldn't do it.) 
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This approach-that compilations are justifiable if one does the work-is not unique to Mr. 
Supreme; Phill Stroman maintains a similar position: 

Maybe if I was a person who didn't have any records, maybe I'd have a little complex about 
it. But I got records. I don't have nothin' to prove to anybody .... I got credentials, as far as 
diggin'; I'm not some kid who just picked something up from the store down the corner. I 
mean, I dig. I put in my work, you know? I paid the dues. So, yeah, I'll take something from 
a compilation, what the hell. 

(Stroman 1999) 

Finally, Samson S. articulates an exception that is particularly interesting. He distinguishes 
between the original series-Ultimate Breaks and Beats--and other, more recent compilations. 
In his formulation, apparently, Ultimate Breaks and Beats has been around long enough that it 
has, in some sense, become an original recording. 

JOE: Sampling from compilations. 
SAMSON S.: Oh, like them breakbeat records? Man, we've all did it! And I don't care what 

nobody say! People can talk about rules and shit, [but] everybody done sampled offa 
them Ultimate Break and Beat records. I mean, that's why they made 'em back in the 
days-for that. But ... you don't wanna do no beat sampling goddamn Q-Bert 
Marshmellow Breaks [a more recent compilation] or nothin' like that. ... Just go get the 
old school Ultimate Breaks and Beats . ... You can use those, that's not really forbidden. 
But all these new breakbeat records coming out, it's not wise to do that. You should just 
go out and get your own shit. 

(Samson S. 1999) 

DJ Kool Akiem's response to this assertion demonstrates the rhetorical complexity that invari
ably ensues when these discussions begin. He addresses Samson's exemption from the perspec
tive of one who doesn't agree with the original rule to begin with. In essence, his intent is to 
demonstrate the hypothetical weakness of the exception (which he, in reality, agrees with) in 
order to show that the boundaries of the rule itself are untenable: "I can kinda understand. The 
reason is because everybody sampled off of them. So that's not a good enough reason, 'cause 
your rule should still stand fast. Just 'cause everybody else did it, that don't make it OK. Say you 
take another one of them compilation sets, everybody started sampling it, would it be OK then? 
When it wasn't before? So that's why I don't have no problems with compilations" (DJ Kool 
Akiem 1999). 

One Can't Sample More Than One Part of a Given Record 

I have another rule: "Thou shall not sample two sounds from the same record." Unless it's 
a continuous loop, like if you're choppin' something ... But don't fuckin' jack a bass line 
from the record, horns from that same record, Fender Rhodes. . .. We call that cheating. 

(Samson S. 1999) 

The association of ethical righteousness with creativity is manifested in this rule. Essentially, the 
rule argues that it is not creative to combine things that already go together. This is a point of 
pride with many producers: 

I wouldn't do that either. One thing that's real wack to me is, in the same cut, using sam-
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pies from two different cu ts on the same [original] album. Or even the same artist, I would
n't do that. Unless it's maybe just a drum, you know. Something real small, maybe. But I 
wouldn't do that. I guess the reason why for that is because it ... feels like cheatin' a little 
bit. Or too easy, because you're blending two sounds that are almost the same. . .. Part of 
the artistry is to combine elements that wouldn't be combined normally. You know, that's 
one aspect of the artistry. I wouldn't put two samples of the same artist on the same cut, at 
all. Ever. Won't do that at all. And I almost wouldn't sample-like for a album-I would
n't sample the same artist twice, either. You know, maybe something real small or some
thing, but definitely not two loops, 'cause then you might as well just be makin' his album. 

(DJ Kool Akiem 1999) 

DJ Topspin explicitly characterizes this as a matter of personal pride: "As far as the producers' 
ethic is concerned, it's all in what you want to do and what you feel proud of doing. I wouldn't 
feel proud taking more than one thing from the same record and putting it on the same beat" (DJ 
Topspin 1999). 

It is significant that when producers are judged to be breaking a hip-hop rule, they are often 
accused of "taking away:' The phrase is telling; it assumes hip-hop is a collective enterprise, and 
it suggests that when producers violate rules, they are not only failing to contribute to the collec
tive project, but actually undoing what has already been accomplished by others. 

This, I submit, is due to the values that the producers' ethics encode: material effort or hard 
work, and intellectual effort or creativity. The value of material effort is manifested in the empha
sis on vinyl records over other media and the rejection of compilations and other hip-hop 
records as sample sources. Producers are expected to put in a certain amount of effort to obtain 
their samples. To circumvent this expectation is unethical. 

The value of intellectual effort can be seen in producers' reluctance to indulge is such creative 
shortcuts as sampling records that are already great and sampling more than one part of a par
ticular record. This value is also the underlying rationale for the more general "No biting" rule: 
one is expected to inject a certain amount of creativity into the process. 

