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Abstract  
 

 
Gospel grime1 is a Black-British religio-musical subgenre which emerged in London at the turn 

of the century. As a Black-British, street-credible musical brand of Christianity emerging from 

within grime musical culture, the manifestation of the genre reflects the dual identity 

formation of its social actors, who simultaneously identify as Christian and grime. As such, 

tied to London’s inner city street culture as well as the Black majority Pentecostal church 

traditions within the diaspora, gospel grime demonstrates how MCs (rappers) within the 

culture, navigate, negotiate, and explore their enmeshed subcultural identities; and how, in 

the process, they challenge, problematise, and disrupt false binaries imposed on them by the 

dominant cultures from which they emerge.  

 

Gospel grime is unapologetically evangelical. Yet despite its Christian evangelical identity, it is 

often rendered invisible within a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal 

churches. Simultaneously, gospel grime is expressively grime. Yet despite its embodied grime 

formation, it is left out of existing scholarship and public discourses on grime music culture. 

Thus, given the omission of music in grime and Black-British gospel music scholarship and 

public discourses, this project makes a scholarly contribution by placing gospel grime within 

the lineage of grime and Black-British gospel music cultures. Through in-depth semi-

structured interviews with MCs within the scene, online research, musical, lyrical and 

performance analysis, this multi-methodological project explores the ways in which London-

 
1Henceforth, I use lower case for gospel grime throughout the discussion to suggest that there is not one 
ultimate representation of grime music. Rather, as this dissertation makes clear, grime is represented differently 
by those who enable its cultural production, which we observe with the manifestation of gospel grime, a 
Christian alternative to its “secular” (non-religious) grime counterpart. For grammatical reasons, at the start of 
sentences, where necessary, I will use a capitalisation for “Gospel” to adhere to grammatical principles.  
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based2 gospel grime MCs represent their Christianity through grime and grime through 

Christianity. Furthermore, given their shared heritage with Black Pentecostal and grime 

traditions, I explore the ways in which MCs display formal qualities of both cultures and how 

these qualities inform the construction of their enmeshed subcultural identities.3  

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
2I centre my analysis of gospel grime culture in London owing to its birth, history, and development in London. 
Also, all MCs interviewed for this dissertation live in London and have lived in London all their lives. Geo-
culturally, London, according to Speers (2014), has a “strong migrant and diasporic population” owing to the 
history of migration, and has become a “cultural melting point and cosmopolitan hub” “(Speers 2014, p. 16) for 
Black-British music.   
3 This study makes a scholarly contribution which challenges hegemonically fixed conceptualisations of grime 
and Black gospel music in Britain. 
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Glossary 
 
 
Bars: A street-coded term for the MC’s lyrical composition.  
 
Beats: Rhythmic patterns which consists of sonic layering, embodied by a diversity of textures and 
timbres which, altogether, form into a musical foundation over which MC rap.  
 
Black majority churches: The term is used to characterise Christian religious institutions 
predominately populated by Black Christian adherents – namely, African Caribbean and West African 
identities. I employ both a political and practical use of the term interchangeably throughout the 
dissertation.  
Politically, I use the term to situate the tradition within a social and historical context. I locate the 
Black church within this matrix, given that these churches emerged as a response to the issues of 
racism and marginalisation which Black Christian faced within mainstream, white-led churches during 
the latter half of the 20th century in Britain. The use of the term is not to suggest a homogeneous 
religious community; rather, it is to refer to the social experience of racialisation which African-
Caribbean and West-African have experienced and continue to experience, and how they create space 
for a worship experience which, directly/indirectly, serve as registers of resistance. From a practical 
stance, the term, Black majority churches, is used to account for a charismatic Africanised approach 
to worship found within Black Christian religious gatherings within an institutional space. Black 
majority churches, regardless of their denominational affiliation or theological orientation are often 
characterised by a charismatic, up-tempo worship experience. Therefore, considering the political and 
practical, the term accounts for the social history and aesthetic formation of Black churches. 
 
Black preaching: A predominately Black male approach to sermonic construction and delivery.  
 
Black religious spatial practice: The ways in which Black Christian identities, through their religious 
practice, move through, alter, use, reimagine and reconfigure space for religious purposes.  
 
 
Christ-centered: The terms Christ-centered/Christian-orientated worldview are used interchangeably 
throughout the dissertation to refer to a cultural, social, political, economic outlook informed by the 
New Testament Bible teachings.  
 
 
Christian hip hop: Otherwise known as gospel rap/ Christian hip hop/ holy hip hop/, the term 
characterises the late 20th century emergence of a Christian alternative to “secular” (non-religious) 
hip hop. Sonically, it shares the same musical and sonic formation as its non-religious counterpart. Its 
most distinct characteristic is its Christ-centred lyrics of the MC which reflects the Christian-orientated 
identity of the MC.   
 
Christian-conversion: This term (otherwise known as being “saved”, born again” “sanctified” etc)4 
characterises a significant Christian event in the life of the MC. It is an ongoing process – though 
marked by an initial event – through which MCs decidedly commit their lives to Christ, thereby living 

 
4 See chapter 3  
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a Christian lifestyle which adheres to Christian principles, ethics, morals, values, and demonstrates 
discipline to God.    
 
Crew: A gathering of associated individuals forming into a rap group.  
 
Cultural cohort: A peer group. 
 
Cypher: A term used to characterise a host of MCs who come together to engage in informal rap 
performances together. Within these informal gatherings, rap performances may either come in the 
form of improvised/spontaneous or pre-existing lyrics. 
 
Evangelism: The practice of transmitting the Gospel of Jesus Christ with the intention of converting 
non-believers to believers.   
 
Generation grime: A term describing Britain’s third and fourth generational cohort responsible for the 
birth and manifestation of grime/gospel grime culture. 
 
grime: A Black-British, DIY (Do-it-yourself) subgenre of music originating from London inner cities. It 
is a hybrid sonic form, characterised by a melange of hard-hitting sounds set to a beat of around 140 
bpm featuring MCs rapping.  
 
gospel grime: gospel grime is a Christian alternative to its “secular” (non-religious) grime counterpart. 
Sonically, it shares similar approaches to the musical and sonic formation of its non-religious 
counterpart. Its most distinct characteristic is the Christian-orientated lyrics of the MC, which reflects 
their Christian-orientated identity.  
 
hip hop: a genre of music consisting of four major components: Rapping, DJing, Graffiti, and Break-
dancing.   
 
Lived Religion: The everyday practice of religion.  
 
MC: An alternative term for rapper.  
 
Preacher-MC: An individual who preaches (biblically informed themes) using rap practices and 
aesthetics.  
 
Ring Shout: The term characterises the premodern West African-rooted ecstatic religious ritual 
practiced slaves. In this dissertation I use the term to account for the refashioned and refined ring 
shout practice evident in the performance posture of the crew on stage during gospel grime live 
performance.  
 
Spittin’: A street-coded term for the performance practice of rap.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

1.1 Introduction  

 

As street-orientated religio-musical movement emerging from within grime music culture at 

the turn of the 20th century, gospel5 grime is enmeshed in the Black gospel music traditions 

in Britain. Following the Christian hip hop scene which emerged during the late 20th century 

in London, we observe how at the turn of the 21st century inner-city urban working-class 

youth continue this tradition by (re)adapting Christian hip hop practices to reflect their socio-

cultural formation and their Christian identities. Using grime aesthetics to achieve this, 

Christian cohorts within generation grime articulate a street-credible brand of Christianity 

which reflect their everyday inner-city lived experiences. Following the religio-musical 

legacies of generations before them, a new generational cohort of Black-British Christian MCs 

once again utilise popular music systems to explore and express their Christian identities. The 

generation referred to here is generation grime, Britain’s third and fourth generation 

 
5 I use the term “gospel” interchangeably throughout the thesis. Firstly, I use it to signify biblical themes 
expressed by MCs from New Testament writings in the Christian bible – i.e., themes such as: reconciliation – 
the end of separation between God and human subjects through deliverance from sin; peculiarity – the chosen 
of God; discipline – a commitment to moral performance informed by biblical teachings. I discuss how these 
themes appear in the lyrical discourse of MCs in Chapter 3. Secondly, whilst “gospel” as a genre classification is 
a contested term – one which, according to Muir (2018), “carries multiple signifiers covering 
[Christianised]styles as diverse as southern, country, ‘negro spirituals’, contemporary praise and worship”, 
reggae, blues, RnB, hip hop –  in this research context, I am using it alongside grime to refer to the enmeshing 
of grime and Christianity; a religo-musical subgenre rooted in the genealogy of popular-music orientated Black 
religious music .  
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diasporic identities. They use grime styles, street codes/conventions, sonic and visual 

aesthetics to communicate their Christian-orientated worldviews, producing a subgenre 

within grime culture branded as gospel grime (see section 1.4 for specific definition).  

 

All MCs interviewed for this project are Black-British male identities6 born and raised in 

different inner-city areas in London. For instance, three of the five MCs interviewed – Triple 

O, A Star, Shardz – come from various boroughs in East London: namely, Newham and 

Waltham Forest. East London, for the purpose of this study, is defined specifically as the 

London boroughs of Newham and Waltham Forest. Therefore, given that most MCs 

interviewed for this project were born and raised in East London, my research on gospel grime 

has East London as its geographical, geo-cultural, and geo-economic starting point.7 In grime 

music cultures, East London is significant because it is considered as the cultural birthplace of 

grime music (Hancox 2010; Palmer 2010; Bramwell 2011; White 2014; Charles 2016, James 

2020). From a socio-economic standpoint, in (In)visible entrepreneurs: creative enterprise in 

the urban music economy, a scholarly work which explores grime music cultures, White 

explains that East London reflects a “[….] relatively poor part of London” (2014, p.iv) 

predominately occupied by a range of West African and African Caribbean diasporic 

communities. The area, as she explains further, reflects “sites of poverty, movement and 

migration […]” and has become an area consisting of Black and Asian working-class/lower 

middle-class constituencies.  

 
6 See section 1.4.1 for a discussion on why gospel grime is a male-dominated scene  
7 See White (2014) for a nuanced discussion on the geographical, geo-economic and geo-cultural history of 
East London and its relationship to grime music cultures.  
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Whilst most MCs interviewed for this project have their origins in East London, two out of the 

five MCs interviewed were born and raised in other London regions. Icie informed me that he 

is originally from Southwark in South London but spent most of his formative years living in a 

Black majority neighbourhood in Ealing, West London. Faith Child was born and raised in a 

predominately Black majority neighbourhood in the borough of Croydon, South London, and 

has lived there all his adult life thus far. Despite living in different areas in London, all five MCs 

are culturally linked together through performance and creative collaborations through 

gospel grime culture. According to them, they have worked together towards creating an 

alternative Black-British Christian-orientated grime culture. Irrespective of their previous 

areas of upbringing or their current place of residency, they all acknowledge London as the 

geo-cultural birthplace and centre of gospel grime culture.  

 

All the MCs interviewed attended state primary and secondary schools located within their 

predominately Black majority neighbourhoods. According to them, whilst each of their 

schools had a multi-ethic orientation, they were all, nonetheless, attended predominately by 

Ghanaian, Nigerian, and Caribbean heritage Black-British and Asian identities. During 

secondary school, they formed ethnic friendships and developed a sense of community with 

those who had the same ethnic heritages as them, as well as their shared passion for grime 

music. Together, within these spaces, they developed their interest in grime music and 

nurtured their lyrical and linguistic skills. Highlighting the significance of educational spaces 

in the formation of local Black-British rap cultures, Bramwell explains that the social practice 

of rap is “associated with the development of friendships inside and outside of school” 

(Bramwell 2011, p.107). Similarly, as it relates to the development of early grime, Charles 
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explains that “[s]chool was a site for creativity, predominately outside of the classroom; in 

playgrounds and corridors […]” where aspiring MCs would engage in informal rap 

performances. Both the observations of Bramwell (2011) and Charles (2016) underscore the 

importance of the educational space in the formation of Black-British rap cultures and the 

individual identity formation of MCs. Additionally, because of the strong West African and 

Caribbean ethnic population within these educational spaces, MCs have been able to form 

ethnic friendships and alliances. This is significant because, as Charles informs us, “[t]hese 

groupings/friendships act as a buffer to the marginalization experienced in British society and 

serves as a space of understanding even within local multi-ethnic contexts” (Charles 2016, p. 

66). According to the MCs interviewed, their friendships have been sustained over the years 

and contributed to the development of the gospel grime scene.   

Following their primary and secondary school experience, all MCs continued their education 

by attending a variety of colleges in London where they completed A-levels and diplomas. 

Some furthered their education by attending universities to complete degrees in a variety of 

subjects. Given their working-class8 and lower-middle class9 socio-economic status, furthering 

their education in college and university was their perceived way of combating chronic 

unemployment which has had devasting impact on their generation (White 2014, p.13; 

Charles 2016, p. 66). However, as the work of Speers (2014) notes, most rappers, despite their 

“expensive education”, nonetheless, still experience “high unemployment” (Speers 2014, 

p.236). Therefore, to survive, and in some cases, to fund their music, MCs maintain their “day 

jobs” (Zanfagna 2010, p. 17) whilst engaging in in “kingdom business” (Zanfagna 2010, p.203) 

 
8 growing up on council estates and living in poor London inner city areas.  
9 middle-class owing to their “expensive” university education.  
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through marketing and selling of their music, as well as paid performances, and infrequent 

church performances.  

 

Furthermore, growing up in a working-class intergenerational faith household (or, at least, 

having parents who had Christianity forming a major part of their identity) Christianity has 

(and had) always been integral to the identity formation of MCs. In our interview discussions, 

they explained to me that during their formative years whilst living with their parents, and 

before becoming conscious practicing Christians, they attended a range of local 

institutionalized African-orientated Black majority Pentecostal10 churches located in various 

London areas11. Triple O, for instance, who has spent all his years thus far living in East 

London, attends the Divine Restoration Mission Church12 located in Dagenham, East London, 

a church that he has attended all his life. Divine Restoration Mission is a local independent 

West African Black majority Pentecostal church, which has Nigerian migrants and British-

Nigerian identities making up most of its ethnic population. Faith Child, who lives in Croydon, 

South London, still attends the church of his childhood, under the leadership of his mother 

and Stepfather13: The Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) True Vine centre, formally 

known as De-vine sanctuary14 is a Nigerian-led local Black majority Pentecostal church located 

 
Pentecostalism is a form of Christianity which emphasis the work of the Holy Spirit and the direct experience 
of God by the believer manifested outwardly through the act of “speaking in tongues” (a practice in which the 
believer utters non-sensical utterances which come as a result of their experience with the Holy Spirit). The 
prefix “African” or “Black majority” before Pentecostals refers to the “collective group or congregations of 
people of African descent” (McKenzie 2014, p. 24) who practice adhere to the teachings and practices of the 
Pentecostal tradition. For definitions of Black-British Pentecostalism, particularly as it relates to the formation 
of Black-British gospel music, see McKenzie (2014) and Muir (2018).  
11 Permission was received from participants to identify these churches in follow-up correspondence 
subsequent to interviews on: 12/12/2021 
12 https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Religious-Organization/Divine-Restoration-Mission-DRM-
135417546540071/  
13 Having his mother and stepfather as the head pastors signifies Faith Child’s intergenerational faith 
household heritage.   
14 https://en-gb.facebook.com/truevinecentre/about/  

https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Religious-Organization/Divine-Restoration-Mission-DRM-135417546540071/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Religious-Organization/Divine-Restoration-Mission-DRM-135417546540071/
https://en-gb.facebook.com/truevinecentre/about/
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in South London15. Despite its multi-ethnic orientation, the church has Nigerian migrants and 

Nigerian-heritage British identities making up most of its population. The church is part of the 

Nigerian-based global Pentecostal denomination, established in Nigeria16 in 1952, founded by 

Reverend Josiah Olufemi Akindayomi. Despite having its roots in Nigeria, in the UK under the 

RCCG denomination there are “almost 800 places of worship” (Sherwood, 2016)17. 

 

Once attending the same denomination as Faith Child, Icie confirmed that whilst living with 

his parents he had also attended a local church which is part of the RCCG denomination: RCCG 

Jesus House18, located in Brent Cross, North London. Like the RCCG True Vince Centre, RCCG 

Jesus house is a Nigerian-led Pentecostal church, with British-Nigerian Pastor Agu Irukwu as 

its Senior Pastor. Icie informed me that 95% of the church population are Nigerian migrants 

and British-Nigerian identities who live in London. Interestingly, given that the church has 

approximately “3,000 regularly attending service” it is defined as a “Nigerian-led megachurch 

[…] in London” (Bremner 2016, p. 2)19. According to Bremner (2016), RCCG Jesus house “is 

the largest RCCG church in the U.K. and acts as something of the lead church for that 

denomination in this country” (Bremner 2016, p.2). The widespread proliferation and growth 

of these Nigerian-led Christian churches in the UK is significant in that, according to Muir 

(2018), “confirm […] that religion is Nigeria’s second largest cultural export”. Furthermore, 

she explains, it also “affirms that as a result of immigration to inner city areas, congregants 

want a distinct brand of Christianity” (Muir 2018, p. 129).  

 
15 See, Maier-Dorothee (2011)  
16 https://www.rccg.org/our-history/  
17 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/30/pentecostal-church-looks-to-white-britons-to-boost-
congregations 
18 https://www.jesushouse.org.uk/index.html  
19 See Bremner (2016), Black Majority Megachurches in London: aspiring to engender change 

https://www.rccg.org/our-history/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/30/pentecostal-church-looks-to-white-britons-to-boost-congregations
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/dec/30/pentecostal-church-looks-to-white-britons-to-boost-congregations
https://www.jesushouse.org.uk/index.html
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Whilst Icie had initially attended RCCG with his family during his formative years, he informed 

me that he had left the church and, as of the time of this project, attends the iCan Community 

Church (iCC);20an African-Caribbean-led local independent Black majority Pentecostal church 

in East London, under the leadership of British-Caribbean leader Bishop Wayne Malcom. The 

church is an independent local Pentecostal church not tied to any specific denomination. 

Unlike his former church, which had a predominately Nigerian ethnic make-up, he informed 

me that his current church (as of the time of this project) is predominately populated by 

African-Caribbean identities21. Shardz, who comes from East London, attends Emmanuel 

Community Church Int22 (ECCi) in Walthamstow, East London, under the leadership of Senior 

Pastor Douglass C Williams, a British-Caribbean Pastor. Though local, the church is a Black 

majority Pentecostal church affiliated with the international Assemblies of God Pentecostal 

denomination23. And whilst the Assemblies of God is a white-led denomination, owing to 

White-heritage of its founding fathers, Emmanuel Community Church in London is a Black-led 

and Black- majority church due to its predominately African-Caribbean/British-Caribbean 

ethnic population make-up and the British-Caribbean identity of its leader.  

 

Finally, A star, who was also born and raised in East London, informed me that he did not 

attend church during his early childhood but started church much later during his early adult 

years owing to the religious experience of his father, who according to A star “found Christ” 

during a challenging period in his life. Following this, both A star and his father attended Airs 

 
20 https://icancommunitychurch.com  
21 See McKenzie (2014) for a comprehensive history on African-Caribbean Pentecostal churches in Britain.  
22 https://www.ecci.org/  
23 https://www.aoggb.com  

https://icancommunitychurch.com/
https://www.ecci.org/
https://www.aoggb.com/
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church, which is an independent local French-speaking Congolese Black majority Pentecostal 

church in East London. According to A star, Airs church24 is an independent local Pentecostal 

church under the leadership of Congolese Senior Pastor Mabs Nkumu, without an online 

presence. During my research for this project, however, A star informed me that he no longer 

attends Airs church but now attends Ecclesia, a local, Black-led multi-ethnic non-

denominational church located in Lewisham, South London, under the leadership of Black-

British Senior Pastors Efrem Buckle and Robert Prendergast. According to A star, the church 

is primarily dominated by third and fourth generation Black-British identities who live in 

London. Following my own online observations and analysis of several of their uploaded 

services to YouTube25, services are predominately attended by Black Identities thereby 

suggesting the church to be a Black majority church with White and Asian identities making a 

minority within the church26.     

 

Interestingly, all MCs interviewed for this research project share an African-orientated 

Pentecostal heritage. Given that they attend (or have previously attended) local Black 

majority Pentecostal churches in London, it is clear that they have African-orientated 

Pentecostal Christianities forming a major part of their adult identities 27. Furthermore, given 

their Pentecostal heritage, I argue that the performative qualities they display in the live 

performance space of gospel grime (Chapter 3) are culturally inherited qualities from a range 

of African-orientated Black majority Pentecostal churches from which they emerge. This 

therefore suggests that these churches have had – and continue to have – a substantial impact 

 
24 https://www.facebook.com/airschurch/  
25 https://www.youtube.com/c/ecclesiaChurchLewisham/featured  
26 https://ecclesia.uk/  
27 This also reinforces the importance of culturally inherited charismatic Christianity in Black-British male 
identity formation. 

https://www.facebook.com/airschurch/
https://www.youtube.com/c/ecclesiaChurchLewisham/featured
https://ecclesia.uk/
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on the Christian identity formation of MCs. And yet, despite living in different areas in London, 

and attending a diversity of Black majority Pentecostal churches, MCs are united by their 

shared passion for Christianity and grime. Whilst they are joined together through their 

shared commitments to gospel grime subculture, and despite the diversity of their religious 

experiences, upbringing, and religious authority, however, they come together as a unified 

mixed religious demographic28 through gospel grime culture, suggesting gospel grime to be a 

significant religo-musical cultural space unifying their unique religious experiences.  

 

Therefore, by attending (or having previously attended) African-orientated Christian 

Pentecostal churches which have a range of West African and African-Caribbean migrant 

pastors as leaders, gospel grime MCs do not only respond to local British grime and hip hop 

cultures, but from a religious perspective, they respond to the multiplicity of transnational 

religious identities. As such, as a religio-musical genre, gospel grime is enmeshed in an 

African-orientated transnational Christian heritage.  

 

As an inner-city, street-credible religio-musical brand of Christianity which uses grime 

aesthetics as its modality of expression, I make the case that gospel grime is a Black-British 

working-class subgenre which reflects the intersections of race, religion, and class.29 Through 

articulating a myriad of issues which pertains to their everyday inner city lived experiences, 

and how Christianity mediates these experiences, MCs lyrically express their Christian-

orientated working-class identity (Chapter 3).  

 

 
28 Here I am alluding to the diversity of the churches they attend, their religious experiences, and religious 
heritage.  
29 Charles (2016) refers to grime music as a Black-British working-class genre.  
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Those who participate in gospel grime music-making practices represent contemporary 

Christian-orientated music subcultures predominately created by Black-British identities who 

simultaneously identify as Christian and grime. As they consciously convert to Christianity – 

an ongoing process by which they become conscious-practicing Christians (Chapter 3) – they 

bring into conversation grime worldviews and aesthetics with their newly ongoing everyday 

relationship with Christianity. Thus, the enmeshing of grime and Christianity produces a 

street-credible brand of Christianity which reflects the diversity found within Black-British 

Christian communities in contemporary London.  

 

Gospel grime is a religio-musical subgenre primarily performed beyond the institutionalised 

walls of a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches. One reason for this, as expressed by 

MCs themselves, is that some conservative gatekeepers within these churches conceive of 

the music as “secular” and associated with a lifestyle of decadence. Consequently, as chapter 

4 reveals, MCs have taken to alternative offline and online spaces to enable the cultural 

production of gospel grime. Despite its “unabashedly evangelical” (Tatum 2010, p. x) 

content30, gospel grime continues to be marginalised within a range of institutionalised 

conservative Black majority Pentecostal churches, except for infrequent features during 

youth-led events31. Furthermore, in addition to its marginalised status within these spaces, 

gospel grime is also only marginally accepted within “secular” (mainstream) grime 

communities, given that some grime artists question its authenticity. Consequently, MCs who 

enable a gospel grime cultural production continue to deal with the complex challenge of 

 
30 The evangelical nature of gospel grime is reflected specifically through the Christian-orientated lyrics of MCs, 
which lyrically communicates their discipline to God and commitment to Christian values. 
31 Triple O and Shardz informed me that they were only given a chance to perform their Christian orientated 
grime music at youth events, which, according to them, are held infrequently.  
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navigating the cultural politics caused by their work.  Despite this, they continue to navigate 

the space of gospel grime for Christian identity formation, community and culture, aesthetic 

and artistic expression, and the hopes of financial success.  

 

Although gospel grime MCs continue to deal with the complex challenge of finding belonging 

within the dominant cultures that inform the subcultural  identity formation of the subgenre,  

it has, however, through the DIY (Do it Yourself) ethic and entrepreneurial spirit of MCs, 

produced local scenes, independent record labels, and a host of street-credible Preacher/MCs 

(Perry 2004, p. 153) who move beyond the religio-cultural borders of institutionlised religious 

spaces to optimize their grime-orientated evangelical identities using grime resources. 

According to the MCs interviewed, gospel grime is an everyday Christian-orientated “culture” 

(A star 2020), one which allows them to make Christianity relevant to their everyday inner-

city lived experiences.  

 

The sonic and cultural context of gospel grime highlights the enmeshing of Black Atlantic 

(Gilroy, 1993) “sacred” and “secular”32 sonic streams rooted in the cultural histories of Black 

 
32I use the terms “sacred” and “secular” interchangeably. I use the terms to account for the transgenerational 
discourses steeped in the cultural politics of “sacred” and “secular” dichotomies within diasporic Black sacred 
music tradition(s). I use the term “secular” to signify the ways in which Black-British gospel grime MCs make 
use of grime musical tools and performance aesthetics to embody their Christian and evangelical identities. I 
use the term “sacred” to refer to the Christianised nature of gospel grime but also for other Black gospel music 
subgenres as forms of worship and evangelical engagements.  
The sacred and secular dichotomy is a binary framework rooted in premodern European religious (Christian) 
thought. It seeks to make binary representations of what is considered good v bad or 
holy/profane/spiritual/worldly. However, for African peoples, as Floyd (1995) has suggested in his work, The 
Power of Black Music: Interpreting its history from Africa to the United States, there were no formal distinction 
between what is “sacred” and what is “secular”. He argues that “in traditional African culture, there was no 
formal distinction between the sacred and the profane realms of life, or between material and the spiritual; 
thus, there was in traditional African no world for “religion” because the Africans’ religion permeated and was 
the basis for all aspects of life […]” (Floyd 1995, p. 15). Thus, during the transatlantic slave trade, when 
enslaved Africans were transported to the new world, they brought along with them this cultural worldview. 
Contrary to European religious thought, then, the lines between the “sacred” and “secular” have always been 
blurred. As Reed (2003) informs us in her work, The Holy Profane: Religion in Black Popular Music, “the 
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sacred music traditions within the African diaspora. As a Black religio-musical subculture, 

gospel grime is entangled in a genealogy of cultural tensions resulting from transgenerational 

anxieties surrounding the cultural politics caused by the “sacred” and “secular” musical 

enmeshing within African-American and Black-British gospel music traditions. Thus, the voices 

which enable a gospel grime cultural production serve as “living archive[s]” (Tatum 2010, p. 

