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 Usher Raymond IV, a popular R&B/hip-hop artist whose laurelled career boasts 

record sales of almost 40 million internationally, rose to the top of the charts in 2008 

with a song entitled “Love in This Club”.  He utilized a prominent call-and-response in 

the chorus, where a chorus of males respond with a systematic, identical “ey” on the 

fourth beat of 3 successive measures, affirming and endorsing Usher’s statements:  

  

       USHER: I wanna make love in this club  

      CHORUS: “Hey”  

       USHER: In this club  

       CHORUS: “Hey”  

      USHER: In this club  

       CHORUS: “Hey”  

  

 This male-chorus “hey” saturated popular music in 2008 and 2009, with over 30 

U.S.-charting R&B and hip-hop artists (and countless others worldwide) employing it.  

While the call-and- response is a complex musical and linguistic technique that has been 

explored variously as an aspect of African cultures (Stone, Kebede), as a facet of 

African-American English (Smitherman, Pawelczyck), and as a musical device in jazz 

and blues, little research has been done on the call-and-response in modern hip-hop.  

Focusing on current, popular hip-hop from 2008 and 2009, this article examines a ‘new’ 

style of call-and-response that has become quite prevalent.  Similar to Usher’s example 

above, this call-and-response employs a male chorus that rhythmically shouts 

monosyllabic utterances in response to the principal artist’s calls.   This paper defines 

this ‘new’ call-and-response, explores a corpus of its examples, and explains what this 

call-and-response means from a historical and a linguistic perspective.    

  First, we trace the call-and response’s roots to its place in certain patriarchal 

African cultures, in order to elucidate a conversation about the patriarchal implications 

of the call-and-response.  We compare these callers, such as Usher, to ritual leaders like 

the Yoruba captains, who preside over the call-and-response in musical structures that 

are “...closely linked to traditional ideals of social organization, which simultaneously 

stress the "naturalness" of hierarchy and the mutual dependency of leaders and 

supporters” (Stone).  To compare, we use lyrics in current examples of the call-and-

response.  This helps extend our conversation to commentary about the call-and-

response as tool that helps preserve and enforce heteronormativity, hyper-sexuality, and 

machismo in modern hip-hop.  

 Then, we evaluate the call-and-response as a cultural token.  If it is truly a call-

and-response, then it must also be a conversation.  While we understand that the call is 

made by the artist, who is this male group that responds in choral fashion throughout 

much of modern hip-hop with systematic, rhythmic “heys”, “ohs”, breaths, and pants?  

Is it the producer, the artist’s posse, festive party-goers, the audience, or an artistic 

combination of all of these?  And what is the conversational import of this exchange?  

Using Virgil Moorefield’s The Producer as Composer, Kevin Hawthorne’s The Chorus 

as Rhetorical Audience, and Adam Krim’s Rap Music and the Poetics of Identity, we 



posit the call-and-response as a multi-leveled conversation that at once includes artist, 

posse, producer, and audience.  To solidify our definition of the multi-level 

conversation we explore a corpus of over 50 relevant songs from 2008-2009.  

 Next, we assess songs such as  Jay-Z’s “Run this Town” and Lil’ Wayne’s “3 

Peat”, which are punctuated by a rhythmic canine barking, a technique used often 

throughout today’s rap.  Citing musical and rhythmic similarity to corpus examples of 

the call-and-response, we extend our examination to include monosyllabic barks and 

growls. We argue that the hip-hop rhetoric of “dawgs”, as labelmates, friends, or loyal 

brethren allow for an affirmative posse of canines as metaphorical expression of the 

call-and-response. This section is buttressed by an examination of pertinent songs with 

canine-related call-and-response examples.  

 Lastly, we undertake a study of appropriation.  If the call-and-response is rooted 

in African and African-American music, culture, and history, then its use by white hip-

hop artists and white producers, like Asher Roth and Mike Caren is certainly interesting.  

Latinos, like Kidz in the Hall’s Double-O, or Scandinavians, like Norwegian RedOne 

have similarly appropriated the call-and-response to great success on American charts.  

We study this trend with a multifaceted approach, citing Zine Magubane’s 

Globalization and Gangster Rap: Hip Hop in the Post-Apartheid City, comparing radio 

airplay among urban and suburban radio stations and examining international acts like 

Kosrae’s “691 Productions”.  

 Our discussion of the call-and-response is punctuated with a rare personal 

interview with famed hip-hop DJ Girl Talk, the artist behind Feed the Animals, a 2008 

album on Time, Rolling Stone, and NPR’s year-end best lists.  He helps highlight 

academic conversation with his professional experience utilizing the call-and-response, 

as both a studio musician and a live performer. As a white DJ working with artists of 

different racial backgrounds, his viewpoint is uniquely relevant to our inquiries.  

 Our definition of and commentary on this call-and-response not only catalogues 

an unstudied vein of language in popular music, it also helps connect today’s hip-hop 

with African and African-American culture, history, music, and language.  This 

connection enables us to explore the finer points of personal identity, conversational 

import, and ethnicity inherent in this ‘new’ call-and-response.  
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