When producers make unethical beats, they are implicitly suggesting that hard work and cre
ativity are not important. They are taking these things away from the practice of hip-hop pro
duction: 

KRS-ONE once said to me that every wack record sets hip-hop back five years. He may 
have been speaking in a hyperbolic sense, but there he was expressing an idea based on the 
interconnectivity to which you allude. . .. Maybe it has to do with the fact that musical 
ideas are so viral. They're so easily transferred and they're like colds. You can really pass 
them along easily. You can get them easily and pass them along easily .... It's like if you had 
a rare gas and you were supposed to protect it. And then one day somebody just walked 
around and picked the bottle up and opened it. It's hard to get that gas back. It's hard to 
bring that rare thing back. And when you do something that's bad, these ideas have a way 
of spreading and becoming part of the body. And so people really look at that as very 
severe. It's not like building blocks where you can pick them up, they're all discrete .... 
Ideas are hard to locate and hard to stop. 

(Allen 2003) 

In contrast, to express oneself within the traditional boundaries honors the form as a whole 
and elevates the individual producer. Deejay Strath Shepard, for instance, defends the producer 
DJ Shadow, essentially making the argument that regardless of how his music sounds, it is hip
hop if it follows the ethics of hip-hop: "A lot of people argue about whether DJ Shadow is hip
hop or not. Because he claims real hip-hop, to the fullest. But then, you get the album, you listen 
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to it, and most people are like, 'Well, that's not hip-hop.' But I consider it hip-hop, because of the 
way it's made. It's made with records and sampling and a deejay. So ... to me, if he wants to call 
it hip-hop, he can call it hip-hop" (Shepard 1998). What Shepard is suggesting is that an artist 
may maintain an allegiance to the hip-hop producers' community through his adherence to eth
ical practice, and that such dedication may carry more weight than the actual sound of the music. 

That said, the ethics are merely the price of admission; a producer must have ethics in order 
to be respected, but the mere adherence to traditional ethics alone does not guarantee the praise 
of other producers. The acceptance of one's musical peers requires a keen grasp of a more 
abstract and malleable set of standards, of what might be termed "aesilietic expectations"-col
lective ideas about what sounds good. Prince Paul is rather blunt about the distinction: 

There's a lot of underground records that people [are) like, 'Tm so true to hip-hop;' that's 
crappy. It doesn't matter how you make the record, or what style you use. It matters if it's 
good. That's the bottom line, man. 'Cause I can go to Fat Beats [a New York record store 
that sells underground hip-hop) now-not to name names-but a lot of kids like, "Yo, 
we're from the true school, we only perform in underground clubs and we make no money 
'cause we keepin' it real. And we got X amount of people while we perform. We got a break
dancer and a graffiti artist and we wear only shell toes." And you listen to the record, and 
it's garbage! It's flat-out garbage. You know, it's like, "Yo, that has nothing to do with the 
quality of your music." 

(Prince Paul 2002) 

The quality of a producer's music is therefore judged by standards that are far more subjective 
and abstract. 

Study Questions 

1. How are legitimacy and authority established within the ethical system of hip-hop 
music production? 

2. What is the role of tradition among hip-hop DJs and record producers? 
3. Through what means do DJs and producers demonstrate creativity and originality? 

Notes 

1. A fourth possibility, that a usage is a tribute or homage to an earlier hip-hop song, does not apply here; 
the "No biting" rule only applies to songs that are released at roughly the same time. Tributes must be 
created several years later to be acceptable. 

2. Flipping is also valued for its own sake, aesthetically, as opposed to as an indicator of an ethical ori
entation. This is a somewhat arbitrary distinction that I'm making for the sake of clarity and does not 
necessarily reflect the views of the producers. 

3. Note the telling phrase "that I have on vinyl, that I found." This suggests that, even if he were to sam
ple from CDs, he would only sample material that he had also found on vinyl, thus fulfilling the ethi
cal obligation to search out one's records. 

4. Producers are proud of the combination of listening skills and background knowledge necessary to 
perform such tasks. Beni B (in the conversation to which I refer in the section of this chapter regard
ing compilations) berated a producer for sampling a song from a compilation rather than from the 
original release. He could tell, he explained, because he owned both the original and the compilation 
and could hear the difference: The compilation version was slightly distorted. 

5. In fact, they make the same exception: the bass drum sound of the TR-808 drum machine. This is 
apparently based on a distinction between sampling the sound of a musician playing an instrument 
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and sampling the sound of a machine. Human performances are all different, so a producer must 
invest effort to find the proper performance to sample; if another producer then samples that, then the 
first producer's effort has been exploited. Drum machine sounds, by contrast, are all the same, so sam
pling one from a record is essentially the same as using the actual machine-no one is being exploit
ed. See Theberge ( 1997: 196-198) and Rose ( 1994: 75-76) for extensive discussions of the TR-808. 

6. This is a song in which Ice Cube rhymed over the instrumentals of various other songs that were 
popular at that time. The title locates it as self-referential parody-the song is about stealing beats. 

7. Wang conflates the role of the deejay with that of the producer. This is common practice in the 
hip-hop world. 
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