7) to the historically rooted tensions, cultural politics, everyday “lived struggles” and 

“victories”” (Zanfagna 2010, p. 4) of musically orientated Black religious identities within the 

Black gospel music traditions who have traversed – and, through an embodied politics of 

disruption – disrupted sacred and secular borders. Historically, this politics of disruption has 

been embodied through the ways in which Black gospel music artists have enmeshed “sacred” 

and “secular” music streams to produce Black gospel music subgenre formations such as  –

gospel blues, gospel soul, gospel R&B, gospel reggae, holy hip hop, gospel grime and gospel 

drill. The sonic convergence of the “sacred” and “secular”, therefore, demonstrates how 

gospel music artists continue to utilise popular music forms from various scenes and eras to 

explore, negotiate, and navigate their Christian identities.   

 

Like its Black transatlantic predecessors, then, gospel grime continues to challenge, 

complicate, collapse, and ultimately, disrupt and (de)naturalize socially constructed binaries 

such as sacred/secular, entertainment/worship, tradition/innovation. In fact, each time 

gospel grime MCs perform Christianity through grime and represent grime through 

Christianity they (re)assert a Black transgenerational cultural politics premised around the 

notions of rejection, representation, and respectability. Throughout this thesis, then, I 

 
relationship between sacred and secular has been a source of controversy in both the African-American and 
the west-European musical traditions” (Reed 2003, p1). 
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consider the implications of their cultural work and how socially constructed binaries are 

seemingly collapsed by their everyday lived experiences and lived struggles. I explore how 

MCs enable a gospel grime cultural production by using “secular” grime cultural resources to 

explore, navigate, and negotiate their Christian-orientated Identities (Chapter 3) whilst 

considering the implications of their practices on their relationship with the dominant 

cultures facilitating their identity formation – namely, Black Pentecostal and grime cultures.   

 

Gospel grime is an inner-city, Black-British street-credible and coded brand of Christianity 

rooted in local Black-British Christian experiences. It is a religio-musical subgenre influenced 

by institutionlised Black majority Pentecostal church cultural aesthetics33 as well as “secular” 

grime aesthetics. Thus, to understand the socio-cultural and religious significance of gospel 

grime, I mobilise the voices, stories, and struggles of gospel grime MCs. I choose to 

understand gospel grime through the lens of MCs because they are the primary stakeholders 

and authorities of the movement. And, of course, it is through their narrative that we may 

understand the embodied nature of gospel grime and the work it sets out to do within the 

world. Therefore, I explore their life stories, music-making practices, and everyday 

multivalent performances as displayed by them in a range of public and private spaces.  

 

Through “musicking”34, a term coined by British musicologist, Christopher Small (1998), to 

suggest both the social and sonic performativity of music cultures, I explore how MCs make 

Christianity relevant within their everyday lives through a multiplicity of ways. Using Small’s 

 
33 In Chapter 3 I discuss the shared qualities and characteristics between MCs within gospel grime culture and 
Black Preachers within the institutionalised Black Majority Pentecostal churches to reveal the cultural ties 
existing between gospel grime and the Black majority Pentecostal traditions.   
34 See, Small (1998) 
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theoretical framework, “musicking”, I explore the various sonic and social modalities of 

“performance” which, in tandem, inform the cultural production of gospel grime. The first 

modality of performance I explore are the “staged” performance[s]” (Tatum 2010, p. 3) of the 

MCs. This register of performance considers the multiple spaces where both social and sonic 

performance of gospel grime are staged: i.e., self-organized public and private shows 

(Chapter2/3). The second modality of performance are the performances of self which, 

according to Tatum, is the “everyday self-presentation”35 (Tatum 2012, p. 3) of MCs. 

Constitutive of such performances are, for example, interviews featuring the MCs and their 

everyday digital social media engagements (chapter 4). Explored altogether, these allied 

performance modalities allow me as researcher to explore how the sonic and social activities 

produced and performed by gospel grime MCs translate into an everyday inner-city, street-

credible, deinstitutionalised, Black-British Christian faith practice. Central to this thesis, then, 

is an exploration of how MCs perform and embody their faith – in other words, their 

“embodied performance of faith” (Tatum 2010, p. xi) – beyond the walls of institutionalised 

Black majority Pentecostal churches into a range of alternative (public and private) spaces 

which enacts a “deinstitutionalized spiritual practice” (Tatum 2010, p. xi). And given the 

overtly expressed Christian-orientated identity of MCs, the overt Christian imagery and 

thematic frameworks referenced in their lyrics, and the manifestation of this practice beyond 

the walls of institutionalised churches, I approach the study of faith and religion within the 

gospel grime culture as the practice of “everyday lived religion” (McGuire, 2008)36. 

1.2 Research aims, objectives, and questions.  

 
35 See, Tatum (2010, p. 3) where she explores the various modalities of performance.  
36 See section 1.3 for definition of everyday lived religion and how I use it within this thesis.    
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This thesis seeks to explore how Christianity as the practice of everyday lived religion 

(McGuire, 2008) is meditated through the sonic, social, artistic, and aesthetic qualities of 

grime. Therefore, the specific aims and objectives of this thesis is to:  

1.  Construct the first genealogy of Black sacred music tied to urban street aesthetics in 

London by accounting for the history and development of gospel grime music.  

2. Explore the ways in which forms of Black-British Christianity is mediated and 

represented through grime cultural practices. 

3. Investigate how MCs within gospel grime culture negotiate the “sacred” (Christianity) 

and the “secular” (Grime).  

In relation to the aims and objectives listed above, there are a set of research questions this 

thesis aims to address:  

1. What conditions in the lives of Black-British Identities cause them to engage in both 

Christianity and grime?  

2. How are MCs using the space of grime to perform and explore their Christian-

orientated identities?  

 

1.3 gospel grime as everyday lived religion 

 

Given the overt references to Christianity in the lyrical profiles of gospel grime MCs and the 

lifestyle of Christian “peculiarity”37 (Jones 2015, p. xxxi) which demonstrates a discipline to 

 
37 Jones (2015) uses the term “peculiarity” to suggest “[…] those who are spiritually “set apart”, “sanctified” or 
“consecrated” for God’s purposes” (2015, p. xxxi). Thus, in contrast to the social lifestyles and activities of non-
religious grime MCs, I use the concept of “peculiarity” to refer to the alternative Christian-led social lifestyle of 



 27 

God through their everyday social lives, as communicated lyrically, I consider gospel grime as 

an embodiment of “everyday lived religion” (McGuire, 2008) performed in “unexpected 

places”38 (Ammerman 2014, p. 189)39 informed by Christian morals, principles, and ethical 

frameworks. Within the cultural format of gospel grime, everyday lived religion is constitutive 

of a Black Christian faith praxis performed daily by MCs. In Lived Religion: Faith and Practice 

in Everyday Life, McGuire (2008) considers everyday lived religion as the ways in which the 

expression and experience of faith is performed in the everyday lives of individuals (McGuire 

2008, p.3). Returning to Ammerman (2014), In Finding Religion in the Everyday life, 

Ammerman (2014) offers the suggestion that when considering lived religion we ought to 

consider “the material [and] embodied aspects of religion as they occur in the everyday life 

of the individual” (Ammerman 2014, p. 190). As such, the study of lived religion, as 

Ammerman explains further, includes the daily practices of individuals, from “how they dress 

[…] the spaces [they] inhabit ([private and public])” as well as the “the physical and artistic 

things people do together, such as singing, dancing, and other fold or community traditions 

that enact a spiritual sense of solidarity and transcendence” (Ammerman 2014, p. 190). 

Whilst, indeed, some of these traditional religious ritualistic practices “may be widely 

recognized as religious and named as such”, “lived religion” as gospel grime culture 

demonstrates, particularly through the manifold ways in which faith is expressed using grime 

aesthetics and resources, “also includes activities that might not immediately be seen as 

spiritual or religious by outsiders but are treated as such by the people engaged in them” 

(Ammerman 2014, p. 190). Therefore, this thesis uses both McGuire’s (2008) and 

 
gospel grime MCs. By following a lifestyle of peculiarity gospel grime MCs demonstrate Christian competencies 
which qualifies them to evangelise and disciple through their religious practices.  
38 In a myriad of spaces and places beyond the walls of institutionalised church circles – or sites which visually 
represent “church”.  
39 See, Ammerman (2014)   
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Ammerman’s (2014) concept of “everyday lived religion” as a theoretical framework for 

analysing gospel grime culture as a manifestation of everyday lived religion. Furthermore, 

given the enmeshing of Christianity and grime, I pay close attention to the manifold ways in 

which gospel grime MCs evoke the “sacred” in the “secular” and the “secular” in the “sacred”.  

 

I consider the cultural production of gospel grime constitutive of “concrete practices that 

make up their [MCs] personal religious experience and expression” helping us understand 

their Black Christian faith practice as “ever-changing, multifaceted…. Amalgam of beliefs and 

practices that are not” (McGuire 2008, p. 4) tied to organised religious institutions. In view of 

this, I use the framework of “everyday lived religion” to explore how Christianity, as it is 

embodied by MCs, demonstrates a deinstitutionalized religious identity formation. From a 

religio-musical perspective, Nail’s (2013; 2019) chapter contribution, Music, in The 

Bloomsbury Handbook to Studying Christians (Chryssides & Gregg, 2019), explores lived 

religion through the lens of music-making practices. He offers the suggestion that “an 

emphasis upon lived religion provides a theoretical framework for examining the creative 

interplay and tensions that persists between institutionalized forms of Christian music and 

the everyday acts of musical invention that transcend as well as infuse established theological 

and doctrinal traditions” (Slobin 2012, p. 2; Nail 2013) cited in (Chryssides & Gregg, 2019)40. 

Nail’s observation emphasises the idea that Christianity, as religious praxis, is not limited to 

or restricted by “places of worship” (institutionalised religious buildings housing ritualised 

Christian practices) but it is performed and practiced in non-religious “so-called secular spaces 

of neighborhoods, homes, and workplaces” where “religious meaning is created through 

 
40 See, Gregg and Chryssides (2019)  
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forms of worship” in multivalent ways (2019, p. 191). Therefore, by considering the ways in 

which grime music is in conversation with Christianity musically, and the alternative spaces 

which enable its cultural production (Chapter 4), what becomes clear is that religious 

gatherings, expressions, and experiences are not bound to traditional institutionalised 

religious buildings and bureaucracies but are actualised beyond them.  

Now I wish to offer a working definition of gospel grime. Following the definition, I will 

introduce the main practitioners of gospel grime – discussing the intersections (race, class, 

gender) which inform their identity formation.   

1.4 What is gospel grime?  

 

Based on the definitions given to me by the culture’s main makers (MCs), gospel grime is 

essentially “artists, MCs sharing their faith on Grime music” (A star 2020). In other words, it 

is a Christian-orientated music-making practice by which its main constituents use grime 

material aesthetics (sonic and visual) to explore, express and embody their Black-British 

Christian-orientated identities. Musically, gospel grime comprises of beats and bars41 (see 

chapter 3). It is a subgenre emerging from within a diverse and ever-evolving sonic and social 

world of urban contemporary Black gospel music locally and globally. The religio-musical and 

socio-religious formation of the genre demonstrates the historic role of music within Black 

religious life as one of the central modalities of Black Christian worship, community building, 

and religious identity formation. And whilst the music is sonically, socially and culturally 

connected to genealogy of the Black gospel music tradition with the African diaspora, it is, 

simultaneously, an extension of a locally homegrown indigenous “secular” (non-religious) 

 
41 See glossary for definition of terms.  



 30 

Black-British music genre branded as grime music: a local (re)adaption and (re)working of hip 

hop sonic culture (Speers, 2014). Like hip hop, then, grime is a music-making practice tied to 

inner-city street culture. Using rap practices and aesthetics (Barnwell, 2015), gospel grime 

MCs reflect on and express the complex and challenging reality of what it means to, at once, 

be Black and British, Christian and grime in the context of London inner-city life. They use the 

social production of rap within the cultural context of the genre as a means of mobilizing their 

evangelical identities beyond institutionalized churches into the streets. 

1.4.1 gospel grime social actors: social, racial, and economic positionality 

 

The main makers of gospel grime (MCs) are predominately Black-British working-class male 

identities with an African-Caribbean and West African ethnic heritage. Like its non-religious 

counterpart, gospel grime is a male-dominated space which generates a male-centered 

conception of Christianity. The culture also reflects and (re)articulates the histories of 

patriarchy historically found within a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal 

church spaces (Lincoln and Mamiya, 1990). In view of this, I argue that the Black-British male-

dominated identity of gospel grime, posits the genre as a Black-led Christian music-making 

culture centered on a predominately Black-British male perception of Christianity. And 

although the scene, to some extent, reflects a multi-ethnic make up, with a limited number 

of British Asians and White male MCs participating in the culture, it is, nonetheless, a Black-

British Christian-orientated male-centered space.  

 

All MCs I engaged with were born and raised in predominately Black majority neighbourhoods 

within a range of London inner-city areas. For Hall (1978), these spaces are Britain’s “internal 



 31 

colony areas” (Hall, 1978) cited in (Charles 2016, p. 26) owing to poor “social housing and 

council estates” (2016 p.29). According to Charles (2016), Hall uses this concept of “internal 

colony” to describe “areas where internal others have been confined to reside” representing 

“[..] densely populated subaltern inner-city areas of social housing and council estates where 

young Black, White working class and multiethnic youth live and frequent” (Charles 2016, p. 

26).For the purposes of this study, Hall’s notion of “internal colony” is decidedly useful when 

considering the “creation and functioning’s of Black communities in Britain since the 

Windrush” (Charles 2016, p. 105). In contemporary London, within the “internal colony”, 

there are several informal spaces (Charles, 2016) which has facilitated the identity formation 

of MCs, as evidenced in the cultural production of gospel grime: namely, Street corners, youth 

centers, educational institutions, and Black majority church spaces (Chapter 4). To survive 

living in the “internal colony” which is predominately populated by Black working-class 

marginalized communities (Charles, 2016), MCs have had to take on day jobs to sustain their 

everyday lives, even as they birth creative economies (White, 2014) to financially sustain 

themselves. Some MCs have found creative ways to sustain themselves within the with some 

engaging in book deals, brand ambassadorship and collaborations.  

 

 

1.4.2 What is “Black” In gospel grime? 

 

Firstly, I would like to point out that the cultural production of gospel grime is produced and 

performed primarily by Black bodies42 . Therefore, the first definition of “Black”, as I use it in 

 
42 I use the term “Black bodies” to refer to the flesh and blood material reality of gospel grime MCs.  
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this thesis, refers to the visibility of Black and Brown bodies within the subgenre. Secondly, I 

extend the definition of “Black” to signify the everyday material conditions of gospel grime 

MCs – specifically, their socio-economic class formation and the political particularities 

(Palmer, 2010) of their everyday lived experiences as Black-British male identities living in the 

internal colony. Thirdly, I use the term “Black” to refer to the cross-cultural intersections of 

Black diasporic sonic streams which converge to create a gospel grime sonic aesthetic: hip 

hop, sound system culture(s), Drum and Bass, and Two step Garage (White 2014; Bramwell 

2011; Charles 2016, 2019). Additionally, “Black” also accounts for the post-industrial London 

sonic aesthetic heard in gospel grime songs, which metaphorically sound out a Black-British, 

street-coded Christian culture, and ultimately, constructs an “internal colony” (Hall, 1978) 

soundscape. “Black” also serves as a referent to the genealogies of Black oral and linguistic 

traditions which inform gospel grime’s linguistic practices. Afterall, as Perry (2004) notes, 

African “storytelling traditions are directly adopted in narrative rap” (Perry 2004, p. 30).  

 

Furthermore, given the number of MCs who have a Black Pentecostal Christian heritage (i.e., 

growing up in an intergenerational Black Christian household and attending a range of Black 

majority Pentecostal churches), I use the term “Black” to account for the culturally inherited 

Black majority Pentecostal church aesthetics/gestures that has, in a multiplicity of ways, 

influenced (directly/indirectly) the performance practices of MCs (Chapter 3). I contend that 

these multiple “Black” intersections and intimacies, all of which produces a gospel grime sonic 

and cultural aesthetic, forces us to disrupt hegemonic conceptualisations of grime music, 

Black-British gospel music, and Black-British Christianity. In view of this, then, I argue that 

gospel grime performances, given their adaptations and adoptions of various sonic and 
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linguistic traditions, reveal the cultural intimacies enmeshed in the subcultural identify 

formation of the religio-musical genre.  

 

Thus, thinking of Hall’s (1993) seminal piece, What Is This “Black’ in Black Popular Culture?  

gospel grime demands that we conceive of Black(ness) as ever fluid and never fixed (Palmer 

2010). As such, I contend that the concept of “Black” as it is used in this thesis does multiple 

works by accounting for the embodied “diversity” of Black “expressivity, its musicality, its 

orality, in its rich, deep, and varied attention to speech, in its inflections toward the vernacular 

and the local, in its rich production of counternarratives, and above all, in its metaphorical 

use of musical vocabulary” (Hall 1993, p. 109). And whilst MCs may not label their practices 

as “Black”, my panoramic view of the culture, however, observes that there is an unspoken 

Blackness inscribed on the culture. As such, the Black diasporic sonic and linguistic intimacies 

which co-produces gospel grime culture, along with the social, cultural, religious, and class 

identities of its social actors, accounts for the “Black” in gospel grime. This, therefore, 

demands that we expand our definitions of Black gospel music and Black Christianity in 

Britain. As such, this work forges new areas of inquiry in grime studies, Black-British popular 

music studies, Black-British religious studies, and Black-British gospel music studies.  

1.4.3 “Denaturalising the sacred and secular”  

 

“Sacred” and “secular” binaries have, for a long time, been at the heart of scholarly discourses 

on Black music. Scholars have written extensively about the enmeshing of the “sacred” and 

“secular” in Black music-making, exposing the fact that the demarcation between the two 

realms are, in fact, social constructs (Reed, 2003). In view of this, in The Power of Black Music: 
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Interpreting its history from Africa to the United States, Floyd (1995) suggests that in West 

Africa, “there was no formal distinction between the sacred and profane [secular] realms of 

life, or between the material and spiritual” (Floyd 1995, p. 15). “Sacred” and “secular” have 

long troubled Black music and has, according to Zanfagna (2010, facilitated “essentialist and 

limiting views of Black musics and subjecthood” (Zanfagna 2010, p.18). As a result, creators 

of Black music within the diaspora have had to deal with the material consequences resulting 

from Eurocentric-formulated binaries (Charles 2016, p. 42) by not being able to enjoy the 

fluidity of their intersecting identities in the myriad of cultural spaces and social contexts. 

Scholars have argued that Black music, in fact, is an amalgamation of both the “sacred” and 

“secular” (Baraka 1963; Cone 1972; Spencer 1991; Floyd 1995; Pinn 2003; Reed 2003; Smith 

1994; Sylvan 2002), reinstating an Afrocentric framework (Floyd 1995; Charles 2016) as a 

mode of Black music analysis helpful to this present study.  

 

Since the 20th century, we observe how Black gospel music artists within a range of Black 

majority Pentecostal churches, those with a desire for musical modernity, collapsed “sacred” 

and “secular” borders by appropriating popular music styles typically associated with the 

“secular” (non-religious) world to transmit “sacred” messages of Christianity. In response, as 

the following chapter within this thesis makes clear, some Black conservative gatekeepers 

within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches resisted this practice, consequently 

creating an intergeneration divide premised on perceptions of the ideal gospel “sound”. This 

was no different for those who created and now partake in gospel rap traditions. I argue that 

hidden in socially constructed “sacred” and “secular” binaries is a politics of tradition v 

innovation and Suburban v Urban (Ramsey, 2003), steeped in a politics of Black respectability 

(Perry, 2004). As this thesis demonstrates, the existential realities of gospel grime MCs disrupt 
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and (de)neutralises these binaries, revealing to us how, in fact, the “sacred” and the 

“secular”43 are, in fact, intertwined within the same cultural fabric.  

1.5 Locating gospel grime. 

 

1.5.1 gospel grime’s place in the Black gospel music tradition 

 

Gospel grime is a strand of Black-British urban contemporary gospel music rooted in the late 

20th century. Its genealogy is traceable to the early Black gospel music tradition tied to urban 

street aesthetics within the diaspora – namely, the late 20th century Holy hip hop/Gospel rap 

traditions in America (Chapter 2). Whilst Black gospel music in Britain has its own unique 

histories (Smith 2009, Odeniran 2014; McKenzie 2014; Muir 2018), I choose to also reflect on 

the African-American gospel music tradition owing the shared transatlantic social, cultural, 

political and economic social history of its cultural producers (Gilroy, 1993). Furthermore, I 

explore this tradition owing to the transatlantic musical collaborations which occurred 

between Black-British and African-American gospel music artists during the late 20th century 

and at the turn of the century. I locate gospel grime within a transatlantic genealogy of street-

orientated Black gospel music within the diaspora (namely, the 20th Christian hip hop 

tradition) owing to the transatlantic collaborations between Black-British and African-

American Christian hip hop artists (chapter 2). But also, I make this critical connection owing 

to the ways in which Black gospel music icons within the African-American experience first 

collapsed “sacred” and “secular” borders by using popular music styles for worship 

 
43 Given that gospel grime MCs refer to their practice as a Christian “alternative” to “secular” (non-religious) 
grime, I use the term “sacred” to refer to Christianity and the ideas, sounds, and practices within this religio-
cultural framework.  
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engagements. During the 20th century, Black gospel music icons such as Thomas Dorsey, 

Rosetta Parks, Andre Crouch, the Edward Hawkins singers, and much later, Kirk Franklin – to 

name a few – were known to have fused together “secular” (non-religious) music forms along 

with “sacred” (religious) worship practices. Their stories and musical archive reveal to us how 

“secular” sonic aesthetics migrated into the Black Church (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990) and 

merged with Black worship practices to produce a popular music-orientated Black gospel 

music worship aesthetic. Owing to their cultural investments, throughout the 20th century 

we observe the expansion of this tradition through the emergence of subgenres such as 

gospel blues, gospel R&B and gospel Rap.  

 

Building on this tradition, musicians, and vocal ensembles within a range of Black majority 

Pentecostal churches in Britain in the mid-late 20th century also appropriated “secular” 

sounds (blues, jazz, reggae, soul, R&B, and hip hop) for Black sacred worship practices (Smith 

2009, McKenzie 2014; Muir 2014). The migration of “secular” sounds into the church by Black 

majority Pentecostal church musicians in Britain as well as their collaborations with African-

American artists who were also using popular music sounds for worship engagements, 

demonstrated how the Black-British gospel music tradition of the late 20th century is tied to 

wider diasporic genealogies of Black gospel music mediated through popular music 

aesthetics. Although gospel grime is performed primarily beyond the walls of Institutionalised 

Black majority Pentecostal churches, I argue, however, that given its “sacred” and “secular” 

identity and the Black majority Pentecostal heritage of its cultural producers, gospel grime is 

an extension of the Black gospel music tradition. As such, based on the genres’ music-making 

and performance practices, along with the cultural politics and discourses that come because 

of this practice, I argue that gospel grime is a binary-collapsing and border-crossing religio-
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musical culture located within a tradition of transgenerational religio-musical subcultures 

which disrupts imagined borders.  

1.5.2 “Everywhere + Nowhere”: gospel grime’s (Dis)Placements 

 

Initially, the use of grime cultural aesthetics to explore Christianity by gospel grime MCs, 

particularly the use of rap aesthetics (Bramwell, 2011) to lyrically communicate Christian 

messages, was seldomly received by “secular” (non-religious) grime communities and a range 

of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches. In the genre’s early development, for 

instance, “secular” (non-religious) grime artists often viewed gospel grime as musically sub-

bar, branding the genre as “whack” leading to gospel grime “CDs getting dashed out of the 

car” (Guvna B, 2014)44. In addition to facing resistance and critique from “secular” grime 

music artists, gospel grime MCs have also dealt with resistance from gatekeepers within a 

range of Black majority Pentecostal church who conceive of their brand of Christianity as 

transgressive, “profane”, “worldly” and too aligned to a street culture of decadence. 

Consequently, MCs have found it a constant challenge to enjoy the duality of their subcultural 

identities within socially constructed “sacred” and “secular” spaces that has informed and 

influenced their enmeshed subcultural identities (Chapter 4). 

 

Being Christian and grime simultaneously has caused MCs displacement from the cultural 

spaces that has facilitated their Christian-orientated subcultural identities. As a result, MCs 

have fashioned out alternative spaces – offline/online – for the manifestation of their 

 
44 Guvna B, in his song, ‘Bars’, taken from the album, ‘Scrapbook II’ (2014), features what appears to be a 
“secular” (non-religious) grime MCs critiquing gospel grime by calling it “whack” leading to “CD getting dashed 
out of the car” 
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subcultural practices (Chapter 3 and 4). Furthermore, displacement from both cultures have 

had implications on their material livelihood45. For instance, Guvna B makes this explicitly 

clear in his song, ‘Everywhere + Nowhere’ where he laments the economic consequences of 

not being able to enjoy the fluidity and benefits of their cross-cultural worlds. At the heart of 

this narrative of displacement, is a politics of rejection and representation which has often 

determined the material livelihood of gospel grime MCs. Quite often, the rhetoric 

surrounding this politics is often premised on socially constructed binaries such as 

sacred/secular, good/evil, moral/immoral, sin/salvation, ministry/entertainment. These 

binaries continue to have social and financial implications on the everyday material livelihood 

of MCs.   

1.6 Literature review  

1.6.1 grime studies  

This current work on gospel grime stands amidst – and relies on – an emerging body of 

scholarship on grime music culture. The interdisciplinary study of grime is a newly emerging 

field in Britain with work emerging from scholars and writers such as Palmer (2010), Barron 

(2013), White (2014), Bramwell (2011; 2015b), Charles (2016, 2019), Swain (2018), Fatsis 

(2019) amongst others. Whilst there are many journalistic writings on grime music within the 

public domain, in this review I focus specifically on published academic works (namely, PhD 

thesis) because of how they critically engage with grime culture and the work they are doing 

in building an academic discipline on the music.  

 

 
45 During our interview, A star lamented the fact that the church – as an institution – needs to do more in 
terms of financially supporting MCs with their Christian-orientated musical brand of Christianity.   
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In (In)visible entrepreneurs: creative enterprise in the Urban music economy, White (2014) 

explores the socio-economic realities of Black-British identities in East London and how their 

economic location served as a source of inspiration for the creating of urban music economies 

from which grime emerges. Using grime as a framework for her analysis, White explores the 

inherent “nature of entrepreneurship” within East London’s urban economies and how, 

through a DIY (Do It Yourself) ethics, working-class constituents, particularly within the 

cultural format of grime, form a “creative enterprise” known as the “urban music economy” 

informed by self-deterministic sensibilities. Given the social, political, and economic 

marginalisation of young Black-British male identities, White contends that grime music and 

its inherent entrepreneurial ethos has, indeed, become a “mechanism for social and 

economic mobility […] for ethnically stigmatised communities” (White 2014, p. vi) In London. 

Overall, White’s exploration of the genre is useful in that it offers us insight into the socio-

economic realities of Black-British identities (predominantly male) and how, through self-

deterministic means, cultural producers of the genre have crafted strategies of resistance 

towards the social, political, and economic inequalities they face. What her work makes 

explicitly clear is this: grime music, for the communities who make it, has become an 

economic lifeline within an oppressive socio-economic systemic structure which seeks to 

routinely marginalise Black-British identities economically46. Whilst this work is useful in 

understanding the socio-economic matrix in which grime music emerges from, White’s work 

does not, however, explore the artistic and aesthetic qualities of the music. Furthermore, 

whilst her work gives us insight into grime music early formation as a musico-cultural practice, 

it fails to acknowledge the manifestation of gospel grime as part of grime’s origin story.  

 
46 After reading White’s work, and thus considering the scope of my own research interests, it appears that her 
work is decidedly useful in understanding how Black communities organise and mobilize their voices to resist 
institutional structures that render them invisible.  
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In The Aesthetics and Ethics of London based Rap: A Sociology of UK Hip-Hop and Grime, 

Bramwell (2011) explores the cultural production of rap music cultures in London, using grime 

music as part of his central framework of analysis. Through a sociological and philosophical 

lens, he investigates the production of rap in London with particular focus on its aesthetic and 

ethical dimensions – i.e., how the cultural production of rap, particularly within the cultural 

format of grime, demonstrates the “formal characteristics of rap and the social relations 

constructed through its production and use” (Bramwell 2011, p. 3). What makes his study 

useful to this current study on gospel grime is the way in which he engages the idea of the 

Black cultural tradition in London, revealing to us how the production of rap in grime culture 

fits within the cultural lineage of Black expressive cultures in London. Through a socio-political 

lens, Bramwell examines how the production of rap speaks of “the representation of urban 

dwelling within the black public sphere” (Bramwell 2011, p.3). And like White (2014), 

throughout the study Bramwell chooses to focus on the production of rap through the lens of 

Black-British identities (primarily male), exploring how the production of rap through hip hop 

and grime articulates a “cultural politics that challenges socio-economic inequality and racist 

oppression” (Bramwell 2011, p.3) in London. Bramwell’s study is also useful to this project 

because it helps to connect gospel grime to a local Black-British oral tradition: a space of 

resistance and identity formation. Unfortunately, however, like White (2014), Bramwell 

makes no official reference to gospel grime despite its history and contribution to London’s 

“black cultural tradition” (Bramwell 2011, p.21).  

 

Building on the work of White (2014) and Bramwell (2011), in Hallowed be thy Grime? A 

musicological and sociological genealogy of Grime music and its relation to black Atlantic 
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religious discourse, through an interdisciplinary lens, Charles (2016) provides a genealogical 

exploration of grime music culture, prioritising issues of race, religion/spirituality, class, 

gender, and music. Whilst her work sheds light on the socio-economic formation of the 

music’s social actors, thereby leading to an understanding of grime as a working class-based 

genre of music, significant to her work, and relatable to this current study, is the way in which 

she explores, to some extent, the Black religious heritage (Christianity) of grime social actors 

which informs the “Africanized spirituality” of the genre (Charles 2016, p. 23), and how African 

religious practices within the diaspora are evidenced in the sonic and cultural formation of 

the genre.  

 

Using MDA (Musicological discourse analysis)47 as methodological framework, a framework 

she pioneers, Charles offers a musicological analysis of grime music helpfully to this current 

study. As a framework for analysis, MDA is useful in that it helps the reader grasp an 

understanding of grime’s social identity, as well as an understanding of how the sonic identity 

of music metaphorically articulates London inner city life through the lens of Black-British 

identities.  I find her work useful, particularly the idea she raises about how the sonic aesthetic 

of grime metaphorically reflects a post-industrial aesthetic, because it allows me to construct 

a sonic analysis of gospel grime in which I demonstrate how, sonically, Christianity is 

navigated and negotiated by Black-British identities dwelling in a “post-industrial terrain” 

(Charles 2016, p. 44). Although Charles makes clear references to religion and spirituality in 

her exploration of grime music (Charles 2016, p. 22), she does not, however, acknowledge 

the history of gospel grime, which is rather ironic given the overtly religious identity of gospel 

 
47 According to Charles, “MDA is an experiential method […] developed […] to analyse music in the sociology and 
cultural studies field” (2016, p. 24).  
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grime and its almost parallel emergence with “secular” (non-religious) grime, which she 

claims to be rooted in religion and spirituality.  

 

Whilst the above scholarly works (Bramwell 2011; White 2014; Charles 2016) serve as the 

intellectual foundation for this work, the omission of gospel grime within their scholarly 

explorations of grime music provides the space to break scholarly ground and fill in the gap 

by offering the first full-length PhD on gospel grime48. Whilst I have now placed gospel grime 

within the lineage of grime studies, I also wish to now place it within an emerging Black-British 

gospel music discipline by reviewing the literature on Black-British gospel music and 

identifying a gap for this current work to fill.  As will be discovered, at the time of this research, 

urban contemporary Black-British gospel music tied to street aesthetics (namely, Christian hip 

hop, gospel grime, gospel drill, and broader manifestations of gospel rap in Britain), has yet 

to be explored within academia. As such, this thesis forges new grounds of enquiry in the field 

of Black-British gospel music scholarship.   

1.6.2 Black-British gospel music studies  

 

The first official scholarly enquiry into Black-British gospel music begun with the work of 

McKenzie (2014), who published the first full-length PhD study on Black-British gospel music 

In Britain. In her work, The Future of The Past: Forging A Historical Context for Black Gospel 

Music as a Tradition Amongst African Caribbean Pentecostals in Post-war Britain, through the 

lens of historiography and using congregational singing as its central framework of analysis, 

 
48 Given the omission of gospel grime within the mentioned scholarly works, I raise the question: why, given the 
existence of gospel grime in public archives (namely, YouTube), has the music been omitted from scholarly 
accounts of grime music?  
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McKenzie explores the origin(s) and historical development of Black-British gospel music 

within the African-Caribbean Pentecostal church tradition49 in Britain during the late 20th 

century.  Within her work, McKenzie focuses on the cultural practice of congregational singing 

within institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches established by African-Caribbean 

Christian communities. Unlike the commercial writings on Black-British gospel music which 

begin with the African-American tradition (Broughton 1985; Smith 2009, Odeniran 2014), all 

of which McKenzie considers as the “misappropriation” of an African-American history 

(McKenzie 2014, p.34), McKenzie’s work specifically explores the history of the Black gospel 

music tradition in Britain, focusing on the social, cultural, and socio-religious factors which 

shaped the development of the tradition in Britain. For instance, within her work, McKenzie 

sets out to investigate the way in which “African-Caribbean Pentecostal customs [and] 

worship practices [….] fostered the growth of religious singing amongst its adherents, 

particularly singing amongst its youth” (2014, p. 28) suggesting that the African-Caribbean 

Pentecostal tradition in Britain during the latter half of the 20th century became the 

“theological and cultural womb” (2014, p.3), as well as a creative sanctuary facilitating the 

early development of the Black-British gospel music in Britain. Although she does not offer a 

musicological exegesis of the songs produced during the era she investigates, McKenzie, 

nonetheless, highlights the socio-religious history of the musical tradition, occasionally 

referring to aesthetic changes of the music during the latter half of the 20th century. She 

writes:  

 

 
49 The African-Caribbean Pentecostal tradition is a Black-led Christian church institution founded by African-
Caribbean migrants arriving in Britain during the mid -20th century Windrush era.  
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“Congregational singing [and] acoustic instruments were eventually exchanged for 

electric instruments such as the organ, keyboards, electric guitar, bass guitar, with the 

eventual addition of drums; and some of the singing of Euro-British and Euro-

American hymns, and the ‘old-time’ choruses gradually replaced by notable Black 

gospel songs and contemporary Christian songs recorded by noteworthy Christian and 

Black gospel songwriters” (McKenzie 2014, P. 14).  

 

In view of the above, McKenzie highlights the stylistic transformations of Black-British gospel 

music within institutionlised church spaces during the late 20th century. As her work points 

out, based on a desire for modernity, young Black church musicians’ vocal outfits50 chose to 

express their musical brand of Christianity using popular music styles: namely, jazz, funk, 

reggae, and R&B. Although she does not elaborate on the sonic qualities of these 

transformations and its implications on the overall sonic identity of Black-British gospel music 

during this period, her findings, nonetheless, are important to this current work because it 

sketches out a genealogy of Black-British gospel music tied to popular music aesthetics during 

the latter half of the 20th century. Owing to the aesthetic aversion of a range of Black 

conservative church gatekeepers towards the merging of popular music aesthetics and Black 

worship practices, we observe how, according to McKenzie, a younger generation of Christian 

worshipers – those who utilised popular music styles for worship practices – mobilised their 

unique musical brand of Christianity beyond the walls of the institutionlised church spaces 

into an  alternative space; a spatial practice we would later observe with the manifestations 

of gospel grime at the start of the 21st century (chapter 4). McKenzie work is useful in in that 

 
50 children born to their migrant parents.  
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it helps to place this work on gospel grime within the genealogy of Black-British gospel music 

performed in alternative spaces. Furthermore, her work helps us understand the historical 

significance of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal church spaces in Britain as 

important cultural institutions nurturing the aesthetic and artistic development of Black-

British gospel music, despite the tensions, contradictions, and problems it posed for musicians 

and musical outfits who used popular music formats to explore their Christian identities.  

 

Whilst McKenzie’s work offers us significant insights into the 20th century history of Black-

British gospel music, outside of the scope of her work, however, is a musical exegesis. Owing 

to this limitation, we are left questioning the social, political, and theological significance of 

the music. After engaging with her work, I was left with the questions: what did the music say 

about the material conditions of its social actors?  In what ways did Black gospel music 

emerging from within the church space reflect or responded to the significant socio-political 

events of the time in post-war Britain? Do the themes in the music reflect the crisis of Black 

struggle in Britain (Black unemployment, marginalisation)? Could it be possible that Black-

British congregational singing served as indirect/direct vocal expressions of resistance to 

oppressive systems in post-war Britain? Afterall, as noted by Oliver (1990) in Black Music In 

Britain: Essays on the Afro-Asian contribution to popular music “no discussion of black music 

in Britain can be separated from the social contexts of the genre” (Oliver 1990, p. 84). Overall, 

despite these limitations, McKenzie work is useful because it provides this current study on 

gospel grime with a historical framework which places the genre within the lineage of Black-

British gospel music.  
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Following McKenzie’s scholarship, in Sounds Mega: Musical discourse in Black Majority 

Churches in London, Muir (2018) offers the next systematic scholarly account on Black-British 

gospel music. Like McKenzie (2014), Muir’s work sets out to explore forms of Black-British 

gospel music, primarily congregational singing, within a range of Black majority Pentecostal 

churches In London. Using Nattiez’s model of musical discourse51, a methodological 

framework she uses to explore the music within a range of Black majority Pentecostal 

churches, Muir explores the connection between music discourse, religious experience, and 

the theological outlook of the churches she investigates (Muir 2018, p. 38). Through sustained 

observations at three main Black majority Pentecostal churches in London, Muir finds that 

the assumption that “African mega churches in Britain would sing songs which reflected their 

cultural heritage was confounded” (Muir, 2018) cited by (Davis, 2018)52. Quite interestingly, 

as summarized by Davis, “nothing that could be described as either intrinsically African or 

Afro-Caribbean or written by song writers from those domains” (Davis, 2018) could be heard. 

Rather, the musical discourse found within these spaces, she observed, was predominantly 

“white music forms” (Muir 2018, p. 3). Interestingly, her work revealed several issues: firstly, 

her work revealed the Identity politics at play within these churches, given that they 

“privileged white music forms” (2018, p. 3) and preferred their worshippers, who are 

predominately Black with a West African heritage, to suppress their inherent Africanisms in 

favor of a White-orientated theology and choreographic posture. As she found, the churches 

under her ethnographic surveillance were deliberate about West African heritage 

 
51 “a framework of critical discourse analysis to interrogate his “esthesic”, “immanent” and “poietic” elements 
(the experience by the receivers, the music itself and the perspective of the producers (Muir 2018, p. 3).  
52 See Davis (2018), What’s next for contemporary worship music? 
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2018/7-december/features/features/where-next-for-contemporary-
worship-music 
 

https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2018/7-december/features/features/where-next-for-contemporary-worship-music
https://www.churchtimes.co.uk/articles/2018/7-december/features/features/where-next-for-contemporary-worship-music
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worshippers suppressing their inherent African gestures53. Secondly, she found that the 

theological orientation of these Black majority Pentecostal churches is less concerned with 

the material conditions of its members.  

 

In trying to decipher the reasons behind this “privileging of white music forms” Muir informs 

us that it “was as a direct mandate from the leadership, which dictated that they should no 

longer sing those songs [Nigerian songs]” because “they had aspiration of becoming a mega 

church, and the repertoire needed to reflect that” thereby opting for songs which “they felt 

would attract the white indigenous population” (Muir 2018, p. 3). Muir contends that such an 

outlook fostered by the leadership within these churches “problematiz[es] the notion of black 

in the environment” (Muir 2018, p. 222) and therefore contributes to an anti-black rhetoric. 

If Black majority Pentecostal churches, those predominately populated and invested into by 

Black worshippers, refuses to embrace its cultural identity, how then, is “Blackness” (Palmer, 

2010) perceived by those who may be considered “Black”? Furthermore, if these spaces are 

considered as the “cultural womb” of Black communities (Lincoln & Mamiya 1990, p. 8), how 

does one justify the reluctance of these churches to reflect the cultural identity of their 

members?  

 

Whilst Muir’s problematising of the Black majority churches she investigates is useful for this 

study, given that she identifies what I am suggesting as a politics of representation54, the 

study, more broadly, is limiting because it does not engage in great detail with the 

manifestations of Black-British gospel music beyond the walls institutionalised Black majority 

 
53 See chapter 3, where I discuss some of these gestures.  
54 A decline in radical inclusion.  
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churches. This gap in her scholarship legitimises the need for this current work on gospel 

grime; the first full-length scholarly exploration of urban contemporary Black-British gospel 

music tied to urban street aesthetics performed primarily beyond the walls of 

institutionalised Black majority church spaces.  

 

Overall, whilst McKenzie (2014) provides us with a rich historical narrative pertaining to how 

the Black-British Pentecostal tradition facilitated the early development of Black-British 

gospel music in post-war Britain, Muir (2018) expands the scholarly discourse by providing a 

musicological analysis of how congregational singing within a range of Black majority churches 

reflect the theological orientation of the church, as well as its religio-cultural imagination. I 

conclude that both works are useful in that they offer scholarly accounts on the 

manifestations of Black gospel music within a Black-British context. Furthermore, helpful to 

this study is the way in which both works discuss – albeit briefly – the enmeshing of the 

“secular” and “sacred” in the cultural production of Black-British gospel music and the 

implications of this enmeshing, which is demonstrated through the fashioning of an 

alternative worship space for the manifestations of popular music-orientated brands of 

Christianity – namely, the concert space55.  

 

 
55 The concert space first emerged in Britain during the late 20th century following the enmeshing of “sacred” 
and “secular” sonic worlds by young Black majority church musicians and musical outfits. As both McKenzie 
(2014) and Muir (2018) observe, the space was considered “transgressive” by a range of conservative church 
elders/gatekeepers who were aesthetically averse towards the union between popular music styles and Black 
worship practices. Yet, for a generational cohort yearning for modernity, expressing Christianity through a range 
of popular music styles served as a culturally relevant mission and means of expressing their brand of 
Christianity. Thus, according to McKenzie (2014) and Muir (2018) what had been created was a “vibrant concert 
scene”; a space which allowed for Christianity to be in conversation with popular music aesthetics. 
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Conclusively, both McKenzie and Muir’s work are useful in establishing Black-British gospel 

music as a legitimate musical tradition in the British context.  

 

What follows below in the subsequent section is a reviewing of literature on the newly 

emerging field of Black gospel music tied to urban street aesthetics – The Christian hip hop 

tradition, otherwise branded as gospel Rap/holy hip hop/ Christian hip hop. Given that grime 

music is considered “a distinctively British adaptation and transformation of hip hop” (Gidley, 

2007) summarised by (Speers 2014, p. 25), likewise gospel grime a local manifestation of the 

Christian hip hop tradition, by reviewing emerging scholarly literatures on the Christian hip 

hop tradition, I endeavor to carve out space for gospel grime scholarship. By doing so, I place 

gospel grime within the scholarly lineage of Black gospel music tied to urban street aesthetics. 

During the time of this research project, the Christian hip hop tradition has mostly been 

documented by scholars in America, who document the origin and development of the genre 

within the American experience. In Britain, however, despite the emergence of the genre in 

the late 20th century, there is a paucity of research on this tradition, demonstrating the need 

for this current work. Frist, I begin by reviewing scholarship on the Christian hip hop tradition 

in America, as I believe there will be useful points to consider in relation to the local 

homegrown gospel grime culture.  

 

1.6.3 Emerging literature on Christian hip hop  

 

Emerging literature on the Christian hip hop tradition are: Cheryl Renee Gooch’s (1996) 

Rappin for the Lord: The uses of Gospel Rap and contemporary music in Black Religious 
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communities; Garth Kasima Back-Fletcher’s (2003) African American Christian rap: facing 

“truth” and resisting it”;  Deborah Smith’s Pollard’s (2010) When The Church Becomes Your 

Party: Preacher’s in Disguise: Bringing the holy to Hip Hop; Tatum’s (2010) Poetics with a 

Promise: Performances of faith and gender in Christian Hip Hop; and Christina Zanfagna’s 

(2010), Holy Hip Hop in the city of Angels.   

 

In African American Christian rap: facing “truth” and resisting it” (2003), Baker-fletcher’s 

central thesis is that “the Christian message is expressed in rap music through the polarities 

of oppugnancy and opacity using religious symbols and language”. By “oppugnancy’’ Baker-

Fletcher is referring to the ways in which gospel rappers use their creative practice to resist 

forms of oppression within the social environments they dwell in. In this sense, for Baker-

Fletcher, gospel rap may be considered as a creative strategy of resistance – perhaps a religo-

political tool used to resist oppressive regimes within America through creative practice. 

Ultimately, Baker-Fletcher’s central argument is that “Christian rap sets about its task of 

proclaiming the saving message of Jesus Christ within the space inhibited by “homies” who 

live in “da world” on “da streetz” (Baker-Fletcher 2003, p. 30). And whilst Baker-Fletcher’s 

work is useful in exploring rap music through a religious lens, it does not offer a sustained 

musical analysis which may lend itself to a helpful understanding of the sonic identity of 

gospel rap. Perhaps, if Baker-Fletcher had offered a musical analysis we may have been able 

to decipher the ways in which the social and sonic qualities of the music demonstrate how 

Christianity is mobilised beyond the church walls into the everyday inner-city experiences of 

MCs. Whilst this appears to be a limitation within the work, Baker-Fletcher’s exploration of 

gospel rap through a religious lens and his notion of “oppugnancy” and “opacity”, helps us 

reflect on the ways in which Black gospel music tied to an urban street aesthetic is used as a 
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tool of resistance by gospel rappers living in inner city environments. I attend to this limitation 

in my work on gospel grime (Chapter 4)56.  

 

In Rappin for the Lord: The uses of Gospel Rap and contemporary music in Black Religious 

communities, Gooch makes the claim that gospel rap is a “tool of evangelism” representing 

an urban contemporary street brand of Christianity which uses traditional biblical imagery 

and themes to form the basis its religio-musical identity.  

 

Pollard’s (2010) contribution to this emerging scholarship on Christian hip hop sets about 

providing a more definitive overview of the tradition, owing to her insider position as one 

who has experience within the Black church, her scholarly work on the tradition in academia, 

and her gospel music industry experience as a radio host on the tradition. Pollard’s work 

offers a systematic overview of holy hip hop’s origin and development in America. She 

documents the numerous artists championing the holy hip hop movement in the country. 

More significantly, Pollards work is significant because she makes the critical connection 

between holy hip hop and Black church performance aesthetics, which I also explore in 

Chapter 4. What Pollard is suggesting in her work, particularly through the connections she 

makes with holy hip hop and the Black church, is that performance practices found in genre 

is rooted in the genealogy of the Black gospel music in America and, more broadly, within the 

African diaspora.  

 

 
56 See Chapter 4, where I explore how the formal sonic qualities of gospel grime, along with the Christian 
orientated lyrics of the MCs, metaphorically sound out the way in which Black British Christianity is negotiated 
By MC in London inner city environments.  
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In her PhD study, Poetics with a Promise: Performances of faith and gender in Christian Hip 

Hop, Tatum (2010) explores “how African-American Christian hip-hop artists negotiate 

tensions between the sacred and the secular in African-American Christianity and in popular 

culture” (Tatum 2010, p. x). In this work, Tatum puts forth the main argument that “both male 

and female Christian hip-hop artists face a myriad of artistic and religious pressures and 

expectations as they negotiate complex religious, gender and musical politics in their work” 

(2010, p. x). Tatum’s work is useful in that it helps us understand how Christian hip hop artists, 

through their musical practices, disrupt “sacred” and “secular” binary formations. For Tatum, 

the enmeshing of hip hop and Christianity, as reflected in the subcultural identity formation 

and cultural work of Christian hip hop artists, demonstrates a “deinstitutionalized spiritual 

practice […] […]” which reflects “the sacred and secular in African-American life and culture” 

(2010, p. xi). Tatum’s work is useful for this study on gospel grime because it helps the 

researcher move beyond binary conceptions of the “sacred” and “secular” helping to view 

gospel grime as part of a genealogy of street-credible religio-musical genre which reflects the 

enmeshing of “sacred” and “secular” worlds.  

 

Another work crucially important is Christian Zanfagna’s (2010) Holy Hip in the city of Angels: 

music, urban space, and politics of conversion. Through an ethnomusicological lens, 

Zanfagna’s work explores the ways in which African-American gospel rappers – particularly 

within Los Angeles – perform Christianity using hip hop aesthetics. She considers how they 

negotiate the intersections of “hip hop and evangelism, and the economic market” even “as 

they navigate structural inequalities imposed on them by the state, institutional Christianity, 

and national music industries” (Zanfagna 2010, p. xvi). In what she considers to be the first 

“musical ethnography of holy hip hop” (Zanfagna 2010, p. 49), like Tatum (2010), through an 
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ethnographic lens, Zanfagna demonstrates how holy hip hop practitioners navigate and 

negotiate the tensions imposed on them by socially constructed “sacred” and “secular” 

binaries, and how, despite these tensions and constraints, artists continue to use hip hop 

aesthetics to represent their Christian-orientated identities. In her exploration, Zanfagna 

demonstrates how Christian hip hop artists mobilise their Christian faith beyond the walls of 

institutionalised churches. Her work is useful to this current exploration of gospel grime 

because it helps the researcher to conceive of gospel grime as a religio-musical culture which 

disrupts socially constructed binaries; and as a street coded/credible brand of Christianity, 

expands definitions of Black Christianity.  

1.6.4 Emerging literature on Christian hip hop/gospel rap/holy hip hop in Britain  

 

Whilst there is an emerging body of scholarship exploring Christian hip hop from a myriad of 

interdisciplinary domains in America, the same cannot be said in the Britain. During this 

research project, the only scholarly source which explores the Christian hip hop tradition in 

the Britain is found in the work of DeHanas (2013). In his article, Keepin’ it real: London Youth 

Hip Hop as an Authentic Performance of Belief, DeHanas explores the ways in which Black-

British males in London – particularly in South London, Brixton – use hip hop resources to 

represent their brand of Christianity. His central argument is that “young people use Gospel 

rap performances to endow their beliefs with an embodied authenticity” (DeHanas 2013, 

p.296). In other words, he is suggesting is that young Black Christian-orientated identities 

utilise the cultural resources of hip hop as culturally legitimate and relevant means of 

performing and embodying religious identity in their everyday lives. Whilst DeHanas does well 

in acknowledging rap as an important expressive modality in the everyday performance of 
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religious identity, the work does not, however, explore the musical qualities of gospel rap; 

neither does it make any critical links to performance aesthetics within the Black gospel music 

tradition which informs the identity of the musical form. Where this is lacking in his study, 

this current work on gospel grime bridges this gap by exploring how the artistic and aesthetic 

qualities of gospel grime in relation to the Christian-orientated lyrics of the MC, 

metaphorically sound out the ways in which Christianity is embodied by MCs in their everyday 

lives. Unlike DeHanas, I explore how the social, sonic, and religious qualities of gospel grime 

give us insight into how Christianity is embodied by MCs using Black-British urban street 

aesthetics.  At the time of this thesis, the work of DeHanas is the only scholarly exploration of 

gospel rap in Britain. My work on gospel grime breaks scholarly ground by being the first full-

length PhD study on gospel grime, a strand from the fabric of gospel rap in Britain. Now that 

I have explored significant literatures pertaining to the scope of this thesis, and have been 

able to identify a gap, I wish to now discuss my research methodology and how they have 

assisted me in collecting data for this project.   

1.7 Methodology  

This thesis utilises what hip hop scholar, Rose (1994) considers to be a “polyvocal” (Rose 1994, 

p. xiv) research approach. I use the term “polyvocal” to account for the manifold ways in 

which I engaged various interdisciplinary methods to gain a holistic understanding of gospel 

grime culture – what it is (what is gospel grime?), the way it is (how is gospel grime 

embodied?), and what it means (in what ways goes gospel grime produce meaning?). Given 

the intersectionality of the genre – for instance, its social, cultural, religious, political, 

economic, and aesthetic epistemological registers – it was important that I did not rely solely 

on the musicality of the cultural from as a generative site of knowledge, despite it serving as 
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one of the principal data collection sites. Furthermore, owing to the overtly religious identity 

of gospel grime, weighted emphasis was giving to the study of “lived religion” (McGuire, 

2008)57. The focus of the thesis is to explore how Christianity is performed and embodied by 

MCs in their everyday lives using grime cultural aesthetics. Therefore, it was important for me 

to select research methods which would assist me in gaining a holistic understanding of gospel 

grime as an everyday, street-coded religio-musical brand of Black-British Christianity.  

 

To achieve the aims of this thesis I used a range of qualitative methods rooted in an 

ethnographical school of thought. Although my intention at the start of the project was to 

carry out standardised ethnography (in-person participation-observation alongside in-depth 

semi-structured interviews), due to changes within the scene, namely, the dissipating of 

gospel grime live shows and the overall decline in coherence within the scene, this was not 

possible. After the vibrant era of the scene in the early to mid 2010’s (Chapter 2), which 

encompassed regular live shows, a strong mixtape culture, and an overall coherence within 

the scene, things started to quieten down. According to one of the MCs interviewed, the 

scene had quietened down owing to artists not being able to fund their music as well as their 

commitments to existential life events (marriage, children, work). Despite this, however, 

during the time of this research (2019/2020), participants mentioned a “revival” within the 

scene, with new and old artists collaborating to put on live shows with the aim of resurrecting 

the scene. However, owing to the 2020 coronavirus outbreak, the “stay at home” mandatory 

measures introduced by the government which sought to control the spread of the virus, 

meant that my original plan to carry out standardised ethnography was suspended. 

 
57 See Section 1.3 for definition on everyday lived religion and how I use it as a theoretical framework within 
the thesis.  
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Considering these unforeseen circumstances, during the research project I had to reorientate 

my methodological approach by considering alternative qualitative methods to obtain data. 

This was not surprising given that the unpredictable nature of social research, which may 

sometimes lead researchers to consider alternative methodological tools can “commonly act 

as springboards” (Bryman 2012, p. 3) to alternative methodological trajectories in social 

research. Therefore, in addition to in-depth semi-structured interviews (offline/online)58, I 

conducted online research by exploring the online presence of MCs including their usage of 

digital social media platforms such as YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter59. In the absence of 

participation-observation at live events, I was able to conduct a qualitative analysis of data 

using one-to-one in-depth semi-structured interviews and reflection on my own participation 

beyond these interviews using online data.  

 

Exploring the social media presence of all MCs interviewed for this project became an online 

data collection method which scholars consider as “netnography” (Koiznets 2010; 2011; 2019; 

2021; Bryman 2012), “virtual ethnography” (Hine 1994; 2000; 2005), or “digital ethnography” 

(Pink et al., 2015). For instance, Koiznets (2011) observes that immersion in the online world 

of research participants, or the study of culture(s) within the digital environment is, in fact, 

“[…] an adaptation of ethnography for the online world” (Kozinets, 2011). In a similar 

methodological framing, In virtual ethnography, Hine (2000) makes the case that given that 

the internet has become a site for the multiple manifestations of culture(s) and cultural 

formations and, indeed, a space which exhibits divergent cultural practices and cultural 

 
58 Before the start of the Covid-19 virus outbreak, I was able to conduct two interviews face-to-face with Faith 
Child and Triple O. However, due to national “stay at home” measures, my interviews with A star, Shardz, and 
Icie could only be conducted using online communicative technologies – namely, skype. 
59 These were the main social media platforms MCs mentioned during our discussions.  
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artefacts reflecting the everyday lived experiences of social actors within a given cultural 

format, the internet requires a new form of ethnography which she proposes as “Virtual 

ethnography” (Hine, 2000.) Whilst Hine contends that “virtual ethnography is not put forward 

as a new method to replace the old” (Hine 1994, p. 1), Koiznets and Gambetti (2021) suggests 

that it is, however, “an essential tool for qualitative research in the dynamic, complex, and 

conflicted worlds of contemporary technoculture” (Koiznets & Gambetti, 2021). 

 

 Therefore, given that all MCs interviewed use an assortment of digital social media platforms 

to express and explore their Christian-orientated identities as an everyday practice, I used 

online data collection methods to gain a holistic understanding of gospel grime culture as it is 

manifested online through the lens of MCs (Chapter 4). I immersed myself within the online 

world of all MCs interviewed for this project, exploring their Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube 

pages to investigate how everyday lived religion mediated through grime cultural aesthetics 

is performed and extended within the digital space. Therefore, following the 

recommendations of MCs, I preceded to search their individual profiles on the social media 

platforms they made frequent use of to observe the ways in which they used language, image, 

rhetoric, and lyrics to assert their Black-British, street-credible Christian-orientated identities. 

During the “non-participatory” (Bryman 2012, p. 448) phases of my online observations, I was 

able to identify themes that were discussed during (offline) interviews with MCs across the 

social media platforms they made use of. In view of this, under the rubric “thinking deeply”, 

Bryman (2012) characterises this type of online methodological approach as “the study of 

online communities plus offline interview” in which the “researcher interviews […] the people 

involved in the online interaction” (Bryman 2012, p. 450).  In terms of my sample, I chose to 

explore the social media platforms of MCs interviewed for this project and not others because 
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my aim was to triangulate my data: interviewing the same MCs (semi-structured interviews), 

exploring their online practices (online observation), and analysing their music (MDA – 

musicological discourse analysis) (Charles 2016, p. 81). Overall, the combination of these 

qualitative methods and analytic approaches enabled a holistic exploration and 

understanding of gospel grime culture through the lens of the MCs.   

1.7.1 Qualitative methods  

 

Qualitative methods such as online data collection and in-depth semi-structured interviews, 

both of which I used in this project, are research methods rooted in the enterprise of 

ethnography (Bryman, 2012). According to Speers (2014), a researcher who deploys these 

methods in her exploration of hip hop culture in London, ethnography “is about the study of 

people” (Speers 2014, p. 80) within a given social and cultural context. As such, the enterprise 

of ethnography is a combination of unstructured interviews, case studies, participant-

observation, secondary documentation analysis. By engaging the above methodological tools, 

the researcher may better understand the social actor’s “perspective of reality” (Fetterman 

1989, p.27-30). These qualitative methods present the researcher with the necessary 

methodological tools to better understand, or at least, gain sufficient insight into the social 

actor’s “patterns of behavior, customs and way of life” (Fetterman, 1989). Therefore, the 

qualitative methods used within this project allowed me to assume the position of “seeing 

through the eyes of a particular social group, to discover the precise nuances of meaning with 

a particular cultural milieu” (Ferrell 1999, p. 399). Approaching gospel grime from the 

perspective of everyday lived religion allows me to observe and document the ways in which 

Christianity is embodied and “interwoven [in] the everyday lives of people” (Ammerman 
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2014, p. 190). As such, in this project I use a combination of qualitative methods – namely, 

online data collection and in-depth semi-structured interviews – to gain insight into the 

everyday religious practices of gospel grime MCs who articulate their religious identities using 

grime sonic and cultural aesthetics. Therefore, in ways in which quantitative methodological 

tools cannot, the qualitative tools used within this specific research context is readily 

positioned to “capture the lived experiences of rappers” (Speers 2014, p.80) within the gospel 

grime scene. 

 

The purpose of me using the selected qualitative methods for this research60 was to help me 

understand the “complex conceptual structures of object of study” with the purpose of 

translating lived experience into discourse and then relaying it “back to the outside world” 

(Geertz 1973, p.10). The various qualitative methods deployed in this research project has 

enabled me to immerse myself into the social world of social actors who occupy space within 

the gospel grime scene in contemporary London. Immersion into this world was achieved by 

using a combination of qualitative methodological tools rooted in an ethnographic school of 

thought. For instance, I used in-depth semi-structured interviews, online data collection 

methods61 and musicological discourse analysis (MDA) (Charles 2016, p. 81.). Combined, 

these qualitative tools produced a rich data set helping me to obtain a dynamic, nuanced, and 

holistic understanding of gospel grime culture. Through in-depth semi-structured interviews 

and online observations, I was able to observe, examine, and analyse the Christian-oriented 

identity of the scene, observing how MCs use grime aesthetics for Christian-identity 

formation. What is discovered through the combinational use of these qualitative methods is 

 
60 online data collection, in-depth semi structured interviews, and MDA (musicological discourse analysis). 
61 I explored the MCs social media pages for data – namely, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter.  
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an understanding on the manifold ways in which MCs within the scene make use an 

assortment of grime cultural resources to articulate an inner-city, street-credible brand of 

Black-British Christianity. And given the everyday practice of Christianity and grime by Black-

British MCs, a methodology most suitable to understanding religion and the “everyday 

culture” (Barron, 2013, p. 5) of gospel grime is one which, according to Speers (2014), 

translates and “captures everydayness” (Speers 2014, p. 79). Considering this then, I found it 

best to consider a research design which allowed for me to examine and explore the multiple 

ways in which Christianity is performed in the everyday lives of MCs.  I used qualitative 

methods owing to the explorative nature of my research questions as well as its existential 

nature of enquiry.  

 

1.7.2 “Cultural matrix”: Understanding the polyvocal-ness of performance within gospel grime 
culture 

 

To obtain a holistic understanding of gospel grime culture, it was important that I did not rely 

solely on the musicality of the genre as a stand-alone site of knowledge, but to also consider 

the multivalent performance-related social activities which make up the religio-cultural 

texture of the genre. Here, I consider the work of Tatum (2010) in which she introduces Tate’s 

(1996) notion of “cultural matrix”62 (Tate, 1996) cited in (Tatum 2010, p. 20) as a means of 

understanding the multivalent performances within Christian hip hop culture which produces 

meaning. Tatum found that Tate’s (1996) concept of “cultural matrix” proved useful in that 

the idea, as Tatum (2010) summaries, refers to the “set of possibilities” within a given cultural 

 
62 Tatum (2010) extracts the concept of “cultural matrix” from Tate’s (1996) work, Domestic Allegories of political 
desire: The black heroine’s text at the turn of the twentieth century (New York: Oxford UP)  
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context which “make possible the cultural form” (Tatum 2010, p. 20). In other words, what is 

being suggested is that there are various extra-musical activities within gospel grime culture 

which are also types of performances – for instance, formal/informal interviews, live musical 

performances, audio-video performance. These multivalent performances all constitute of 

the “sets of possibilities” (Tatum 2010, p. 20) which, altogether, make up the cultural texture 

and musical formation of the genre. Therefore, rather than relying solely on the music as a 

source of data, I considered other “performance” modalities within the culture which also 

produces meaning. As a theoretical framework, “cultural matrix” and Smalls’ notion of 

“musicking” (Small, 1998) offers a way to explore the multidimensional performances within 

gospel grime culture. Thus, the idea of “performance” moves beyond the borders of 

musicality and takes on a more nuanced and expanded definition. In Poetics and 

Performances as Critical Perspectives on Language and Social Life, Bauman and Briggs (1990) 

conceive of “performances” within a given cultural context as “multivalent texts” (1990, p. 

59-88) layered with meaning. In view of this, conceiving of performance as a polyvocal 

practice within gospel grime culture leads to “multiple ways of knowing, of understanding, of 

interpreting culture and practice” (Rose 1994, p.xii). I explore the multivalent performances 

of MCs by engaging in forms of analysis which considers their “[…] spectrum of 

performativity” (Tatum 2010, p. 21) – namely, their formal and informal interviews, musical 

performances, and their everyday self-presentation through their use of digital social media 

platforms (Chapter 4). By taking stock of these multivalent performance, I aim to approximate 

a fuller and richer understanding of gospel grime culture through the lens of MCs.  

 

1.7.3 Gaining grounds: the process of familiarisation  
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As a means of becoming familiar with the cultural form of grime (social, cultural, political, 

economic, and sonic identity of the genre), it was necessary for me to immerse myself into 

the existing secondary data that was available. To begin the process of familiarization 

(Bramwell 2011, p.56), I engaged in the practice of critical listening by listening to a plethora 

of readily available grime music on the internet (YouTube). As well as listening to grime songs 

that I found myself through research, I also engaged with the songs that had been 

recommended to me through formal and informal discussion with MCs interviewed for this 

project.  I also watched several interviews on grime music available on YouTube to educate 

myself on the culture. Through such processes, I was able to pick up basic cultural knowledge 

of the genre: for instance, important cultural information regarding the sonic qualities of 

grime, names of local grime MCs, albums, songs; as well as information about relationships 

between curators, consumers, and artists. Thus, after the initial process of familiarization, I 

narrowed down my search to gospel grime – the crux of this thesis. Although I was aware that 

in-depth semi-structured interviews would be the primary data collection method, before this 

stage, however, I found it necessary to carry out some background research on the 

subcultural form through online research. I searched for gospel grime via YouTube to draw 

out data for some preliminary analysis – these were songs, images, interviews, performances, 

and discussions. I listened to all the gospel grime songs available to examine how gospel grime 

MCs use grime cultural resources and aesthetics to explore their Christian-orientated 

identities. Additionally, by critically listening to gospel grime and “secular” (non-religious) 

grime songs, I sought to decipher the difference between gospel grime and its “secular” (non-

religious) counterpart.   
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I found that listening to gospel grime songs would be a good place to start because, as Stokes 

explains, “music itself can and should be utilised as an ethnographic resource, as “dataset”” 

(Stokes 1997, p. 673). Here, Stokes stresses the importance of music as an important 

ethnographic tool worthy of serious consideration. In fact, he further insists that “whilst social 

experience insistently privileges the visual, and ethnographies unerringly continue to 

reproduce this fact, what we know about ourselves and others and the spaces we create 

ourselves is also built out of sounds” (Stokes 1997, p.673). In this sense, critical listening of 

songs proved to be a useful tool during the process of familiarisation. By locating and finding 

most gospel grime songs on the internet, I was able to make notes of reoccurring names, 

songs, and themes. These preliminary research engagements proved to be useful in that I 

began building knowledge on gospel grime as a cultural enterprise.  

 

1.7.4 Selecting research informants  

 

Given the central focus of this thesis, to examine the ways in which gospel grime MCs use 

grime aesthetics to explore Christianity, I made the decision to explore gospel grime culture 

through the lens of MCs. My decision stems from the fact that MCs, according to Dyson and 

West, are “among today’s clairvoyants, judging the times like prophets and speaking into 

them as preachers” (DeHanas 2013, p. 295). They are, according to Speers (2014), “[…] the 

most visible and identifiable agents of the music and it is their voice that gets heard” (Speers 

2014, p.15). Furthermore, I have chosen to focus on MCs because they are responsible for 

“producing and performing the culture as opposed to merely consuming it” (Speers 2014, p. 

14).  
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1.7.5 Accessibility  

 

In line with the University of Wolverhampton’s research ethical procedure, before 

commencing data collection with research participants, I gained ethical clearance from the 

university’s ethics committee. It was necessary for me to get clearance from the committee 

as they were there to ensure the safety of research participants as well as ensuring that, as a 

researcher, my conduct and behavior was in line with the values and ethics of the university 

(Bryman 2012, p.134). To get approval from the committee, I submitted a completed an ethics 

form created by the university which detailed my data collection methods and a risk 

assessment highlighting the potential risks of the project and how I envisioned overcoming 

them without causing harm to research participants or myself as a researcher. Supporting 

documents submitted with the form included an information sheet which documented the 

scope of my research and a copy of the consent form that would be given to research 

participants. After completion of all paperwork, my research project was given approval by 

the university ethics committee. Following this, potential research informants were 

contacted, and an information sheet detailing the scope of the project was sent with an email 

to research participants. The purpose of including this document in the initial correspondence 

between the research participants and myself was so that they could have a clear overview 

of the aims and purpose of the project. For those participants who expressed their interests 

in the project, a consent form was sent.  This form requested their consent for the use of the 

data, but it also pointed out optional withdraw at any given time during the project63. Also 

 
63 no informant withdrew from the project.  
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stated in the form was a declaration of confidentiality. It was stated that I would be using 

pseudonyms to protect their identity should in case they wanted their identity anonymous. 

However, given their already public profiles, and their zeal for the project, Informants were 

keen for their identity to be made public and their stories to be documented without identity 

protection. 

 

During the research process, I gained preliminary access to many MCs through the email 

addresses provided on their websites, as well as their social media platforms. Informants 

responded to the initial email sent by me and were pleased to have been contacted for the 

project. Although most of the MCs I initially contacted accepted my invitation to be part of 

the project, others, however, declined the invitation based on the rigor of their schedule. For 

those who responded and accepted my invitation, I ensured that I followed up with a 

response requesting their immediate availability for an interview. This proved to be successful 

as I gained access to them and was able to hold face-to-face interviews with informants at 

their time and place of convenience.  After the initial email had been sent, informants where 

happy to provide me with their personal contact details64 which I made use of thereafter, as 

this was their preferred medium of communication. It was clear that although emails proved 

to be good for the initial correspondence, it proved to be socially insufficient in maintaining 

sustained conversations with MCs. Alluding to this in her research on grime, and as I 

discovered in my own research, Charles (2016) explains that emails were not the “best 

method to engage people involved in the Grime scene” (Charles 2016, p. 81), as they rarely 

make use of this formal medium. For further access, I maintained non-mediated conversation 

 
64 Phone numbers.  
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via phone calls, text messages, as well as through their digital social media platforms 

(primarily Instagram and mobile phone app: Whats app).  

 

Several MCs who I gained access to offered to introduce me to other MCs within the scene 

for interviews. In most cases, I accepted their recommendations given the relatively low 

number of MCs within the small-scale scene in London. It was important I did not decline this 

offer because of potential problems with accessibility during the later data collection stage. 

Additionally, I also knew that a recommendation from a fellow MC would serve as social 

capital owing to the power relationships within this cultural context. The referral process, as 

discussed above, is known as a snowballing, a method that has been widely used in qualitative 

research (Bryman, 2012). This sampling method otherwise known as “chain referral”, 

according to Bernacki and Waldrof (1981) “yields a study sample through referrals made 

among people who share or know of others who possess some characteristics that are of 

research interests” (Bernacki & Waldrof 1981, p. 141)65  within the cultural context under 

study.  

 

1.7.6 Interviews and Discussions 

 

In-depth semi-structured interviews proved to be a useful methodological tool in gathering 

information about the genealogy of the scene (that is, its origin and development). 

Furthermore, through interviews I gained insight into the lived experiences of the MCs, 

particularly the manifold ways in which they explore their Christian-orientated identities using 

 
65 See Bernacki and Waldrof (1981)  



 67 

grime aesthetics. In this sense, in-depth semi-structured interviews proved to be an effective 

method. As an interviewer facilitating the discussion, it was important that I conducted and 

presented myself well. Alluding to this in her work, Ethnographic Interviewing, Sherman Heyl 

(2011) instructs the researcher to “listen well and respectfully […] acquire a self-awareness of 

our role in the co-construction of meaning during the interview process; be cognizant of the 

ways in which both the ongoing relationships and broader social context affect participants, 

the interview process, and project outcomes” (Sherman Heyl 2001, p. 370)66. As intended, 

interviews held in person and online (depending on the preference of the interviewee), lasted 

approximately 45mins/1 hour. The estimated duration of the interview had already been 

stated in the initial invitation sent to the MCs. Therefore, during interviews I was mindful of 

the time stated for the duration of the interviews, but as a facilitator - and based on the 

techniques that I had familiarised myself with – Interviewees were left to talk openly about 

their experiences within the scene without interruption and disruption67 (Bryman, 2012). 

Overall, in-depth semi-structured interviews proved to be a good method for this research 

project because it offered me the flexibility to move beyond original questions scheduled for 

the interview, most especially if the need to do so presented itself. This also meant that I 

could (re)navigate the discussion based on respondent’s responses.   

 

Informants interviewed were all Black-British males born and raised, and, at the time of 

writing, living in London. They all had years of experience within the scene. Triple O, A star, 

and Faith Child, for instance, informed me that they have been active within the scene for 

over ten years. As such, the data gleaned from conversations with them was helpful in 

 
66 See, Sherman Heyl (2001)  
67 In some instances, subsequent interviews lasted 1 hour and 45 mins, as informants were keen to share, 
without limitation, their experiences. 
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constructing a genealogy of the scene. As primary stakeholders within the scene, they 

directed me to other MCs within the scene who would further assist me in gaining a holistic 

understanding of the scene and culture (namely, Icie and Shardz). They also directed me to 

important cultural artifacts for analysis: songs, online websites, and social media platforms 

(YouTube, Instagram, Twitter).  

 

Given the omission of gospel grime discourses within in scholarly explorations on grime music 

culture, interviews produced a vitally rich dataset not readily found in public archives. This 

included important dates, names, events, artistic/aesthetic changes, and significant cultural 

events within the development of the scene. Therefore, interviews with several key cultural 

producers within the scene – coupled with personal research carried out by me – helped in 

constructing a genealogy which traced gospel grime to the late 20th century Christian hip hop 

tradition In Britain (Chapter 2). Owing to the paucity of research on gospel grime, without 

carrying out these interviews, I would not have been able to construct a genealogy of gospel 

grime, as stated in the research project’s aims and objectives.68 Therefore, by using semi-

structured interviews and online research as data collection methods, I have been able to 

carve out a brand new field of study and unearth new knowledge which attends to the gap in 

scholarship.    

 

My interviews focused on five specific MCs, interviewing each MC more than once, except for 

those who had no time for a follow up interview. After my initial discussion with each MC, 

 
68 Information about the scene’s overall development was essential to this project due to one of the aims of this 
thesis, which is to construct a genealogy of gospel grime.  
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subsequent interviews with them were used to gain further clarification on themes69 

identified during initial interviews. This proved to be especially useful for me as a researcher 

aiming for a holistic understanding of the scene. With the permission of MCs, all interviews 

were audio-recorded. According to Bryman (2012), “interviews [are] usually audio-recorded 

and transcribed whenever possible” this is because, as Bryman further insists, “the 

interviewer is supposed to be highly alert to what is being said – following up interesting 

points made, prompting and probing where necessary, drawing attention to any 

inconsistencies in the interviewees answers – it is best if he or she is not distracted by having 

to concentrate on getting notes on what is said” (Bryman 2012, p. 482). Part of the advantages 

of audio recording interviews was that, following the completion of the interviews, the audio-

recording permitted (and permits) “repeated examinations of the interviewees’ answers” 

(Heritage 1984) cited in (Bryman 2012, p. 482). Thus, following each interview, I listened and 

re-listened to the recordings for the purpose of clarity. Each interview was then transcribed. 

After the transcription process, I read and re-read the transcription to ensure the data 

collected was carefully and clearly documented. Following transcription, the data was 

analysed and re-analysed. It was important for me to engage and re-engage with 

transcriptions to avoid misinterpretations of the data.  

 

During analysis stages, I was able to extract core themes identified in the transcribed data, 

comparing them with the themes identified and extracted from the data collected online. 

Significant to mention is that data analysis for this project was a reoccurring and sustained 

process given that “there are no distinct stages of theorising, hypothesis construction, data 

 
69 The intersections of politics, race, religion, class, and the implications of these intersections on their careers 
and on the scene. 
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gathering and hypothesis testing. Instead, the research process is one of a constant 

interaction between problem formulation, data collection, and data analysis” (Walsh 1998, p. 

222)70. Throughout the data analysis process, all cultural artifacts recommended by the MCs 

were located and continuously examined and analysed for themes during the write up stage. 

Most artifacts were located online, thereby justifying online data collection as a suitable 

method for this research project.  

1.7.7 Internet research on gospel grime  

 

Throughout the project, internet-based research proved to be a useful method. Though this 

method, I was able to obtain a sufficiently rich dataset from the online profiles of the MCs 

interviewed for this project (Chapter 4). As a qualitative methodological tool rooted in the 

enterprise of ethnography, Internet-based research – otherwise known as “netnography” 

(Kozinets, 1998; 2002; 2010; 2015), “cyber-ethnography” (Ward, 1999), “Virtual 

ethnography” (Hine, 2000)71,  “connective ethnography” (Dirksen, Huizing, & Smit  2010)  – 

offered me the tools in “[…] conducting ethnographic studies of online communities and 

groups” (Wiles et al., 2013, p. 20) cited in (Costeli, Marie-Louise McDoermit, Wallace 2017). 

This method proved to be significantly useful for this project given the ways in which gospel 

grime MCs use it as a means of asserting themselves and exploring their everyday Christian-

orientated identities (Chapter 4).  

 

Furthermore, another reason why online research was significantly useful was that my 

research was conducted during a global health crisis – the outbreak of the COVID-19 virus in 

 
70 See Walsh, D. (1998) Doing Ethnography  
71 later revised to “ethnography for the internet” 
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2019. According to the world health organization, “coronavirus diseases (covid-19) is an 

infection disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus. Most people infected with the virus will 

experience mild to moderate respiratory illness and recover without requiring special 

treatment” (World health organization, 2021). To stop the spread of the virus, covid-19 

restrictions were introduced nationally and globally. For instance, restrictions included: 

suspension of mass gatherings, social distancing72 measures and national lockdowns73, which 

meant that in-person meetings or interactions with other human beings outside the home 

was permitted. As a result of these measures, many industries and companies were forced to 

suspend their services. According to UK Music, national lockdown measures had a 

“catastrophic impact on the live music sector” with a wipe away of “at least £900 million from 

the sectors expected £1.1billion contribution to the economy […]” (UK Music, 2021). In fact, 

due to national lockdown measures which lasted “[…] over a year” (Walsh, 2021), gospel 

grime live events and other associated in-person live performance music-making practices 

were suspended. As a result, there were no gospel grime live events for me to attend to carry 

out standardized ethnographic participant-observations. Despite this, however, I found a 

plethora of gospel grime audio-visual performances available online74. This was useful for me 

in that I was able to use the available material to carry out my observations and analysis. 

Interestingly, the Covid-19 pandemic led to “an inevitable surge in the use of digital 

technologies due to the social distancing norms and nationwide lockdowns”; and as a result, 

“people and organizations all over the world have had to adjust to new ways of work and life” 

 
72 A covid-19 restriction in which a person needs to maintain safe distance (2 metres) from other humans, with 
no direct contact being made.  
73 A mandatory “stay at home” government order, limiting activities in public spaces to control the spread of the 
virus.  
74 Primarily on YouTube. All audio-visual examples referenced throughout this thesis were located on the 
internet via YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram.  
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(De’, Pandey, & Pal, 2020). Thus, given the surge in digital technology usage during Covid-19 

lockdown75 restrictions, I was able to immerse myself online and locate data on gospel grime 

within several digital platforms used by MCs (YouTube, Twitter, Instagram). Internet research 

thus proved to be significantly useful in exploring gospel grime culture, particularly through 

the lens of MCs.  

 

YouTube, for instance, served as an important site in gaining access to knowledge on gospel 

grime culture. Over the years, documentaries, music videos, and interviews76 held with MCs 

within the scene have been published on YouTube, rendering the digital platform as an 

important digital archive for gospel grime culture. As such, throughout the research project, 

I spent valuable amounts of time surveying a plethora of audio-visual material available on 

YouTube. When analysing the audio-visual material – along with a myriad of other online 

material available – namely, articles, album covers, lyrics – I was able to identify reoccurring 

themes. Surveying these videos helped me to further immerse myself in the cultural world of 

gospel grime in that I was able to explore the personal digital social media presence of MCs 

to achieve a holistic understanding of their personal development as artists but also how they 

use the digital space to explore their Christian-orientated identities. Considering the aim of 

this thesis, which is to explore how Christianity is represented through grime and grime 

through Christianity, internet research (online qualitative data analysis) as a methodology, 

facilitated my understanding of how MCs use the internet to publicly communicate their 

everyday relationship with Christianity.  

 

 
75 Owing to Covid-19 lockdown measures, semi-structured interviews with informants (MCs) where conducted 
using digital technologies – namely, skype and zoom.  
76I found that Interviews featuring gospel grime MCs dated back to 2011.  
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Furthermore, through online research I was able to learn about the scene’s DIY (Do-It-

Yourself) culture and the “entrepreneurial ethic[s]” (Speers 2014, p.122) performed by MCs. 

Using various digital platforms, MCs embody an “entrepreneurial ethic” through the practice 

of self-promotion, self-publishing, and self-releasing, which is significant given that all MCs I 

engaged with are not signed to any of the major record labels: Universal, Sony- BMG, Warner 

(Speers, 2014). According to Perry (2004), MCs not signed to major record labels are 

underground artists. She explains that “primarily, this group consists of artists not signed by 

major record labels or not receiving much mainstream radio play” (Perry 2004, p. 202). Given 

this, the internet functions as a DIY (Do-It-Yourself) resource sustaining the visibility and 

development of the individual artist and the scene.  

 

 Whilst YouTube proved to be a fruitful ground for research enquiry, several other digital 

social media platforms used by the MCs also proved to be useful in obtaining data. For 

instance, platforms such as Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube all served as portals into the 

online world of MCs, demonstrating the convergence of their offline and online everyday 

realities (Chapter 4). Twitter, for instance, enabled me to use the “self-categorizing function 

of the hashtag (insert hashtag symbol)” (Charles 2016, p.93) to locate preliminary information 

about the scene. For instance, through the individual Twitter accounts of MCs (those who 

made use of the platform), I was able to find updates about the scene, songs released, as well 

as links to other digital spaces facilitating the visibility of gospel grime culture. Given the 

visual-orientated functionality of Instagram, I was able to visually observe how MCs embody 

their Christian-orientated identities. Altogether, YouTube, Instagram, and Twitter were useful 

sites for data collection. The “broad diversity” of interaction of MCs “across the types of social 

media, including blogs (WordPress), microblogs (e.g., twitter), content communities (e.g 



 74 

YouTube), and social networking sites […]”  (Mangold and fields, 2009; Kaplan and Haenlein, 

2010; Kietzmann et al., 2011) cited in (Falls 2013, p. 52)77 provided me with a subjectively rich 

dataset for analysis. By exploring these sites, I was able to develop nuanced understanding 

on the subcultural aesthetics of gospel grime and its significance to the MCs who produce and 

embody the culture. But also, through my online observations, I discovered how MCs use the 

digital space to publicly assert the convergence of their Christian faith with their London 

inner-city lived experiences.  

1.7.8. Sound ethnography  

 

During the research process, I also engaged sound ethnography as a methodology. As a 

branch of ethnography, according to Powell and Gershon (2020), sound ethnography 

priorities the “methodological, theoretical, epistemological, and ontological study of the sonic 

and its relationship to society, culture, and ecology” (Powell & Gershon 2020)78. Other 

scholars have referred to sound ethnography as a practice situated within “digital sound 

studies” (Lingold, Mueller & Trettien 2018) where sound is conceived as “political” and 

therefore necessary to place them in their “[…] cultural historical, and social contexts” 

(Lingold, Mueller & Trettien 2018, p. 5). Such a view proposes the idea that sonic textures 

mediated and amplified through sonic technologies reflect and constructs social experiences. 

Thus, throughout the research process I listened critically to copious amounts of gospel grime 

sound recordings with the aim of deciphering how the sonic identity of the songs reflected 

the social realities of MCs, and how their social realities were sonically embodied using sonic 

technologies. In relation to this, and as Powell and Gershon further insists, sonic ethnography 

 
77 See, Falls (2013) Brand Management in Social Media Environments: An Institutional theory perspective  
78 See, Powell & Gershon, (2020) Sound Ethnography  
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presents the researcher with the ethnographic tools required to explore and examine the 

“sonic in relation to social and/or environmental structures and patterns – not just how sound 

reflects such phenomena but, importantly, how it produces them” (Powell & Gershon, 2020). 

 

Throughout my research, my use of sound ethnography as a methodological tool allowed me 

to explore the ways in which “sonic phenomena”, for instance, “naturally occurring sounds in 

built capes or landscapes; music, sonic technologies” (Powell & Gershon, 2020) coverage to 

produce the socio-religious and sonic profile of gospel grime. Thus, given the importance of 

sound ethnography and what it teaches us about the social and sonic world of those who 

create it, “sound recordings should be considered as a creative and analytic technology for 

mediating ethnographic fieldwork in the same way that writing is considered as a creative and 

analytic tool” for “one’s sonic way of knowing the world” (Feld and Brenneis 2004, p 461-

474)79.    

 

Sound recordings selected for analysis were based on several significant factors: cultural 

impact (significance to the development of the scene), chronology, and diversity of artists 

within the scene. As I selected examples to use within this thesis, it was important for me to 

put forth a selection criteria. As such, selection was based on cultural impact, in which I 

considered significant records which brought about cultural awareness of the scene. 

Secondly, I also considered songs of MCs interviewed that were chronological spread within 

the development of the scene, as a means of exploring significant artistic and aesthetic 

 
79 See, Feld and Brenneis, (2004) Doing anthropology in sound  
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developments within the scene’s evolution. Thirdly and finally, when selecting examples, I 

was keen to ensure that examples reflected the diversity of artists within the scene.  

 

Overall, sound ethnography was a useful method in exploring the sonic identity of gospel 

grime, and more significantly, how Christianity is represented using grime sonic aesthetics. It 

has revealed how the sonic identity of the genre reflects a local street-credible, Black-British, 

inner-city religio-musical brand of Christianity primarily performed beyond the walls of the 

institutionalised church buildings and in the everyday context of MCs.   

 

1.7.9 Researcher positionality: location, identity, and experience  

 

When commencing this research project, I considered myself to be an “insider” owing to the 

shared Black majority church heritage between research informants and myself. Whilst our 

shared religious heritage did, in fact, prove to be “epistemologically fruitful” (Chhabra 2020, 

p. 308) given the ways in which informants and myself exchanged experience and knowledge 

of Black majority Pentecostal church culture during interviews, I was also aware, however, as 

Chhabra warns us that “[…]  knowledge predicted exclusively on individual experience could 

be deemed subjective […]” (Chhabra 2020, p. 308). Thus, taking heed to this warning, it was 

crucially important for me to uphold “requisite caution” when considering my insider 

positionality, particularly during interview discussions and when “interpreting […] knowledge-

claims exclusively emerging out individual experiences “(Chhabra 2020, p.308). And so, whilst 

our shared, Black majority Pentecostal church heritage (re)affirmed my “insider” status, my 

inability to display gospel grime musical competencies, reinforced my “outsider” status. This 
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juxtaposition meant that throughout the research process I was simultaneously negotiating 

and navigating the research as an “insider” and “outsider”. In view of this, my enmeshed 

epistemological reality rejects the idea of a “neutral researcher” and disrupts the fixed binary 

categorisations of “insider”/“outsider”. As Song and Parker (1995) explains, “dichotomized 

rubrics such as ‘black/white’ or ‘insider/outsider’ are inadequate to capture the complex and 

multifaceted experiences of some researchers […] who find themselves neither total ‘insiders’ 

nor ‘outsiders’ in relation to the individuals they interview” (Song & parker 1995, p. 243)80.  

Whilst, indeed, our shared Black majority church heritage, Christian values, and love for 

Christian-orientated musical expressions established me as an initial “insider” (Brewer 2000; 

Hodkinson 2005), I soon realised, however, that the fact that I was not an MC who could not 

musically “do” gospel grime81 limited my “insider” status during certain moments in my 

research.  

 

Furthermore, based on the predominately Black male representation within the Christian-

orientated scene, notions of race and religion become critical sites of knowledge for 

understanding how forms of Black-led Christianities mediated through grime musical 

aesthetics are tied to wider streams of Black gospel music practices within the African 

diaspora. In fact, entering this project as a Christian-orientated Black-British male who also 

performs gospel music in a Black majority church space enabled me to be “in the group” 

(Charles 2014, p.75). Additionally, my gendered reality as a Black-British male82 helped me 

during interview discussions with MCs when issues of race, religion, gender, and class 

presented itself in the discussion. Owing to my shared existential experiences with MCs, 

 
80 see, Song & Parker (1995) Commonality, Difference and the Dynamics of Disclosure in In-Depth Interviewing.  
81 composing and constructing rap stories (writing bars) or even performing rap.  
82 gospel grime is a male-centered space with a male-centered conceptualization of grime and Christianity.   
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through what Putnam (2001) suggests as “bonding social capital” (Putnam, 2001)83, I was able 

to navigate conversations of such matters with sensitivity and empathy. In relation to this, 

Pini (2004) insists that “one of the more substantive” benefits of shared experiences between 

the researcher and the researched is that “the researcher can benefit from a consideration of 

how the participant will perceive them especially in terms of age, gender, ethnicity, life 

experiences and so on” (Pini 2004, p.169), thus helping the mutual exchange of shared 

experiences which led to more nuanced and holistic understandings on matters being 

researched.   

 

As a Black-British male researching a genre of music mostly created and performed by Black 

males, throughout the research process I was aware of the privileges that my gender would 

grant me in conversations, whilst not allowing it to feed into my conclusions without careful 

critique and consideration. Based on my lived experience as a Black-British male, when 

conversations on race, religion and class presented itself, my responses to informants who 

were all Black-British males themselves was considered to have been genuine by respondents 

who found it comfortable enough to share their experiences with me without suspicion or 

doubt; even whilst knowing my researcher status. According to Agar (1996)84, being an 

“insider” grants the researcher the benefits of trust and co-operation from research 

informants. In such a case when trust has been granted to the researcher, informants are thus 

willing to have open conversation with a willingness to release “sacred” information helpful 

to the research (Agar, 1996). And as Speers (2014) concludes, “this helps moving away from 

 
83 See, Putnam (2001), Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community 
84 See, Agar (1996). The Professional Stranger  
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a question-and-answer format to more of a two-way exchange and conversational flow” 

(Armstrong, 1993) summarised in (Speers 2014, p. 101).  

 

Whilst my identity and experiences as a Black-British Christian-orientated male attending an 

Institutionalised Black majority church gained me cultural proximity – granting me access into 

conversations centered around the social and religio-cultural experiences of my research 

informants – my inability to “do” gospel grime perpetually reinforced my “outsider” status 

throughout the research process and often hindered me in terms of gaining direct access to 

other gospel grime MCs. Despite this, however, navigating both the “outsider” and “insider” 

position at different moments during the research process presented great benefits as an 

ethnographic researcher. For instance, during the moments when my “outsider” position was 

apparent – particularly moments during interviews when my lack of cultural knowledge was 

highlighted by my inability to provide answers to questions raised by informants about the 

scene – opportunities to “critically evaluate certain people and practices” (Speers 2014, p. 

101) presented itself. In moments such as these, it is important, nonetheless, that “one has 

to be careful not to operate on the level of assumptions” (Speers 2014, p. 101) which an 

insider mindset might provoke. Therefore, to avoid “operating on a level of assumptions”, as 

suggested by Speers (2014), it was important for me to maintain the practice of asking 

questions for greater clarification on matters raised by research informants.  

 

Furthermore, although our lived experiences and shared ethnic and religio-cultural heritage 

may have afforded me access into certain conversations on race and religion, at the same 

time, however, I was keenly aware that they may have also generated a sense of assumptions 

about what it means to be Black-British, Male, grime, and Christian. For instance, having 
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knowledge of the stereotypes associated with being a Black-British male who identifies as 

grime (Boayke 2017; Swain 2018; Palmer 2010; White 2014, Bramwell 2011, Charles 2016), it 

was essential for me to approach this research with a great deal of caution, given that this 

current work on gospel grime could be an avenue to challenge problematic stereotypes about 

grime culture and the voices that create it. In view of this, I am acutely aware of the politics 

of my work. In Running with the devil: Power, Gender, and Madness in Heavy Metal Music, 

Walser (1993) warns us that:   

 

“Critics of popular music must take care to acknowledge the politics of their work: 

while it is imperative to be critical, to avoid bland enthusiasm or dispassionate 

positive, analysis of popular culture must also be emphatically drawn if they are to 

register accurately the contradictions and subtleties of popular practice. Otherwise, 

they too easily serve as mandates for elitist condemnation and oppression (Walser, 

1993, p. 111).  

 

Following Walser instruction, I wish to emphasis that grime and Black Christian communities 

in Britain are diverse and complex. Therefore, this project presents me with the opportunity 

to communicate a nuanced, expansive, and alternative perspective on grime music cultures, 

Black-led Christianity, and Black-British masculinities.  

1.8 Outline of Chapters 

 

This introductory chapter (chapter 1) has provided the context for this thesis. It has 

highlighted the central topic area (gospel grime) including research aims and objectives. It has 
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also highlighted the significance of gospel grime as a Black-British street-credible/coded 

religio-musical brand of Christianity tied to Black gospel music traditions locally (London) and 

within the African diaspora. Given that this is the first full-length PhD study on Black-British 

gospel music tied to London inner-city street aesthetics, I have highlighted its significance to 

current scholarship on grime music and Black-British gospel music whilst, through the 

literature review, demonstrating how this study attends to the gap in scholarship. 

Furthermore, in this chapter I have outlined the key issues surrounding gospel grime; namely, 

the politics of rejection, representation acceptance; “sacred” and “secular” discourses, and 

gospel grime as a manifestation of everyday lived religion. Additionally, in the chapter I have 

discussed the interdisciplinary methodological approaches to this study, highlighting the 

various methods used in this research project for obtaining both primary and secondary data. 

And lastly, I have discussed my “insider”/ “outsider” positionality as a researcher during the 

period of data collection. The rest of the dissertation is structured as follows:   

 

In Chapter 2, I construct a genealogy of gospel grime by tracing it to the early hip hop and 

Christian hip hop traditions in London during the late 20th century. And given that this is the 

first academic study on gospel grime, I make use of existing scholarship on hip hop and grime 

cultures along with journalistic accounts on Christian hip hop and gospel grime to construct a 

genealogy of gospel grime.  

 

In chapter 3, I shift my focus towards a musico-cultural analysis of gospel grime, exploring the 

“formal qualities” of the music. Given the dual identity formation of gospel grime MCs as 

Christian and grime, and the two communities they emerge from – Black majority Pentecostal 

church and grime communities – within the chapter I discuss how the “formal qualities” they 
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produce reflect the two dominant cultures which inform their Christian-orientated 

subcultural identities as gospel grime MCs.  

 

In chapter 4, given the manifestations of gospel grime primarily beyond the walls of 

institutionlised Black majority Pentecostal church spaces, I explore the alternative 

offline/online spaces which enable a gospel grime cultural production. Using Black religious 

spatial practice85 as a theoretical framework to suggest the repurposing of space by Black 

religious identities for religious purposes – a theoretical framework that I have developed 

myself – I first explore how Black Christian identities within the diaspora have always engaged 

a Black religious spatial practice by reworking alternative spaces for worship practices. 

Following this I trace the multiple ways in which Black-British Christian identities since the 

late 20th century have appropriated alternative spaces for religious purposes. Demonstrating 

how gospel grime is rooted in a transgenerational and transatlantic genealogy of a Black 

religious spatial practice, I discuss how gospel grime MCs, following in this tradition, enact a 

Black religious spatial practice by repurposing alternative spaces – spaces beyond the walls of 

institutionalised churches – for the manifestations of their street-coded religio-musical brand 

of Christianity in contemporary London. And given the politics of representation, rejection, 

and acceptance which has often challenged their subcultural identities within the “sacred” 

and “secular” spaces they navigate, I explore how MCs collapse “sacred” and “secular” 

borders and how they (re)imagine and repurpose alternative offline and online spaces for the 

manifestation of their enmeshed subcultural identities and their unique brand of religio-

musical Christianity.  

 
85 Black religious spatial practice is a theoretical framework I have developed to suggest the repurposing of 
non-religious spaces by Black religious identities for religious purposes.  
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In chapter 5, I conclude my arguments and discuss the broader implications of my research, 

whilst also suggesting further avenues of scholarly enquiry.  
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Chapter 2 

Towards a Genealogy of gospel grime  

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Gospel grime, a unique Black-British street-credible religio-musical cultural expression born 

out of lived experiences of Britain’s third and fourth generation youth at the turn of the 

century, is rooted in the history of the late 20th century Christian hip hop tradition. Before the 

manifestation of gospel grime in the early 21st century, Christian hip hop became the first 

expression of local Black-British gospel music tied to urban street aesthetics. Therefore, 

before exploring the emergence of gospel grime – a localised and repurposed variation of the 

late 20th Christian hip hop tradition – this chapter sets out to trace the history of the genre to 

the late 20th Christian hip hop tradition in Britain. Following this, I then attend to the history 

and development of gospel grime in London beginning at the turn of the century.  

 

Using existing scholarship which explores the local hip hop and grime music traditions in 

Britain (Bennett 2000; Speers 2014; Bramwell 2011; White 2014; Charles 2016), I first discuss 

the initial manifestations of hip hop in London as a way of historically contextualising the 

Christian hip hop tradition86 before moving towards a discussion on grime music culture as a 

way of contextualising its Christian alternative, gospel grime. More specifically, I use data 

 
86 Whilst this chapter is intended to provide insight into the emergence of the local Christian hip hop tradition 
in Britain during the late 20th century, it is by no means concerned with providing a nuanced musical exegesis or 
accounting for the traditions wide scale manifestation leading into the early 21st century. To do so reaches far 
beyond the intellectual scope of this thesis. More so, given the multiple streams of gospel rap which has emerged 
in the 21st century, it would be exhaustive to account for such an entangled musical phenomenon in thesis. 
Instead, as a means of contextualising gospel grime as one of gospel rap musical streams, this chapter seeks to 
account for the early manifestations of Christian hip hop in the 20th century. 
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collected through interviews with gospel grime MCs to map out the emergence and 

development of gospel grime at beginning of the 21st century. Therefore, this chapter forges 

a new area of scholarship for hip hop and grime studies in Britain by accounting for the local 

Christian hip hop87 and gospel grime traditions.  

 

2.2 The arrival of hip hop in the UK 

 

Hip hop first emerged within the African-American experience as a Black musico-cultural 

phenomenon during the late 20th century (Rose 1994; Perry 2004).88 Comprising of four major 

components – deejaying, emceeing, breakdancing, graffiti – it has served as an artistic and 

aesthetic outlet for Black inner-city marginalised identities who use the space to express their 

everyday lived experiences. In Black Noise: Rap Music and Black culture in Contemporary 

America, Rose (1994), who offers the first systematic academic study of the hip hop tradition 

in America, informs us that hip hop first emerged in Black America as an alternative cultural 

space for youth identity formation and as an artistic and aesthetic medium to voice out their 

local experiences (Rose 1994, p 14). As revealed in her work, hip hop first begun in New York 

during the 70’s (Rose 1994; Kitwana 2002; Perry 2004) with the pioneering sensibilities of DJ 

Kool Herc, a Jamaican migrant considered to be one of hip hop’s most influential cultural 

pioneers (Rose, 1994). According to Rose (1994), Dj Kool Herc was recognized for his “[…] 

massive stereo system speakers (which he named the Herculoids) and his practice of 

extending obscure instrumental breaks that created an endless collage of peak dance beats 

 
 
88 See Rose (1994) for a comprehensive historical study on hip hop culture. 
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named b-beats or break beats” (Rose 1994, p. 51) eventually becoming one of hip hop’s main 

sonic signatures, and a legacy upon which adjunct hip hop sonic and aesthetic formal qualities 

were built on. Herc carried out his performances primarily in house parties, sometimes 

organised by himself, where he deejayed whilst other MCs rhythmed (rapped) over records 

directed to the crowd. Following in Herc’s musical footsteps, throughout the late 20th century 

there emerged mobile DJ’s and MCs – namely, Grand Wizard Theodre, Afrika Bambaataa, and 

Grandmaster Flash, to name a few – performing in inner-city public parks and house parities 

around New York and other geographical regions in America (Perry, 2004).  

 

By 1979, The Sugarhill Gang released the first hip hop single, ‘Rappers Delight’, on an African 

American owned independent label, Sugarhill. This marked a significant cultural moment in 

that it brought hip hop to a mainstream audience. In the article, From the Bronx to the world: 

The birth and evolution of Hip Hop, Hall (2020) explains that “the single broke the top 40 in 

the states, and suddenly America was introduced to this radical new music” (Hall, 2020)89. By 

the early 1980’s, owing to the impact of affordable studio technologies, the sounds of hip hop 

had spread quickly across America and had become popular in clubs across the country.   

 

Whilst hip hop has its roots in the America90, it has travelled and flourished globally. According 

to Osumare (2001), “global hip hop youth culture has become a phenomenon in its truest 

 
89 See Hall (2020). From the Bronx to the world: The birth and evolution of Hip Hop  
90Scholars agree that hip hop was born out of the cultural womb of Black America (Perry 2004; Speers 2014) 
nurtured and developed primarily by African-American youths in various regional cities, and globalized through 
broadcasts, internet, travelling musicians, and records (Speers, 2014, p. 21). Yet the idea of hip hop being a 
product of Black America, however, has not escaped criticism. Using the counter arguments raised by critics and 
scholars, Perry (2004) put forward counter arguments to hip-hop originalism which “emphasis the multiracial 
origins of the music” (Perry 2004, p. 10). Whilst it may be tempting to peruse this intellectual enquiry, or, even 
to debate it, doing so will be a departure from the overall agenda of this thesis. 
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sense of the word and has affected nearly every country on the map” (Osumare 2001, p.171). 

In London, for instance, scholars have noted that the emergence of hip hop dates to the late 

70s91, arriving as an imported culture from America (Oliver 1990; Speers 2014). In Keepin’ it 

Real: Negotiating Authenticity in the London Hip Hop scene, Speers (2014) observes that hip 

hop found inroads into Britain through national radio shows and imported 12-inch vinyl’s by 

local independent record labels. In Oliver’s (1990) edited volume, Black Music in Britain: 

Essays on the Afro-Asian Contribution to Popular Music, Mark (1990), in his chapter 

contribution, Young, Gifted and Black: Afro-American and Afro-Caribbean music in Britain 

1963-88, informs us that the first imported hit hip hop record in the UK was Sugar Hill Gangs’ 

single, ‘Rappers Delight’ (Mark 1990, p. 114). The record enjoyed prolific sale success in Britain 

owing to the entrepreneurial competences of British record label owner, Morgan Khan.92 

According to Speers (2014), the song “reached number three in UK singles chart in 1979” 

(Speers 2014, p 21). During an interview, Khan confirms the sale success of the record by 

recalling: “it [the record] was huge. The first record to sell over a million 12- inch singles” 

(Timus, 2013)93. The success of ‘Rappers Delight’ was a strong indication that hip hop had 

gained an abundance of listeners in Britain. Hip hop had also seeped into London through 

other cultural resources such as film and documentalities (Speers 2014; Webb 2007). Here 

Speers explains that “when the American hip hop films Wild style (1983) and the graffiti 

 
91Some might argue, however, that hip hop in the UK maybe be traced back to the sound system culture 
transported to the UK by African-Caribbean migrants during the post-war migration in the late 20th century. 
Despite this perspective, which I argue should not be overlooked, research suggests that hip hop had arrived in 
Britain in during the late 70’s and early 80’s from Black America (Speers 2014). 
92 Street sounds, a British record label run by Morgan Khan in the late 80’s, was one of the first UK labels to 
distribute American Hip-hop records. In addition to the record label, Khan had opened a recording studio in 
which he recorded local hip hop music artists in the UK. Hip hop records found increasing exposure in discos and 
through radio coverage (Tim Westwood being one of the first to feature hip hop records on his radio show, 
capital radio). 
93 See Titmus (2013). Interview: Morgan Khan.   
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documentaries reached Britain, the culture really germinated and became popular in 

underground circles” (Speers 2014, p. 21).  

 

By the mid 80’s Black American models of hip hop had proliferated in London and had been 

well received primarily by Black-British inner-city working-class youths. According to Mark 

(1990) it had become the voice of their generation and the “leading style of black popular 

music” in Britain (Mark 1990, p. 114). The cultural resources hip hop offered resonated with 

disenfranchised Black-British youths who were dealing with chronic unemployment, political 

voicelessness, social alienation, and a crisis of identity (Palmer 2010; Speers 2014) and living 

in dispossessed London inner-city environments. Despite dealing with these inequalities, 

Black-British working-class youth engaged hip hop as a space for purpose, meaning, and 

identity formation. Although hip hop had been dominated by the presence of Black-British 

identities It had also been adopted by White94 and British Asian working-class youths who 

were also “left abandoned by neo-liberal politics in the 80s and beyond” (how’s life in London, 

no date). In fact, by the mid-80s hip hop had become a cross-racial scene (Speers 2014, p, 22). 

For Britain’s multi-ethnic working-class youth who were socially, politically, and economically 

marginalised, hip hop became a space where they could, irrespective of race, collectively 

articulate “the story of a country that has elected to forget about many of its young people” 

(Hancox, 2011)95. And since those disenfranchised youths who adopted hip hop did not live 

in segregated neighbourhoods, as suggested by Speers (2014), there were opportunities for 

 
94 Speaking about a White identities adopting hip hop for identity formation, Perry (2004) explains that “when 
white performers sincerely adapt hip-hop, and become adored by hip hop audiences, it takes place in part as a 
result of their embrace of both the aesthetic ad political location of blackness and their sharing spaces with 
black bodies, such that their racial privilege becomes at least somewhat obfuscated” (Perry 2004, p. 27).  

95 See, Hancox (2011)   
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cross-racial cultural exchanges96 between Britain’s marginalised multi-ethnic working-class 

youths whose everyday lived experiences resonated with the social narrative and cultural 

lifestyle hip hop offered. For them, hip hop served as a space for self-actualisation and a space 

which permitted “talking back” (hooks, 2015)97 to the establishment. Considering this, Perry 

(2004) observes that hip hop, as a democratic space, allows MCs to “[…] act a number of roles 

and play out intense moral and psychic dilemmas on wax” and a space where they are 

permitted to “speak their piece” (Perry 2004, p. 6-7) as marginalised identities. Thus, given 

the crisis of identity, hip hop became “attractive to a new generation of diasporic youth who 

were seeking a sense of identity and representation in London"(Speers 2014, p. 22).  

 

2.2.1 British appropriation of African-American hip hop 

 

Before hip hop artists in London created what was a uniquely a local hip hop “sound” 

(Bennett, 2000), they had first adopted African-American models of hip hop as a basis for 

their identity formation and cultural representation. In The Homegrown Race, Rap and Class 

in London, Codrington (2006) informs us that during the 80s there was “a generational shift 

[…] occurring among young working-class blacks and other disenfranchised racial groups, who 

 
96 Debates within academic circles regarding the ethnic representation in hip hop, particularly its representation 
in Britain, suggests that the socio-cultural themes and ideas amplified in the space for hip hop, as Bennett 
informs us, ‘contribute to the musicalized dialogue that is held to exists between those displaced peoples of the 
Africa origin who collectively make up the African- diaspora’ (Bennett 2000, p. 133). Whilst it is true that hip hop 
in the UK has, since its inception, been occupied predominantly by Black-British identities, it is also true that hip 
hop, owing to its cultural mobility and its socio-cultural appeal, had been ‘re-made’, as Bennett suggests, by 
different ethnic groups of young people in Britain. 
97 See, hooks (2015), Talking back: thinking feminist, thinking black. In the book, hooks makes use of the concept, 
“talking back”, to denote the idea of speaking as an equal to authorities and carving out space to voice out 
opinions. In the context of this chapter, I use “talking back” to conceptualise the ways in which Britain’s 
marginalised identities used the space of hip hop to assert their anti-establishment politics.    
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increasingly turned their attention to the popular cultural forms developing in the United 

States” (Codrington 2006, p. 183). During this period, several London-based hip hop artists 

rapped in American accents and with the “gangsta bravado” (Rosen, 2001)98of African-

American rap. Hip hop acts such as Newstrament, Derek B, Monnie Love, for instance, became 

emblems of American models of hip hop, as they rap in American accents and constructed 

their performance practices on American attitudes and styles (Dabydeen et al., 2007)99. 

Alluding to this through the lens of sociology, Bramwell (2011) informs us that “[t]he hip hop 

narrative is compatible with the view that black-English youth receive a globalized African-

American culture, copying the generic representations of Blackness disseminated through 

that process, and in doing so act out American’s social pathologies” (Bramwell 2011, p.15). 

Thus, the globalisation of American hip hop culture (Osumare 2001; 2007) and its adoption 

by Britain’s inner-city, multi-ethnic working-class youth is owing to the shared history of 

disenfranchisement and marginalisation between marginalised youths across the Atlantic. 

Gilroy (2007) contends that the adoption of African-American modalities of Blackness 

mediated through hip hop culture was the “linqua franca for bored disenchanted youth 

everywhere” with “many young Black Britons hav[ing] no idea that their social and economic 

predicament might differ from the position of African Americans trapped in an environment 

where rigid segregation remains an unspoken norm” (Gilroy 2007, p. 304-306)100. Although 

Gilroy initially laments the obsession of local hip hop artists with African American models of 

hip hop, he balances his argument by suggesting that they appropriate African-American 

representations of Blackness owing to a shared transnational history of disenfranchisement, 

 
98 See, Rosen (2001) British Artists Translate Hip-Hop Into English  
99 According to Dabydeen et al (2007), “it took several years for a uniquely British style of rapping to develop. 
Newtrament rapped in cod American accent and this style was copied by the likes of Derek B and Monie Love, 
the first British-born rappers to make an impact on the UK charts” (2007, p. 210).  
100 See, Gilroy (2007) Black Britain: A Photographic History.  
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marginalisation, and oppression101 (Gilroy 1993).  

By the late 80s, a plethora of local hip hop artists had emerged on a wide scale in London, 

primarily in areas such as Brixton, Ladbroke Grove, and Packham (Speers, 2014). By this 

period, London had produced its very own breed of local hip hop rap outfits: namely, London 

Posse, Cookie Crew, Monie Love, Sindecat, DJ Newtrament, Ruthless Rap Assassins, and Derek 

B. These artists discovered that they did not need “expensive studio production to make good 

records, nor expensive equipment to perform live” (Mark 1990, p. 115). As such, throughout 

the 80s and 90s local hip hop acts continued to make low budget records which garnered 

good success102, creating a vibrant hip hop scene in London and across Britain.  

 

2.2.2 A British sound 

 

Although local hip hop first emerged as a “borrowed culture” (Speers 2014, p. 23), by the mid 

80s, however, it had developed its own distinct sonic identity. By this period, local hip hop 

artists had “inscribed their own meaning, musical influences and local reference points into 

the music” (Bennett 1999, p. 1-24) making “[…] hip hop their own means of authentic 

expression and thus not solely derivative of US rap” (Speers 2014, p. 23). Amongst the first 

generation of local British hip hop MCs to sonically embody a London-centric hip hop sound 

was Rodney P and his group, London Posse. Rodney P had openly rejected the appropriation 

 
101In Tracing black America in black British culture. Gunning and ward (2009) counter Gilroy’s (2007) sentiments 
by arguing that “black Britons needed an alternative means of making sense of themselves” and thus In the icons 
and activists of Black America, they found not only “an exoticism and dynamism that is in marked contrast to 
their own more liminal presence on European shores, but a way of understanding their experience as a racialised 
minority in Britain” (2009, p. 151).  
102 See Oliver (1990) for a list of British hip hop albums in the 80s (1990 p. 115).  
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of American hip hop by local artists103. In the documentary The Pioneers – the British Hip Hop 

documentary104, when asked: “what makes British rap different to America rap?”, Rodney P 

responded with:  

 

“I think that if you are going to be honest and make music, and you’re gonna, like, try 

make music that represents you, then your music is going to be different because 

people ain’t the same. The fact that we’re English and how we are brought up and 

how our background is different, if we are reflecting that in the music, it’s going to be 

different – those will be the differences. Those will be the things, you know, [which] 

make us sound different from a man who’s come up in Brooklyn and the projects, and 

rare, rare, rare. For me, my background is West Indian, grew up in London, my flex is 

different. And if I am representing that, its automatically going to be different from 

next man.” (Rodney P 2012, 06:34).  

 

Here, Rodney P’s response reflects the shift in socio-cultural priorities amongst Black-British 

identities during the late 20th century. By this period, local hip hop artists had found that 

appropriating African-American models of Blackness transmitted through hip hop was 

culturally inauthentic, especially given their unique local experiences as Black-British 

identities with an African-Caribbean heritage. This shift in socio-cultural outlook 

demonstrated the move towards “counter-hegemonic possibilities” (Codrington 2006, p. 191) 

through localised variations of hip hop. Rapping about local issues along with the enmeshing 

of Jamaican patois, British accents, and Black-British inner-city street vernacular, became 

 
103 The use of American accents during rap performances 
104 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lu9k60vv_iw&t=1610s 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lu9k60vv_iw&t=1610s
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concreate ways in which local hip hop artists embodied “counter-hegemonic possibilities” 

(Codrington 2006, p. 191). In fact, the use of local social and sonic gestures deployed by local 

hip hop artists during this period served as cultural strategies towards resisting Americanised 

registers of Blackness (Palmer, 2010) mediated through hip hop. For instance, reference to 

representations of local British social pathologies in early British hip-hop has been 

documented by Dabydeen (2007) who credits the “first authentic British hip hop tune as the 

1984 underground electro anthem ‘London bridge is falling down’ by Dj Newtratment and 

Krew” (Dabydeen et al., 2007, p.210). Through politically charged lyrics referencing the 

political landscape in Britain, Dj Newtratment addresses the redundancy of neo-liberal 

electoral politics during the 1980’s. He raps:  

 

“London Bridge is falling down 

Falling down 

Falling down 

London Bridge is falling down 

Better get a ticket out of London town 

 

Election fewer on all four channels 

Red or blue… 

Win or lose, lose or win, 

Jobs will still be getting thin 

Vote, vote, vote, there aint no hope” 

 



 94 

Dj Newtrament’s lyrics, as well as other subsequent records made by other local British rap 

artists during that era, reveals to us how earlier forms of local hip hop “communicated both 

the differences and similarities within the US and UK” therefore “place[ing] black British music 

and culture as an equal partner in the black Atlantic triangle […]” with local artists 

“[…]reflecting upon their very unique position in Britain” (Wood 2009, p. 1).105 Thus, by 

embodying London-centric performative gestures, local hip hop MCs forged an alternative 

local hip hop identity; one which reflected their experiences as inner-city, working-class 

identities. In fact, by creating their own localised “sound”,  local hip hop artists demonstrated  

that hip hop, as a culture, is neither fixed nor tied to any dominant register of Blackness 

(Palmer, 2010). On the contrary, hip hop – particularly in the environments where it is 

manifested – is based on the unique social, cultural, political, and economic experiences of 

local identities who enable its cultural production.   

 

2.3 Christian hip hop  

 

Despite evidence which suggests that a Christian hip hop scene had also emerged in London 

during the late 20th century, a formal documented history does not exist106. As a predecessor 

 
105  See Wood (2009) ‘original London style’: London Posse and the birth of British Hip-Hop  
106 Although the crux of this thesis is primarily concerned with exploring gospel grime culture, the study, 
however, cannot (and must not) be disconnected from the early Christian hip hop scene because Christian hip 
hop in the late 20th century became the first idiom of Black sacred music tied to urban street aesthetics to 
emerge in Britain before gospel grime at the turn of the century. Furthermore, grime, broadly speaking, is a 
reworking and (re)formatting of the hip hop culture of the late 20th century. According to Gidley (2007) and 
Deadman (2011), as summarised by Speers (2014), “[G]rime music offers another example of hip-hop being 
adapted and modified by creative agents in localized scenes”106. (Gidley 2007 & Dedman 2011) cited in (Speers 
2014, p. 25).  
Here, I would like to make it clear that this section does not attempt to account for the widespread 
manifestations of Christian hip hop around Britain, such intellectual endeavour moves beyond the scope of this 
thesis; and more so, the paucity of research renders this task formidable. Rather, based on miniature evidence 
available at the time of this writing, I wish to acknowledge its history as being part of hip hop’s early history in 
Britain and as part of gospel grime’s cultural heritage.   
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to gospel grime, it is important for me to account for the early Christian hip hop tradition as 

a means of contextualising the subsequent discussion on the emergence and development of 

gospel grime. In fact, when discussing the history of gospel grime with research informants, 

many of them referenced the late 20th century Christian hip hop tradition as being the 

“forerunner” of gospel grime (Triple O, 2020). According to them, the emergence of gospel 

grime was only possible owing to the earlier cultural work of Christin hip hop artists who in 

the late 20th century, despite the criticism they faced, paved the way for a new generation of 

Christian-orientated MCs in the 21st century to explore their Christian identities using the 

space of grime.  During our discussion, Triple O explained that:  

 

“Gospel grime came off the back of what guys were doing with Christian hip hop” 

(Tripe O, 2020).  

 

Therefore, given the references to the late 20th century Christian hip hop tradition by 

informants as the forerunner of gospel grime culture, it was important for me to introduce 

the early Christian hip hop tradition. I found that, unlike “secular” (non-religious) hip hop, 

where its emergence and development in the late 20th century has been documented by 

scholars and mainstream cultural commentators (journalists), Christian hip hop, on the other 

hand, has been under researched with very little historical documentation. Whilst this is 

particularly true of the tradition in Britain, the Christian hip hop scene in America, however, 

has been documented by scholars within a variety of interdisciplinary domains (Pollard 2010; 

Zanfagna 2010; Tatum 2010). In view of this, then, and given that the above discussion has 

established hip hop in Britain as an imported culture from America (Speers 2014), I begin the 
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discussion first by considering the emergence of the Christian hip hop in the African American 

experience107 before discussing its early manifestations in Britain during the late 20th century.  

 

Following the birth and wide-scale proliferation of hip hop culture in the late 70s, Christian 

hip hop108 – also commonly referred to as gospel rap/holy hip hop/Christian rap – emerged 

during the mid-80s (Zanfagna 2010; Tatum 2010) as a street-coded religo-musical brand of 

Christianity, created by Christian-orientated MCs109 who saw the need to make Christianity 

relevant to their everyday cultural experiences. Like its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart, 

the tradition first emerged in America as a “diverse subculture of predominately African-

American youths and young adults that identify as both Christian and hip hop” (Zanfagna 

2010, p. 4).  Scholars who have documented Christian hip hop’s early history credit several 

Christian MCs – namely, Stephen Wiley, Michael Peace, D-boy Rodriquez, the Gospel Ganstaz, 

The Cross Movement – as being pioneers of the early Christian hip hop tradition and the first 

cohort of MCs whose contribution to the genre established Christian hip hop as a legitimate 

scene (Pollard 2010; Zanfagana 2010; Tatum 2010). For instance, Stephen Wiley has been 

documented as the first Christian MC to release and distribute the first Christian hip hop 

single, ‘Bible break’110, released in 1985. According to Zanfagna (2010) the track which is taken 

from the Bible Break album “reached the #14 spot on Christian radio in 1986” (Zanfagna 2010, 

 
107 Christian hip hop has been well documented in America. Scholars also agree that the tradition first emerged 
in America during mid 80s. Thus, I choose to begin with this history here because Christian hip hop MCs in Britain 
– based on the articles read – reveal that they had been influenced by Christian hip hop MCs in America, with 
some of even collaborating with American Christian hip hop MCs. See, Cummings (2000).  
108 Although there are religious references to the nation of Islam, Rastafarianism and Christianity within global 
hip hop culture, I am explicitly concerned with exploring Christianity through hip hop.  
109 It is generally observed that most Christian hip hop artist usually started their careers as “secular” (non-
religious) hip hop artists before repurposing the space of hip hop for the exploration of their newly manifested 
Christian-orientated identities. 
110 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E2jJgJ5VzTw 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=E2jJgJ5VzTw
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p. 53). In 1987, contributing to the development of the scene, Michael Peace followed with 

the releasing of his album, RRRock it Right, followed by the late Danny D-Boy Rodgriuez’s 1989 

album, Plantin’ A seed.  

 

Whilst Christian hip hop emerged in the mid-80s with several of its pioneers releasing 

significant singles and albums during this period, the 90s was the era in which we witnessed 

the wide-scale proliferation of the Christian hip hop scene. During this time, a new generation 

of Christian hip hop MCs – namely, DC talk, I.D.O.L. king, S.F.C (Soldiers for Christ) and P.I.D. 

(Preachers in Disguise) – expanded the Christian hip hop scene through single and album 

releases. For instance, significant albums released during this period were DC Talk’s, Nu Thang 

(1990), I.D.O.L. King’s Explosion 2.0.0.0 (1991) and Hell? No! (1996); S.F.C’s A Saved Man (In 

the Jungle) (1990), Phase III (1992) and Illumination (1994); and P.I.D’s Here We Are (1988), 

Back To Back (1989), The Chosen Ones (1991) and Born With The Gift: John 3:16 Factor (1992). 

These albums were significant in that they expanded Christian hip hop’s reach nationally and 

internationally. These albums demonstrated the enmeshing of hip-hop aesthetics and 

Christian imagery through overt biblical references expressed lyrically, revealing how hip hop 

and Christianity111 could co-exist.  

 

In comparison to its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart, during the late 20th century, 

Christian hip hop developed mostly as a small-scale underground scene. According to 

Zanfagna (2010), one reason for this was that ““secular” hip hoppers and rap music 

professionals often view[ed] the infusion of a hip hop sensibility with gospel music and 
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Christian morals as gimmicky, soft, and musically subpar” (Zanfagna 2010, p. 10). MCs also 

found that their religio-musical brand of Christianity would also not be readily accepted by a 

range of institutionalised conservative Black majority churches from which they emerged. 

Despite the music’s evangelical context (Tatum 2010), “elders” within a range of Black 

majority churches viewed Christian hip hop as too closely aligned to inner-city street-culture. 

Here, Tatum (2010) explains that “some church elders consider[ed] hip hop to be an 

incomplete transformation of secular street culture, remaining inappropriate for the sacred 

context of church services” (Tatum 2010, p.x). Yet, despite the rejection faced, Christian hip 

hop artists continued to represent their Christianity through hip hop, with many of them 

taking to alternative spaces – spaces beyond the walls of institutionalised churches – to 

perform Christian hip hop and to do evangelical work112.  

 

By the end of the 90s, there was an identifiable underground Christian hip hop scene with 

MCs releasing music through independent labels, performing at various non-religious 

alternative spaces and featuring on radio programmes.   

 

2.3.1 The emergence of Christian hip hop in Britain. 

 

Although Christian hip hop has its cultural roots in America, it could also be heard in Britain 

during the late 20th century. Like its American counterpart, it emerged with very little 

historical documentation at the time of its initial development. Owing to this, we cannot say 

 
112The process in spreading the message of Christianity – primarily, the teachings of Jesus Christ as found In the 
New Testament in the Christian Bible.  
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with concrete precision the official beginnings of the tradition in the Britain113. Yet, we are 

informed by British journalist, Tim Cummings114, who has written extensively on the 

development of Christian music in Britain and America for Cross Rhythms Magazine, that 

Christian hip hop in Britain “began in the mid-80s’115 (Cummings, 2000); a period in which 

Black-British gospel music was undergoing significant aesthetic change116. In his article, 

Britain’s Hip Hop Underground, Cummings (2000) surveys the Christian hip hop scene in 

Britain during the late 20th century and early 21st century, highlighting significant Christian hip 

hop artists across Britain as well as significant moments in the early development of the 

scene. His survey reveals that there were several local Christian hip hop acts that emerged 

around Britain117, particularly in areas such as London, Leeds, Manchester, and Birmingham. 

In London, for instance, the “pocket of cultural activity” (Speers 2014, p.22), the first London-

 
113 I highlight significant developmental moments within the early development of the tradition. The history 
presented here aims to foreground the subsequent discussion on gospel grime.  
114 For more information on Cross Rhythms Magazine and Tony Cummings, see 
https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/vision/history/magazine/ 
115 Why we might believe this to be true as a rough estimation of its origins is owing to the parallel observations 
of Cummings (2000) and Tatum (2010) in which both authors suggests that the origins of Christian hip hop, both 
in the UK and US, begun in the 80’s. In Tatum’s (2010) PhD thesis, Poetics with a promise: performances of faith 
and gender in Christian hip hop, though her work centres on the manifestations of Christian hip hop in the US, 
the date provided coincides with Cumming’s data. Tatum believes the origin of Christian hip hop in the US ‘was 
born in the late-1980s’, whilst through a British lens, Cummings observes that Christian hip hop in the UK began 
in the mid-late 80s (Cummings, 2000) 
116 Christian hip hop in the UK has its roots in the urban contemporary Black gospel music movement of the late 
20th century. During this period, Black gospel music in Britain was undergoing significant stylistic 
transformations. Already in the 70’s, a youthful generation of worshipers, particularly in the Black-British 
Pentecostal tradition (McKenzie, 2014), had already begun using popular music forms as means of articulating 
their faith. By this period, it was not unusual to hear different expression of faith through genre formations such 
as gospel RnB, gospel Funk, gospel Reggae. These stylistic transformations had implications. Conservative church 
leaders continued to draw their own delineations between what they deemed to be “secular” and “sacred” and 
what they believed to be appropriate musical expressions of faith. This did not prevent the younger generation 
– children of conservative elders within the church – from using popular music styles to express their religious 
sensibilities. Very often, Black-British gospel music outfits who dared to use popular music formats for the basis 
of their Christian identity formation were often chastised by church authorities and treated with suspicion. 
However, for the younger generation of diasporic youth who were craving modernity, who were seeking for 
ways to represent themselves in the vortex of Britain’s repressive systems, popular music seemed to offer them 
the space to negotiate their identities. According to musicologist, Shuker, the adoption of musical styles for 
identity formation is a norm. Shuker notes that “Youth subcultures appropriate and adopted musical styles as a 
basis for identity, and, in doing so, assert a counter politics” (2012, p. 323). This was true of Christian hip hop. 
117 See Cummings (2000), Britain’s hip hop underground, for names of local Christian hip hop artists that emerged 
from Leeds, Manchester, and London.  

https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/vision/history/magazine/
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based Christian hip hop act to “to get onto recording tape”, cummings explains, were Dale 

and Emil who’s single, ‘Why don’t you look into Jesus/D and E rap’118 had contributed to what 

he claims to be the “ground-breaking house of God EP” released in 1986 (Cummings, 2000). 

Following this, throughout the 80s, and most notably during the 90s, various other Christian 

hip hop acts emerged in Britain: N-Daze, M.O.D (Ministry of Defence); Set Free (1992), KMA 

Reveal (1990’s); G.I.F.T.E.D (1993); The Blessed Man (1993); and Green Jade (1996), to name 

a few. Despite the scene’s underground status, during the mid-late 90s individual Christian 

hip hop MCs as well as Christian hip hop groups released albums and singles whilst also 

performing at several “secular” (non-religious) locations: clubs, prisons, schools, youth clubs, 

carnivals, festivals, and open-air events. Additionally, some local Christian hip hop MCs also 

collaborated with American Christian hip hop artists. Albums and singles released during this 

period were Dale and Emil’s single, ‘Why don’t you look into Jesus/D and E rap’ (1986); N-

Daze’s single, ‘Change your mind’ (1992)119, The Blessed Man’s album, Back to Basics120 and 

single, ‘Bless the Nation’121; as well as his album, Bless The Nation 21st Century (1999)122 

album.  

 

The late 90s witnessed unity within the Christian hip hop scene. Despite being predominately 

represented by Black identities, the scene also reflected a multi-ethic make-up with groups 

such as Green Jade and N-Daze consisting of Black and White MCs living in non-segregated 

inner-city areas in London123. This multi-ethnic representation within the scene suggested 

 
118 This single could not be found online. 
119 https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/NDaze/Change_Your_Mind/29980/ 
120 https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/The_Blessed_Man/Back_To_Basics/7329/ 
121 https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/The_Blessed_Man/Bless_The_Nation/18053/ 
122 https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/The_Blessed_Man/Bless_The_Nation_21st_Century/2477/ 
123This is with reference to the “mixed race” Christian hip hop acts, N-Daze and Green Jade. 

https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/NDaze/Change_Your_Mind/29980/
https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/The_Blessed_Man/Back_To_Basics/7329/
https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/The_Blessed_Man/Bless_The_Nation/18053/
https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/products/The_Blessed_Man/Bless_The_Nation_21st_Century/2477/
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that the problematic race relations124 between White and Black communities during the late 

20th century in Britain had been left out of the Christian hip hop scene. What various Black 

and White working-class young adults within the Christian hip hop scene had in common was 

their socio-economic location in Britain (White, 2014) and their desire to use the space of hip 

hop to explore their Christian-orientated identities. After all, as Cummings notes, hip hop 

served as “the most effective forms of communication” for them125 (Cummings, 2000).  

 

In her article, UK Christian Hip Hop: Then and Now, Engele (2011)126 informs us that the late 

90s was a period of “[…] great unity amongst the UK artists” (Engele, 2011). One significant 

cultural event during this period was the “worship and warrior” monthly live event held in 

North and South London. Hosted by Paul Servier, the purpose of these events was to bring 

together Christian hip hop MCs to worship. According to Engele, these events “became an 

instrumental turning point in the UK Christian Hip Hop scene” in London. Such events were 

significant because artists were able to network and see that there were also others who were 

using the space of hip hop to explore their Christian-orientated identities. These events 

opened doors of opportunity for Christian hip hop artists. For instance, in 1998 London-based 

Christian hip hop group, Green Jade, were given their own float at London’s iconic Notting hill 

 
124 See Fryer (1984)  
125 Before becoming “Christian” hip hop artists, MCs recall being committed to the secular life of hip hop. 
However, following their Christian conversion experience (Chapter 3), which Tatum (2010) describes as “an 
important emotive and spiritual experience for Christians who seek to make their inward profession of faith and 
belief visible in their outwardly actions and appearance” (Tatum 2010, p. 158), newly converted MCs use their 
lyrics to express their newly transformed self and newly established relationship with Christianity. For instance, 
before becoming a Christian, British Christian hip hop MC, G.I.F.T.E.D, had lived what some traditionalist may 
deem as an “unholy” life. However, after he “had encountered God in a night club”, says Cummings (2000), he 
became a Christian. Following his experience, G.I.T.E.D then used hip hop as a means of performing his newly 
formed religious identity.  
126 https://rapzilla.com/2011-12-uk-christian-hip-hop-then-and-now/ 

https://rapzilla.com/2011-12-uk-christian-hip-hop-then-and-now/
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Carnival127becoming the first Christian hip hop group to feature the in the carnival (Engele, 

2011). Throughout the late 20th century, the Christian hip hop scene proliferated through self- 

organised live events, where Christian hip hop MCs distributed albums and singles by hand, 

through word of mouth, and through the work of cultural commentators who would 

announce upcoming artists as well as dates for live events.  

 

2.3.2 Black majority church resistance towards Christian hip hop 

 

Despite Christian hip hop’s evangelical content, during its early development It had been left 

at the margins of Black religious life128. Some conservative church “elders”129 within a range 

of Black majority Pentecostal churches became explicitly clear about their aesthetic aversion 

towards Christian hip hop, branding the music as “transgressive” owing to its street-culture 

aesthetics. According to Cummings (2000), the music had been “treated with suspicion by 

church” (Cummings, 2000). In 2006, S.O.E (son of encouragement), a London-based 

pioneering Christian hip hop MC who emerged in the 90’s, explained that some members of 

the Black church:  

 

“[T]hought it [Christian hip hop] had no place in the church (and that’s putting it 

mildly!). At one concert a man came up to me at the end of our set and said it was 

 
127 According to the Notting carnival website, “The Notting hill carnival is an annual Caribbean festival event that 
has taken place in London since 1966 on the streets of the noting hill area of Kensington”. For more on the 
history of the carnival see the Notting hill carnival website: https://nhcarnival.org  
128 It is important to note that many of the Black Christian hip hop MCs who emerged during the late 20th century 
had cultural ties to a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches through their parents. Born 
and raised in an intergeneration faith household, they attended church regularly with their parents. 
129 Gatekeepers within the church.  

https://nhcarnival.org/
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disgraceful that we had brought “’jungle drums’’” into the church. I thought that our 

biggest opposition would come from non-Christians because of our lyrical content! I 

remember feeling misunderstood and at times angry at some of the church’s reaction 

to our music. However, now when I look back at that period, I can understand why 

some people opposed or were uneasy about Gospel rap/hip hop. We are often weary 

of ideas or things that we do not understand” (S.O.E) cited in (Cummings 2006)130.  

S.O.E’s experience with the church during the 90s reveals that Christian hip hop artists, 

following their decision to express their Christianity through hip hop, have had to deal with 

the cultural politics caused by their work – namely,  the rejection and marginalisation of their 

religio-musical brand of Christianity by some conservative gatekeepers (”elders”) within a 

range of Black majority Pentecostal churches. Like many of his Christian hip hop MC 

colleagues, S.O. E’s experience of resistance within a range of Black majority Pentecostal 

church spaces also mirrors the experiences of Christian hip hop artists within the African-

American experience. From an African-American perspective, in Wake Up: Hip-Hop, 

Christianity, and the Black Church, Duggen and Hall (2011) explains that:  

 “Like Gospel music before it, Hip hop music has not entered worship without 

contention. Some adults say that Hip Hop music is too secular and is ill suited for saving 

souls. Some youth contend that adults just do not understand their worldview, their 

music, and the way they connect with God” (Duggen & Hall 2011, np)131.  

 
130https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/articles/music/SOE_A_Son_Of_Encouragement_And_A_UK_Gospel_HipH
op_Pioneer/24130/p2/ 
131 See Duggen & Hall (2011)  

https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/articles/music/SOE_A_Son_Of_Encouragement_And_A_UK_Gospel_HipHop_Pioneer/24130/p2/
https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/articles/music/SOE_A_Son_Of_Encouragement_And_A_UK_Gospel_HipHop_Pioneer/24130/p2/
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For local Christian hip hop MCs, using hip hop aesthetics to transmit Christian messages was, 

in fact, also an evangelical strategy in reaching both believers and non-believers within hip 

hop communities. However, despite its overt evangelical character132, the music had still been 

rejected by a range of conservative gatekeepers within a range of Black majority Pentecostal 

churches, who viewed their hip hop-orientated brand of Christianity as “worldly”, “unholy”, 

and “profane” (Zanfagna 2010; Tatum 2010). Informed by their policing sensibilities, they 

believed that Christian hip hop was too closely aligned with the street culture of hip hop 

where, according to Perry (2004), “well-behaved gestures sit next to the rough and funky” 

where “violence sexuality, spirituality, viciousness, love, and countless other emotions and 

ideas all form part of the discursive space” (Perry 2004, p.6). The flame of suspicion held by 

conservative gatekeepers had been further exacerbated by the negative registers of 

Blackness (Palmer, 2010) circulated through hip hop commodities and commercialised by 

media outlets (Kitwana 2002; Perry 2004). Clearly, the “violent portraits of black masculinity” 

(Palmer 2010, p. 170) transmitted through hip hop had raised levels of social and cultural 

anxieties about those using hip hop to express their Christian faith. As a result, as Moody 

(2010) explains, “Christian hip hop has a history of being dismissed by churches worldwide as 

sacrilegious, or devils musics” (Moody 2010, p. 71) given the ways hip hop culture had been 

portrayed within the media. Here it is important to emphasise the fact that some Black 

majority churches have always had levels of anxieties towards musical expressions of 

Christianity which did not conform to standards of “musical authenticity within the church 

(traditional hymns)” (Moody 2010, p. 64). For instance, In Race Music: Black cultures from 

bebop to Hip-Hop, Ramsey (2003) notes that “policing the boundaries of black religious 

 
132 most identifiable through the MC’s Christian-orientated lyrics. See Chapter 3 
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expression” evident in a range of Black majority churches is one which reaches back to the 

early 20th century. He reminds us that:  

 “[T]homas Dorsey’s mix of blues and Gospel in the 1920’s and 1930’s; Rosetta 

Tharpe’s blend of jazz and gospel during the 1940’s; Edwin Hawken’s and Andre 

Crouch’s pop-gospel during the late 1960’s; and the winanses’ smooth-soul gospel of 

the 1980’s were all seen as hybrid – and quite controversial – expressions of their day” 

(Ramsey 2003, p.191).   

In view of Ramsey’s observation, therefore, resistance towards Christian hip hop by the 

church is, in fact, a transgenerational phenomenon genealogically rooted in the history of 

transatlantic Black gospel music traditions. It is evident that since the early 20th century, 

traditionalists within a range of institutionalised Black majority churches have been devoted 

to policing the “boundaries and false dichotomy of the secular and sacred” which has often 

resulted in the “attempted censorship of Christian hip hop” (Tatum 2010, p. 4).  In The Hip-

Hop Generation: Young Blacks and the Crisis in African-American culture, Kitwana (2002) 

informs us that it was not unusual for “community elders” from the civil rights era to dismiss 

rap as a “ghetto culture” (Kitwana 2002, p. 22-23). As a result, the use of hip hop aesthetics 

to articulate the Christian message had been viewed by “elders” within the church as 

transgressive. “At the core of each of these complaints” Kitwana explains, “is the voice of 

Black middle-class elitism” (Kitwana 2002, p. 22-23) tied to a politics of Black respectability 

(Perry 2004, p. 4) which sought to regulate social behaviours within the Black community to 

uplift the race133 within a dominant White society. Based on several accounts of the Black 

 
133 See Gaines 1996). Uplifting the Race Black Leadership, Politics, and Culture in the Twentieth Century. USA. 
The book is one that offers us critical insight into the racial uplift theory adopted by the Black elites during the 
height of race relations, when dominant White society marginalised Black men who were perceived as 
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church dismal of Christian hip hop, it was the Black middle-class social agenda and ideological 

framework embodied by a range of conservative gatekeepers within Black majority churches 

which fuelled the dismissal and marginalisation of Christian hip hop within church spaces. The 

cultural aesthetics and iconography of Christian hip hop – namely, its language and image – 

conflicted with models of Black respectability embodied by a range of Black communities 

within Black majority Pentecostal churches in Britain during the late 20th century. Being “well-

healed […], dressed sharply and neatly” as well as being “impeccable, moral, and well-spoken” 

(Perry 2004, p. 4) served as evidence of a Black middle-class aesthetic. In contrast, the image 

and iconography of Christian Hip hop embodied by Christian hip hop artists – for instance, the 

use of hip hop vernacular134 and urban fashion135 – demonstrated a register of Blackness 

which gatekeepers within the church were not unwilling to accept.  

The models of Black respectability embodied by many Black churchgoers within a range of 

Black majority Pentecostal churches became the acceptable standard of self-presentation, 

which perry characterises as “clean” representations of Blackness. Musically, “clean” (and 

acceptable) standards of musical expression within the institutionalised space of the church 

had been reflected through the collective singing of Eurocentric hymns and traditional gospel 

songs by the church congregation (McKenzie, 2014; Muir 2018). Within the church, the 

 
subhuman. In the book, Gaines informs us that as a collective effort to resist and challenge these racial 
stereotypes, the Black middle-class elites tried to convince Black America to accept and adopt social and moral 
uplift tactics. As a result of the racial uplift agenda, there developed elitist Black middle-class/working-class 
communities who became self-absorbed with moral self-help. And thus, given the prevalence of problematic 
representations of Blacks in the public imagination, Black elites – primarily leaders of Black cultural 
institutions/public spokesmen – found it necessary to defend the image of Blacks. To do so, they became 
committed to the racial uplift theory which, based on their assessment criteria, required Blacks to adopt 
Victorian gender roles (gender hierarchy), anti-labour sentiments, and a middle-class visual aesthetics (the 
“clean negro” (Perry, 2004), forming the basis of Black respectability politics. Thus, owing to the racial uplift 
theory, there came about an internal class division within the Black communities, with some middle-class 
Blacks viewing themselves as the better class of Blacks. This mindset did not uplift the race, it emphasised class 
differences amongst Blacks, thus reinforcing stereotypes.  
134 Street-coded language 
135 Jeans, trainers, loose t shirts, and baseball caps.  
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“clean” aesthetic also reflected the “well-to-do” (Perry 2004, p. 4) Blacks aiming for upward 

social mobility in Britain136. It had become symbolic of a genre of Blackness which gospel 

grime MC, Guvna B, characterises as the “Sunday best” aesthetic, in his song ‘Welcome Home’ 

from his album Scrapbook II (2014). Guvna B raps:  

“I grew up in a church where you had to dress your best on a Sunday,  

even if you were living like a wretch on Monday 

Nobody cared 

But everybody was scared  

If they didn’t keep up the pretence  

If anybody’s there’ 

And the pastors wearing tailored suits 

Prada shoes 

Gucci boots”  

 

Yet for the Christian hip hop MCs who subverted the cultural code of Black majority churches 

through their embodiment of hip hop iconography137, the models of respectability embodied 

by some members within Black majority churches did not align with their hip hop worldview 

 
136 This visual aesthetics also comes out of the ‘Prosperity Gospel’ form of Christianity. See, Muir (2018) 
137 In her work, Pollard (2008) observes that “When artists make garment selections that go beyond the 
traditional boundaries of the black Church or gospel music world, they generally do so for several reasons. 
What may appear to be a flagrant disregard for the rules of dress and decorum can be more appropriately 
understood as the existence and assertion of multiple identities with “the body of Christ,” the name Christians 
use to refer to fellow believers and their institutions. Whereas earlier generations seem to have prioritized 
projecting a certain image through attire – ‘I am Christian and, therefore, not worldly’ – a growing number of 
turn-of- the-century gospel artists are selecting ensembles and accessories that underscore the various 
identities they embrace and that allow them to declare through their selections, ‘I am young and Christian and 
‘fashionably correct.’ Such perceived proclamations are controversial in some circles because they highlight 
the existence of differing values and aesthetics, divergent interpretations of relevant Scriptures regarding 
adornment and the body, and challenges to denominational mores in the Black Church and gospel music 
worlds, where, for years, many viewed conformity as a sign of membership” (Pollard 2008, p.80-81).  
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and cultural aesthetic codes. And for some conservative gatekeepers within a range of Black 

majority churches, the iconography of hip hop embodied by Christian hip hop MCs became a 

challenge to institutionalised church appropriateness. Therefore, owing to the cultural politics 

caused by their work as well as their evangelical commitments to taking Christianity to the 

streets, Christian hip hop MCs took to alternative spaces beyond the walls of institutionalised 

Black majority churches to perform their street-credible brand of Christianity.  

 

2.3.3 “Shifting Grounds”: Christian hip hop beyond the church 

 

For many Christian hip hop MCs, performing within the walls of institutionalised churches was 

not their agenda. For instance, London-based Christian hip hop artist, G.I.F.T.E.D explained:  

“I don’t believe the gospel, the way I am bringing it, is supposed to be stuck in 

churches. It needs to be in the clubs, prisons, and schools. The more mainstream I get; 

the more people can hear and that’s where I believe Christ wants us to be” (G.I.F.T.E.D) 

cited in (Cummings,2000).  

Sharing similar views, M.O.D (ministry of defense), another London-based Christian hip hop 

rap group, recalls the evangelical satisfaction of performing in alternative spaces to the 

church. Member of M.O.D, E’Miner, explained that  

“When you’ve seen inmates on life sentences accept Christ with tears or hugged a 

homeless guy on the street as he has turned to God, you kinda know that they work 

ain’t over till the last trumpet sounds” (E’Miner) cited in (Cummings 2000, p. 2-4).   
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It is clear from these statement that performing their hip hop-orientated religio-musical 

brand of Christianity beyond the walls of the church was a deliberate evangelical choice – in 

fact, as Zanfagna notes, a “smart mission strategy” (Zanfagna 2012, p.207)138. For those who 

identified and Christian and hip hop, hip hop, for them, was a culturally relevant evangelical 

tool. And thus, throughout the late 80s and 90s leading into the 21st century, Christian hip 

hop, as we would later observe with gospel grime culture, was a street-credible religio-

musical brand of Christianity performed beyond the walls of Black majority churches.  

 

2.3.4 Christian hip hop’s (in)visibility in the mainstream.  

 

Whilst a range of conservative Black majority churches continued to be “suspicious” of 

Christian hip hop, resisting it and stifling its visibility within the church circles, the scene had 

faced further challenges through the lack of mainstream support. This is made clear by 

Cumming who stated, “British gospel hip hop [had] been missing from the CD racks”139 

(Cummings, 2000). Whilst some low-budget Christian hip hop records had been made and 

circulated through a DIY (Do it yourself) entrepreneurial system (Speers, 2014), Christian hip 

hop, like its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart, remained an underground scene, with a 

few London-based Christian hip hop artists featuring on American Christian hip hop records 

(Cummings, 2000). Despite these collaborations, however, Cummings laments the fact the 

 
138 See Zanfagna (2012), Kingdom Business: Holy Hip Hop’s Evangelical Hustle 
139 Given the paucity of early Christian hip hop records in Britain during the 80s and 90s, a comprehensive 
musical analysis of Christian hip hop before the turn of the century is unachievable.  
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Christian hip hop scene had largely been ignored by major record labels in Britain, stifling its 

potential growth and mainstream visibility.  

The economic predicament of MCs – being, young, Black, marginalised, and working-class – 

meant that they were unable to financially amass the financial capital for the wide-spread 

visibility of the scene. Despite such odds, the scene continued to produce local artists in 

London who had a desire to evangelise through hip hop. They expanded the scene through 

various live performances, the production of low-budget mixtapes, and transatlantic 

collaborations. By the end of the late 90s, early 00s, Christian hip hop had splintered into 

different sonic variations and forms which reflected the “people and place of where it was 

adopted” (Speers 2014, p. 25). One of these forms, with which this thesis is primarily 

concerned with is gospel grime, a local homegrown Christian hip hop genre which emerged 

at the turn of the century. By the early 00s, following the early Christian hip hop tradition of 

the late 20th century, the sonic identity of Christian hip hop had been recreated by a new 

generation of Christian cohorts under the classification “Generation Grime” (Sky arts, 

2021).140  

Following Dedman’s (2011)141 claim, in which he argues that hip hop and grime music cultures 

are of the same genre classification, I also contend that Christian hip hop and gospel grime 

are also of the same genre classification (except for differences in sonic variations) hence the 

enmeshed historical narrative in this chapter. Afterall, as Shuker (2001) explains in 

Understanding Popular Music, “no style is totally independent of those that have preceded it, 

and musicians borrow elements from existing styles and incorporate them into new forms” 

 
140 https://www.sky.com/watch/title/programme/13ee43bd-5c98-481c-8bfb-b2213b81cf34/generation-grime  
141 See Dedman (2011). Agency in Uk hip-hop and grime youth subcultures  

 

https://www.sky.com/watch/title/programme/13ee43bd-5c98-481c-8bfb-b2213b81cf34/generation-grime


 111 

(Shuker 2001, p. 150). What follows in the subsequent section is a discussion which charts the 

early history and development of gospel grime – a contemporary manifestation of the late 

20th century Christian hip hop tradition in Britain. To begin with, however, I will briefly discuss 

the emergence of grime music culture, more broadly, to contextualise the subsequent 

discussion on gospel grime which, like its Christian hip hop predecessor, emerged as a 

Christian alternative to its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart.  

2.4 “Grime Roots”: An overview of grime music 

 

Grime music emerged from East London as a distinctly Black-British working-class youth music 

culture during the early 00s (Palmer 2010; Bramwell 2011; White 2014; Charles 2016). Like 

the 20th century hip hop culture, grime music reflects the everyday inner-city lived 

experiences of disenfranchised identities. Sonically, the genre is typically characterised by 

“4/4 (four crotchet beats to a bar) comprising of repeated 8 or 16 bar cycles and dominated 

by low frequencies – bassline and Dub)” (Charles 2019, p. 107)142. During the genre’s early 

development, its sound had been characterised by a melange of sonic characteristics 

inherited from various cultural junctions within the Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 1993): namely, 

Jamaican sound system culture 143; Black hip hop culture (Speers, 2014), and two-step garage 

culture of Britain. According to DJ target (a.k.a Darren Joseph), one of grime’s cultural 

pioneers, “[t]he early influences were Jamaican in particular, even if not everyone was 

 
142 See Charles (2019), Grime and Spirit: on a Hype  
143 In grime music the sound system culture is reflected by the ‘massive hi fi’ systems used by MCs during their 
performances. Sound system culture was imported into Britain from the Caribbean during the post-war 
migration of African Caribbean migrants in 1950s and was passed down generationally. See, Hesmondhalgh and 
Melville (2002).  
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Jamaican – a lot of MCs and DJs were influenced by Soundsystem culture, plus we would listen 

to jungle and UK garage, and hip-hop and R&B from America” (Beaumont-Thomas, 2018)144.   

 

Whilst the early sonic identity of grime reflected a hybrid of sonic cultures within the Black 

Atlantic (Gilroy, 1993), as time passed, the genre developed its own distinct sound; one 

centred around “heavy bass production” (Swain 2018, p. 3), a compilation of electronic 

sounds “typified by synths of the 80s” (Charles 2016, p. 123), and a street aesthetic vocalised 

using Black-British “street English” (Palmer 2010, p. 171). Together, these sonic characteristics 

defined a uniquely Black-British local homegrown sonic culture. Unlike the early the early hip 

hop tradition during the late 20th century, in which MCs were imitating African-American 

modalities of Blackness through hip hop (Speers 2014; Bramwell 2011), grime produced a 

uniquely Black-British “London-centric aesthetic” (Boakye 2017, p.31) owing to the ways in 

which  MCs used local inner-city accents when rapping, as well as their  in-text references to 

“London-specific locales” (Boakye 2017, p. 31) through their lyrics. For Boakye, generation 

grime had “crafted a London-centric aesthetic that was so convincing, as it was awkward, 

proving that black boys in London could be successful on their own terms” (Boakye 2017, p. 

31).  Thus, as a predominantly Black-British male-oriented genre emerging from “London’s 

subaltern inner cities” (Charles 2019, p. 107), grime had become the voice of a new generation 

of marginalised inner-city Black-British working-class youths seeking a sense of purpose and 

identity in London. Although it is a genre predominantly created and performed by Black-

 
144 See full interview https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/jun/01/inside-grime-true-history-dan-hancox-
dj-target-wiley-dizzee-rascal-stormzy  

 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/jun/01/inside-grime-true-history-dan-hancox-dj-target-wiley-dizzee-rascal-stormzy
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2018/jun/01/inside-grime-true-history-dan-hancox-dj-target-wiley-dizzee-rascal-stormzy
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British identities (Charles 2016;2019), it is also performed by marginalised White and Asian 

working-class youth145, demonstrating the multi-ethnic make-up of the genre.  

 

Lyrically, grime songs express the everyday lived experiences of its social actors. According to 

Barron (2013), grime lyrics “articulate urban worlds as they are seen through the eyes of those 

who live within these social environments” (Barron 2013, p. 531-547). Documented on 

recordings and embodied through visual culture (Wheatley, 2010)146, grime artists express 

their social, political, and economic experiences as young Black-British identities living in 

deprived neighbourhoods. They use the lyrical space of grime to assert the “[..] political 

particularities of their cultural, socio-historical, and economic predicament of being young 

human and Black in London” (Palmer 2010, p. 171). Furthermore, within this space, MCs 

express their “inner struggles, their violent desires, as well as their existential concerns and 

questions about the world […]” (Curtis, 2018)147 around them. They lament the story of “living 

in violent environments” fraught with death and tragedy, “cycles of poverty, the spectra of 

racism” and a “criticism of the political system” (Swain 2018, p.3) which continue to fail their 

communities.  According to Boakye (2017), these lyrical themes constitute the “[…] street 

level authenticity and gritty realism that is widely accepted as a fundamental part of the 

culture” which is “grounded in the brittle contexts of real life” (Boakye 2017, p. 66- 67). 

According Hancox (2018), this is why grime MCs agreed for the genre to be labelled as grime. 

Summarizing his interview with grime MC, Big Nasty, in 2004, Hancox (2018) explains:  

 
145 Though the colour of their skin would seem to have granted them certain ‘privileges’ – i.e., accessibility into 
various institutional spaces and economic privileges over Black identities in Britain – sharing the musico-
cultural space of grime with Black-British working-class identities means that “their racial privileges become at 
least somewhat obfuscated” (Perry 2004, p. 27). 
146See Wheatley (2010). DON'T CALL ME URBAN! The Time of Grime 
147 See Curtis (2018). Gang Signs and Prayer – God and Grime Music 
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“I found an interview with the rapper Nasty Jack from 2004, and he’s owning it – he’s 

saying most grime is made on a grimy council estate, there are social problems, and 

his part of London is not a nice place to be. He was happy to be called grime, because 

it was a grimy music talking about grimy goings-on: “Shottas, plotters and HMP,” in 

the words of Dizzee Rascal. Dizzee’s album Boy in Da Corner is probably unrivalled as 

a document of how a teenage lad feels about the area he was growing up in and the 

lack of opportunities he had” (Hancox, 2018) cited in (Beaumont-Thomas, 2018).  

 

During the genre’s early development, there were, according to Barron (2013), “key 

exemplars” within the scene who were responsible for the early development of genre: 

namely, Dizzee Rascal, the streets, Wiley (who is considered the Godfather of grime), JME, 

Lethal Bizzle, Kano, Lady sovereign and Professor Green, amongst others (Barron 2013, p. 531-

547). Using rap aesthetics (Bramwell, 2015b), they communicated to the world the conditions 

of their existential realities, as marginalised identities living in London’s inner cities. Reflecting 

on this, In God & Grime: There Is Power In The Bars, gospel grime MC, Guvna B (2016) 

explained:   

 

“Dizzie rascal’s Boy in the corner album covers street violence on ‘sitting here’, 

aspiration to be successful on “Brand new day”, and the effects of promiscuity on 

“Jezebel”. On Kano’s Home sweet, he talks about the social stereotypes on “typical 

Me”, self-doubt and insecurities on “sometimes”, and the realization that he’s falling 

in love on “Brown Eyes” and “Nite Nite”. On a more recent success story, Skepta’s 

Konnichiwa covers topics such as the perception of police on “Crime Riddim”, a 
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money-hungry industry on “Numbers”, and the importance of true friendship on 

“Man” (Guvna B 2016).  

 

In view of Guvna B’s observation, it is clear through the musical examples he gives that grime 

MCs tell a story which is primarily “concerned with the everyday” (Barron 2013, p. 531-547). 

They express what I characterise as the tridimensionality of their existential realities: the 

politics of self (navigating their inner world), the state (navigating systemic structures that 

continue to marginalise them economically), and the street (navigating life living within their 

inner-city environments). As such, grime “is about life as it is experienced by the artists 

themselves” (Barron 2013, p. 531-547). Its lyrical space is inundated with socio-political 

themes starkly expressing an anti-establishment politics (Boakye, 2017). And like hip hop, it 

is also inundated with various other existential themes centred around “violence, sexuality, 

love, spirituality, viciousness, and countless other emotions and ideas form[ing] part of its 

discursive space” (Perry 2004, p. 6); all of which, constitutes grime’s “qualitative documents 

of life” (Barron 2013, p. 531-547).  

 

As we enter the cultural world of grime through the lyrical space of the MC, what we hear are 

stories about the complex social world grime MCs navigate every day; a world inundated with 

inspiration and tragedy, glamourized grief, moral and physic dilemmas, therefore making the 

genre “complex […] to decipher” (Swain 2018, p. 4). This, as Swain explains, contributes to 

the contradictory nature of grime music, a genre where “lyrics are used in a rather 

contradictory manner, exuding both a positive sense of communalism as well as a negative 

undertone that glorifies violent metaphors and disingenuous lifestyles based on drugs, illicit 
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sexual behavior and the denigration of women” 148 (Swain 2018, p. 4). As a result of its 

“contradictory nature” grime music has been policed by the state and has been perceived as 

the soundtrack to a Black male criminal enterprise (Fatsis, 2019).149 Since its beginnings in the 

early 00s, national press and other associated cultural industries had condemned the music, 

as they observed it to be a “cynical genre that glorifies theft, drug-taking, stabbings, and 

shootings” (Swain 2018, p. 4), thereby causing state officials to launch an attack on the music. 

Here, Palmer (2010) reminds us that in 2003, culture minister, Kim Howells, for example, 

“launched an attack” (Palmer 2010, p. 172) on rap music, branding its producers, who are 

predominantly Black, as “idiots” who glamorise gun culture. Certainly, one cannot deny that 

these accusations stem from a range of disingenuous themes sometimes overwhelmingly 

narrated in some grime songs (Barron, 2013). The sometimes of overabundance of these 

themes within the genre’s lyrical space often overshadows the artistic, aesthetic, and lyrical 

intelligence of its producers. Alluding to this, Boakye (2017), explains that:  

 

“[T]he camaraderie, collaboration, craft, criticality and creativity inherent in Grime is 

all too easily overshadowed by this unhealthy tendency towards black male violence”; 

as such, “the genre does a lot to reinforce some of the least helpful stereotypes often 

levelled at young black men: that we are violent, hyper-heterosexual, misogynistic, 

reckless, anti-establishment, academic, unduly ostentatious and consumed with the 

pursuit of wealth” (Boakye 2017, p. 74-75). 

 

 
148 See Boakye (2017) For musical examples of secular grime songs expressing the disingenuous lifestyles of 
grime MCs expressed through song. 
149 See Fatsis (2019)  
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Whilst it is obvious that grime, owing to a range of disingenuous themes expressed lyrically, 

plays a part in the “vilification” (Palmer, 2010 p. 169) of the music, MCs are, in fact, merely 

reflecting about life on the streets (Barron, 2013). Therefore, “keepin’ it real”, as Speers 

(2014) suggests, creates a perspective understanding of Blackness (Palmer 2010) which 

renders grime music as a site of condemnation. As a result, Blackness in the media, 

particularly as it expressed through street-coded forms of Black popular music created by 

inner-city marginalised identities – namely, hip hop, grime, and drill – has become 

synonymous with criminality (Fatsis, 2019). Such associations have derived from a globalised 

Blackness developed from hegemonic conceptualisations transmitted through 

commercialised cultural commodities such as music which is said to have placed “gangsterism 

and materialism at the centre of its narrative” (Kelley 2006) cited in (Palmer 2010, p. 172). For 

Swain (2018), “such negativity has placed Grime in a precarious position, due in part to the 

way institutional discourses have caused members of the public to view such music as deviant 

and uncivilized, particularly in comparison to more acceptable tropes such as pop and classical 

music” (Swain 2018, p. 4). Responding to this, White (2014), who seeks to disrupt hegemonic 

conceptions of criminalised Blackness through grime, calls for a more balanced and nuanced 

view of the genre. She argues that “the significance and impact of Grime as a genre lies 

somewhere between these two positions, a creative output that metaphorically, and 

sometimes literally, gives expression to life at the margins as an urban outcast while at the 

same time offering an opportunity for exit” (White 2014, p, 20).  

 

In view of this, grime calls for a “radical honesty concerning the complexity of black 

communities and art, even in the public eye” (Perry 2004, p. 6). Part of this “honesty” also 

involves understanding the space of grime as a space which houses the ideological diversity 
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of MCs, even though disingenuous themes often get in the way of this reality. Part of this 

ideological diversity is embodied through gospel grime music – a Christian alternative intra-

genre which also emerged in the early 00s. In the section which below, I turn my focus to the 

early history and development of gospel grime, with which this thesis is concerned.   

 

2.5 The emergence of gospel grime  

 

In contrast to the “secular” grime, an alternative grime culture had been created by a cohort 

of Black-British Christian-orientated identities who (re)imagined grime as a culturally suitable 

space for the exploration of their Christian identities and the expressing of “respectable street 

tropes” (Swain 2018, p.8) mediated through a Christian-orientated worldview. This 

alternative grime space, one centred on the Christian-orientated identities of Black-British 

MCs, formed into a religio-musical brand of Christianity branded as gospel grime. According 

to Guvna B, one of genre’s pioneers, gospel grime emerged during the early 00s as a “Christian 

alternative” to its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart (Guvna B, 2011)150. Using grime 

performance aesthetics, Britain’s third and fourth generation Black-British Christian-

orientated youth repurposed the space of grime to explore their Christian identities and to 

combat the negative social narratives and stereotypes associated with grime culture151. 

Although we cannot say with concrete certainty the official beginnings of the scene, according 

to several MCs within the field, however, (namely, those interviewed for this project), the 

scene emerged during the early 00s. Grime had become attractive to Christian cohorts within 

 
150 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=69s  
151 Grime resonated with a generation of Christian-orientated MCs who, like their fellow working-class 
“secular” grime cohorts, were marginalised. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=69s
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generation grime who were seeking for ways to make Christianity relevant to their everyday 

inner city lived experiences.   

 

According to gospel grime MC, Triple O, a key exemplar within the scene, the genre had 

developed “off the back of what the guys were doing with Christian hip hop before 2004” 

(Triple, 2020). The genre had first emerged as a discrete scene within a range of Black majority 

church environments, with MCs performing at a range of Black majority Pentecostal church 

youth events. During an interview with myself, Triple O recalled initially experiencing gospel 

grime in 2005 during a Black majority Pentecostal church event known as “festival of life” 

which, according to him, was one of the “biggest congregational worship event in the UK” 

where “all the redeemed churches in the UK come together to congregate at the excel arena 

in London to worship” (Triple O, 2020). He further explained:  

 

“So, while I was sitting watching the sound checks happen, there was one guy that was 

doing his sound check, who was performing; he goes by the name of L Dubzy. So, L 

Dubzy was doing his sound check and at this point, I’ve never seen gospel grime 

before. And he was just amazing. He had dancers and he was just spitting152 gospel 

grime and I was like, wow, I genuinely thought in my ignorant mind I was one of the 

first people in the UK to do it” (Triple 0, 2020)  

 

The scene continued to develop primarily within a range of Black majority Pentecostal church 

circles with MCs performing and connecting with each at youth events which took place as 

 
152 Black-British vernacular term used to describe the act of rapping. See chapter 3 for nuanced discussion.  
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part of major festivals 153. By 2006, L Dubzy, who is regarded as the “Godfather of [g]ospel 

[g]arage and [g]rime”154 (Premier Gospel, 2015)155, facilitated the first studio-produced song 

which embodied gospel grime aesthetic: The ‘Praise Project’156. This collaborative project 

brought together several MCs around London – namely, VOV, Commission, Faith Child, Simply 

Andy, Bless, and Icie.157 Owing to L Dubzy’s “cultural capital and connections” (Charles 2016, 

p. 11) the song featured on a gospel music radio show aired by BBC 1extra158 which, at the 

time, was hosted by DJ Fitts.  

 

The ‘Praise project’ was a significant musical project because, according to Triple O, it was the 

‘Bibles, Bibles’ before ‘Bibles Bibles’, a song that would mark a significant development in the 

 
153 This resonates with the observations of McKenzie (2014) and Muir (2018). In their work, both scholars 
acknowledge Black church environments as significant cultural spaces forging and fostering artistic relationships 
facilitating the initial development of the Black gospel music scene in Britain. And thus, following Triple O’s 
observation, it appears that gospel grime had first developed within Black majority church environments. 
154 According to Triple O, who has over ten years’ experience as an MC within the scene, L Dubzy was “a way 
maker”, somebody who brought artists together, connected them, created gospel grime events, and helped MCs 
develop their artistry.  
155 https://www.premiergospel.org.uk/Blog/18-UK-Gospel-Rap-Classics 
156 The song could not be found anywhere online, and MCs interviewed for this project could no longer find their 
copies.  
157 The listed MCs are not an exhaustive list of all MCs which emerged during this period. Rather, they are a 
selection of the well-known ones which were openly acknowledged by informants during interviews. The 
undocumented history of gospel grime makes it difficult to account for other grassroots MCs who emerged 
during the scene’s early development.  

158 According to the BBC, “On 16 August 2002 the BBC launched a brand new radio station, 1Xtra. The new 
channel was a digital sister to Radio 1 and was aimed squarely at fans of contemporary black music. Previously, 
pirate radio catered for this audience, but reception was inevitably poor and focussed on the cities. With the 
start of 1Xtra, hip-hop, R'n'B, UK garage and ragga could be heard in crystal clear digital across the nation, and 
British black music got a tremendous boost.1Xtra opened with a brand-new track – Dangerous - by Rodney P 
and Skitz, featuring Beverley Knight and Blak Twang. A five hour showcase followed, hosted by Rampage and 
KC, featuring link-ups with DJs in London, Glasgow, Sheffield, Nottingham and Bristol. Experienced DJs like 
Westwood and Trevor Nelson joined the station with others recruited from pirate radio. Some - such as Ace 
and Vis – had no previous broadcasting experience but helped keep 1Xtra fresh and exciting. After 15 years on 
air as the UK's only black music radio station, much of the music - particularly grime - championed by 1Xtra has 
passed into the mainstream. The station has continued to reach out with live events up and down the country, 
like Radio 1Xtra Live, Xtra Bass and from the Notting Hill Carnival” : 
https://www.bbc.com/historyofthebbc/anniversaries/august/launch-of-1xtra 

https://www.premiergospel.org.uk/Blog/18-UK-Gospel-Rap-Classics
https://www.bbc.com/historyofthebbc/anniversaries/august/launch-of-1xtra
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scene’s evolution.159 Following the ‘Praise project’, the scene continued to develop, albeit a 

underground scene within Black majority church circles, owing to a strong mixtape culture 

and the featuring gospel grime performances during youth events at major Black majority 

Pentecostal church festivals held around London. Owing to the entrepreneurial ethics of L 

Dubzy, the scene continued to evolve, despite its slow development. By mid-2007, a new 

generation of gospel grime MCs emerged in London: Simply Andy, Triple O, Faith Child, Guvna 

B, Gabz, Stealth, Serene, Kasi, Vicctizle. Their artistic and aesthetic investments ushered in 

another significant moment within the scene with the release of the song,  ‘Bibles, Bibles’, a 

song which launched gospel grime into the public domain.  

 

2.5.1 ‘Bibles Bibles’  

 

The public debut of ‘Bibles Bibles’160 marked a significant moment in the development of the 

scene. It was the first audio-visual song explicitly embodying a gospel grime aesthetic that 

had been publicly aired on an urban TV channel, Channel AKA161 (formally known as Channel 

U). Given that the majority of videos aired on channel AKA were “secular” (non-religious) 

grime music videos, the debut of ‘Bibles Bibles’ on the channel was a “surreal” feeling for 

MCs, Triple O explained. Furthermore, given the criticism grime was facing during this period, 

the airing of ‘Bibles Bibles’ demonstrated how MCs could use the space of grime to promote 

an alternative social narrative using Christ-centred lyrics. The airing of the song on Channel 

 
159 ‘Bibles Bibles’ was the first official audio-visual song which launched gospel grime into the public domain via 
YouTube.   
160 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cr90nKpiGi8&t=12s  
161 Channel AKA was an urban TV station which “enabled lower specification DIY videos” (Charles 2016, p. 196) 
created by unsigned secular grime MCs.   

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cr90nKpiGi8&t=12s
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AKA increased the visibility of gospel grime, consequently causing cultural shock “secular” 

(non-religious) grime communities. Here, Triple O explained:  

 

“We shot the video and then it got sent to channel U and played on Channel U, and 

now those who are outside the church community, their like, hold on a second:  is this 

gospel grime – its foreign to them. But it’s getting notoriety, it’s getting seen, people 

are seeing it, and for me, I am like this is on Channel U. I grew up watching Channel U. 

So now to have our video, Bibles Bibles, on that channel on heavy rotation, we were 

like this is awesome. This is surreal. And people who are not in the faith are now 

saying: wait, there is gospel grime?” (Triple O, 2020) 

 

The social significance of ‘Bibles Bibles’ was its alternative Christian-orientated social 

narrative, especially at a time when grime culture had been criminalised and condemned by 

mainstream press (Charles 2016, p. 15). Significant to mention is that song was a Christian-

orientated response to “secular” (non-religious) grime song, ‘POW! (Forward)’ by grime MC, 

Lethal Bizzle, released in 2004.  The lyrical content of ‘POW! (Forward)’, as Hancox (2011)162 

explains, was a “litany of aggression” expressing both visual and ideological themes of 

violence163 (Hancox, 2011). In response to this song, the gospel grime community released 

the single ‘Bibles Bibles’ as a means of combating the disingenuous social imagery which had 

been expressed in ‘POW! (Forward)’. Here, Triple O explained that:  

 

 
162 See Hancox (2011), POW!: Anthem for kettled youth: 
https://www.theguardian.com/music/2011/feb/03/pow-forward-lethal-bizzle-protests 
163 ‘POW! (Forward)’: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nlmhlWECMUk 
 

https://www.theguardian.com/music/2011/feb/03/pow-forward-lethal-bizzle-protests
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nlmhlWECMUk
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“You had simply Andy who says I saw what L Dubzy did with Praise Project, I wana do 

something a little bit more professional. The mainstream arena had POW – grime’s 

anthem. Lethal B gathered all the MCs together and made an anthem; and you know, 

at the time everyone is doing gun fingers and Andy was like I don’t wana do gun fingers 

– we want to do something a little different. We want to do something for our 

community; we want to do something to replicate that but then send a positive 

message. And so we are going to flip it on its head and we are going to say Bibles 

Bibles. And Andy is like, I need to bring together MCs – almost like the avengers of 

gospel urban music at the time. And so, he just started calling people who were really 

doing their thing: Commission, Faith Child, Serine, Gabz, Myself [Triple O], Guvna B. 

Victtizle made the beat. And then we shot the video” (Triple 0, 2020) 

 

Faith Child, another gospel grime MC who featured in the song, during our interview 

explained:  

 

“While mainstream grime championed brap brap as an expression of endearment 

stemming from gun violence, Bibles Bibles was created by Simply Andy to combat 

negative ideas of gangs and violence” (Faith Child, 2020).  

 

The song expressed a Christian-orientated counter social narrative, one which, according to 

Triple O and Faith Child, opposed the dominant social narrative expressed in the lyrical space 

of “secular” grime. Resistance to notions to violent imagery in the song was a clear social 

statement from Black-British Christian-orientated MCs that an alternative social narrative 
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could co-exist within the space of grime. Following the success164 of ‘Bibles Bibles’, what was 

once a slowly emerging scene had now become a vibrant scene, with MCs releasing mixtapes, 

performing at self-organised live shows, and the distribution of music via digital social media 

platforms such as YouTube. In fact, the debut of ‘Bibles Bibles’ on YouTube in 2007165 had a 

significant impact on the growth of the scene. It inspired “up-and-coming” Christian MCs to 

use grime aesthetics to musically express their Christian identities. Here, gospel grime MC, A 

star, explained:  

 

“When I left secondary school – around year 10/11 (year 2003-2004) – I came to 

college from school. I’m like, ok: you spit, I spit, let’s all spit. Together, let’s make a 

crew – all that stuff. 2007 I became a Christian, 19 years old and I am like, does this 

mean I stop music because grime is seen as demonic or whatever, and in this kind of 

place someone sends me a video of ‘Bibles, Bibles’. I’m like, yo, this is legit, like, guys 

are going this” (A star, 2020).  

 

By 2009, gospel grime had spread across Britain, with MCs emerging in cities such as 

Birmingham166 and Manchester. In London, where the scene was most vibrant, Key exemplars 

in the scene were Simply Andy, Guvna B, Bless, Serene, Faith-Child, Triple O, Gabz, Victizzle, 

Stealth, Kasi, Icie, and A star. The scene continued to flourish primarily as an underground 

scene, surviving without the financial support of major record labels. It evolved primarily 

through the DIY (Do-It-Yourself) sensibilities and “entrepreneurial spirit” (Speers 2014, p. 8) 

 
164 I use the term “success” not to refer to chart success but to account for the songs featuring on Channel AKA 
(Channel U), which all MCs interviewed for the project regarded as a significant event.  
165 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cr90nKpiGi8&t=12s 
166 See Cummings (2009), Dublit: Sammy G and JJ, Birmingham’s new masters of Gospel Grime 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cr90nKpiGi8&t=12s
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of MCs. Albums had been released independently by MCs on their own independent labels, 

with live events organised and curated by them independently too. Given that MCs were 

unsigned by major record labels, it was necessary for them to self-fund their music and to 

engage in self-promotion and self-distribution. In fact, one of the major outcomes of this 

entrepreneurial practice was the next significant milestone during the early evolution of the 

gospel grime scene: The Next Ting 140 project.  

2.5.2 “Next Ting 140” 

 

By 2011, the development of the scene had been fuelled further by the “Next Ting 140” 

project. Organised and curated by Guvna B, the project included a series of live events and an 

official studio compilation album titled Next ting 140: The very best of UK Gospel Grime167. 

Following the entrepreneurial footsteps of L Dubzy, Guvna B organised Christian-orientated 

MCs around London to come together and perform at self-organised live events under the 

Next Ting 140 initiative. Following the success of these live events, a studio compilation album 

had been released in August 2011.  

 

The essence of the Next Ting 140 project, Guvna B explains, was to provide “a Christian 

platform for new artists – up and coming artists – artists that are already kinda in that genre, 

to showcase their talent” (Guvna B, 2011)168. The project was first launched with a series of 

Next Ting 140 live events held in London. Recalling the success and significance of these 

 
167Follow the link for access to album via Spotify:  
https://open.spotify.com/album/4yY64WtNcnyGNFo8hUqWs3?si=y-hsY5TlSFKFL33X2y7uAA 
 
168 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=136s 
 

https://open.spotify.com/album/4yY64WtNcnyGNFo8hUqWs3?si=y-hsY5TlSFKFL33X2y7uAA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=136s
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events, gospel grime MC, Icie, who performed at several Next Ting 140 live events and 

featured in the official studio album, explained:  

 

“Its two parts: one, everyone comes together and the project unities them in what 

they are doing. It’s great. Always going to these events and seeing, uno, Guvna, favour, 

Brewer, DDT; everyone on stage, at one time, doing the same thing together, but also 

sharing that art-form. A lot of us came up in that grime era and we loved that artfrom, 

loved that music, and the people that came from that era; and just being able to share 

that passion – whether it is wordplay, punchlines, whether it’s those 8 bars everyone 

knows, and the crowd knows, we are all sharing it together and there’s a passion in 

that […]. So, I think, altogether, it’s such a sharing experience. Police don’t have to 

come down, shots are not getting rang off; yeah, love it man” (Icie, 2011)169   

 

The gathering of Christian-orientated MCs at Next Ting 140 live events served as major 

catalysts for the development of the scene. In comparison to “secular” (non-religious) grime 

live events, gospel grime performances were unique owing to its non-violent ideology 

communicated lyrically by the MCs and Christianised nature of the event. Although both 

“secular” grime and gospel grime shared similarities in performance aesthetics, it was the 

Christian-orientated worldview of the MC communicated lyrically which marked the 

difference between the two live performance spaces. According to MCs, live performances 

under the Next Ting 140 initiative proved to be successful in bringing together like-minded 

Christian-orientated MCs and fans to participate in the Christianised culture of grime.  

 
169 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=136s 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=136s
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The supporting studio album which Guvna B identifies as the second project under the 

initiative was “the perfect fit” (Guvna B, 2011). The first ever official studio-produced album, 

Guvna Music Presents Next Ting 140: The Very Best of The Next ting 140 album, featured a 

plethora of Christian-oriented MCs using grime aesthetics to articulate their Christian faith. 

The album was significant in that, following the debut of ‘Bibles Bibles’, it became the first 

official canonical work which sonically embodied the gospel grime aesthetic. It also featured 

key exemplars with the scene: Guvna B, Jay Dolph, Presha J, J Vessel, Tru 2 da name, Bless, 

Armor, Rehema, Icie, Brandon, Happy, Mighty, Dwayne Tryumf, Jake, Lionel, Triple O, 

Vicitizzle, Favour, Barney, DDT, Stealth, Brewer, Franklyn, S.O, K.I.D, Daps, Serene, and 

Threeface. The album comprised of 15 tracks: ‘Metamorphosis’, ‘Lets Go’, ‘If only you knew’, 

‘Passion of Christ’, ‘Represent’, ‘Frontline’, ‘One take Jake’, ‘Swift Praise’, ‘Rolling with the 

punches’, ‘Where I’m from’, ‘Go Get Em’, ‘Had the T-shirt’, ‘Temptation Flee Ting’, ‘Gospel 

Garage set 08’. The album demonstrated how, according to DeHanas (2013) “professional 

Gospel rap musicians […] represent or testify to the Christian faith” (DeHanas 2013, p. 296) 

using grime resources.  

 

Following the Next ting 140 project, the scene gained momentum with artists exchanging 

mixtapes, uploading amateur and official music videos via YouTube, distributing their work 

via digital media platforms, and attending and performing at weekly gospel grime live events. 

A Star explained that:  

 

“Back in the days, in your 2000’s and 2010’s there was a very strong scene where every 

week there was a show, there was an event going on, where there was this artist 

rapping, people getting on tracks together etc” (A star, 2020).  
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The development of the scene without the support of major record labels demonstrated the 

ways in which MCs had to rely on the entrepreneurial practice of self-releasing of music, self-

distribution of event flyers, and self-promotion – hand-in-hand selling of physical CDs, for the 

sustenance of the scene.  

 

2.5.3 The impact of the internet on the development of the scene 

 

The rise of digital media platforms, particularly the emergence of YouTube during the latter 

half of the early 00s, had a significant impact on the development of the scene. As an audio-

visual “broad-cast-it-yourself” platform, YouTube allowed MCs to promote themselves and 

the scene by uploading amateur video footages of live performances and official music videos 

professionally captured and edited by artists. For MCs, YouTube became a way to distribute 

their music without financial difficulty. For consumers (fans) of gospel grime, YouTube 

“became an archive” for them to “mine, research and familiarise themselves with the scene” 

(Charles 2016, p. 200), and a means to experience a culturally familiar form of Black gospel 

music not readily available within institutionalised Black majority churches during formal 

worship services. Throughout the 2010s gospel grime MCs continued to upload their live 

performances and official music videos to YouTube, making YouTube a major catalyst for the 

growth and visibility of the scene170.   

 
170 In 2010, “Gospel-Cyper”, a platform created on YouTube for “bringing, edifying, exclusive Christian content 
from the deep recesses of the UK’s urban Gospel scene”, was particularly instrumental in the development of 
the scene. Its commitment to promoting “everything from freestyles, music videos and live 
performances/behind the scenes sneak peaks […] to personal testimonies debates and of course the word” 
(Gospel-Cyper, 2010), enabled gospel grime MCs to promote and distribute their music whilst encouraging 
them to stay connected with their audiences. It had become a fruitful space for the promotion and distribution 



 129 

 

In addition to YouTube, the scene also developed through the MCs innovative use of other 

associated social media platforms – namely, Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram. These digital 

platforms “revolutionised how scene members communicate[d], inform[ed], promote[d] and 

interact[ed]” (Speers 2014, p. 126) with themselves and with their fans.  For instance, printed 

flyers promoting an event or album release which had once been circulated by hand became 

an obsolete self-promotion and marketing strategy. Instead, digital social media platforms 

became the new dominant mode of self-promotion, marketing, and distribution. 

Furthermore, physical CDs gave way to digital artifacts such as MP3’s and audio-visual 

formats. This shift revolutionised gospel grime consumption. Fans no longer needed to wait 

for Black majority church youth events to experience gospel grime,  and neither did they need 

to purchase physically CDs; they could download the music via the internet through file 

sharing platforms such as Spotify and YouTube. Owing to this, throughout the 2010s the scene 

increased its visibility within the public domain and legitimised itself as part of grime music 

culture.   

 

2.5.3.1 Websites  

 

Additionally, there were several websites which increased the genre’s visibility within the 

digital space. Throughout the 2010s, cultural commentators – Journalist and bloggers –carved 

 
of their music, reinforcing the importance of the internet and its capacity in facilitating the growth of the scene 
but also the communal practice significant to gospel grime culture. 
https://www.youtube.com/user/GospelCypher/about 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/user/GospelCypher/about


 130 

out space within their online platforms to promote gospel grime MCs and to circulate news 

on the scenes overall development. Websites such as Premier Gospel171, Kingdom culture172, 

Cross Rhythm173, Keeping the faith174, and Gospel Hydration175, were all significant websites 

supporting the scene through promotion, distribution, and reviews. For instance, Premier 

Gospel music had published a promotional article titled 10 of the best Christian Grime songs, 

which listed 10 artists with “the best” gospel grime songs (Premier Gospel, 2016)176. Kingdom 

culture, founded in 2017 specifically for the UK Christian rap scene, was also another 

significant website which helped (and continues to help) the development the scene. 

According to the website’s founder, the purpose of the organisation was twofold: “the joint 

purpose of showcasing the Christian rap scene and uniting it”177 (Celestin, 2017). Since its 

emergence in 2017, the site has promoted a plethora of gospel grime MCs and their work 

whilst also facilitating discourses on individual MCs as well as the scenes overall development. 

Crossrhythms, founded by Chris and Kerry Cole in 1995, has also been instrumental in 

documenting significant milestones in the development of Christian hip hop beginning in the 

20th century and gospel grime in the early 21st century. These websites were all significant to 

the early development of the gospel grime scene. They kept fans up to date with the MCs 

artistic and aesthetic developments, live events, and album releases. Not only did the internet 

offer the ability to listen and download music, but it allowed the public to “read about artists 

on blogs and other websites” (Speers 2014, p. 131), strengthening both the growth and 

visibility of the scene.  

 
171 https://www.premiergospel.org.uk/Blog/10-of-the-best-Christian-Grime-songs 
172 https://kcmix.com/?s=Gospel+grime 
173 https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/search/?q=Gospel%20Grime 
174 https://www.keepthefaith.co.uk/2019/03/23/saturday-night-gospel-140-bars-and-shelling/ 
175 https://gospelhydration.com/?s=Gospel+grime 
176 https://www.premiergospel.org.uk/Blog/10-of-the-best-Christian-Grime-songs 
177 https://kcmix.com/about/ 

 

https://www.premiergospel.org.uk/Blog/10-of-the-best-Christian-Grime-songs
https://kcmix.com/?s=Gospel+grime
https://www.crossrhythms.co.uk/search/?q=Gospel%20Grime
https://www.keepthefaith.co.uk/2019/03/23/saturday-night-gospel-140-bars-and-shelling/
https://gospelhydration.com/?s=Gospel+grime
https://www.premiergospel.org.uk/Blog/10-of-the-best-Christian-Grime-songs
https://kcmix.com/about/
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2.5.4 Recognising gospel grime 

 

Given the strong public activity and vibrancy within the scene between 2007 – 2016, artists 

were recognised and awarded for their contribution to the British gospel music scene by 

prominent award organisations in Britain. For instance, the MOBO178 awards (Music of Black 

Origin) – an organisation which announces itself as the “premiere outlet for recognising and 

honouring the artistic and technical achievements of exceptional British and international 

talent in the musical fields of Hip-Hop, Grime, RnB/Soul, Reggae, Jazz, Gospel, and African 

music” created a separate category for the “Best Gospel Act”, of which,  between 2011 – 2016 

was given to  several gospel grime MCs – Triple O179, Faith-Child, Guvna B180, Victizzle181 – all 

of whom were influential in the early growth and development of the scene.  

 

2.5.5 A decaling scene. 

 

By the mid 2010’s the heyday of the gospel grime scene begun slowly dissipating. By this 

point, the scene had lost its momentum. A star explained:  

 

“Back in the days, in your 2000s and early 2010s there was a very strong scene where 

every week there was a show; there was an event going on, where there was artists 

 
178 https://mobo.com  
179 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_kKZFlZ9Oo 
180 https://rapzilla.com/2010-10-guvna-b-wins-mobo-award/ 
181 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2009/oct/07/victizzle-grime-church-christian 

 

https://mobo.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a_kKZFlZ9Oo
https://rapzilla.com/2010-10-guvna-b-wins-mobo-award/
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/belief/2009/oct/07/victizzle-grime-church-christian
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rapping and people getting on tracks together. In 2010-2011 we did the Next Ting 140 

album, which we did a launch party for. Guvna B put on some great events for gospel 

grime MCs. Unfortunately, now, a lot of MCs, you know, are not doing music anymore, 

some wouldn’t proclaim to be Christian anymore. You know, people are on different 

journeys and, obviously, this has affected the music as well.  So, if you would say name 

10 grime MCs that are still doing gospel grime, it would be difficult for me to pull 10 

from just the top of my head. So, I would say, those who are still doing it are individuals 

like myself [A star], Guvna B, Faith Child, Melvellious – people that are still doing music 

of faith-based content. Yeah, it’s a shame that, you know, it kinda collapsed as a scene. 

You know we had Gospel Cypher – the parked car bars. You know, I think real life 

kicked in – people got married and had kids. That’s what their priorities were at the 

time, which it should be. You know, life just went on man and a lot of people couldn’t 

fund the music that they wanted to make” (A star, 2020) 

 

By the latter half of the mid-2010s the scene which had once been characterised by regular 

live events, a strong mixtape culture, gospel cyphers, bedroom sets, fans attending gigs, 

creating vlogs, and a close-knit community, had, by this point, quietened down. As A star 

explained, this was due to the different life journeys of the MCs as well as their financial 

realities. Their lack of access to sufficient financial capital (White, 2014) coupled with the lack 

of support from major record labels and a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches from 

which many of the MC emerge, caused a decline in cohesiveness within the scene and thus 

served as principal factors responsible for the quietening down of a once vibrant scene. 

Despite this, however, there were individual MCs – those who emerged during the genre’s 
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early development –  who continued (and still continue) to make and release gospel grime 

music: namely, Guvna B, Triple O, Faith Child, Icie, Persha J, J Vessel, A star.  

 

2.5.5 gospel grime’s revival  

 

Although, the scene had declined in strength by the early mid-2010s, the latter half of the 

mid-2010s witnessed a new generation of gospel grime MCs emerge, helping the scene to 

regain its momentum. These MCs – namely, Tneek (female MC), Melvellous, Feed’em, Shardz, 

Still Shadey, Guni, JoSoldier, Unique Creation, C33J, alongside the older generation of gospel 

grime MCs –  Guvna B, Triple O, Faith Child, ICIE, A Star, J vessel –  revived the scene through 

a number of gospel grime single and album releases, as well as hosting and performing at 

Christianised grime events similar to the Next Ting 140 initiative held during the heyday of 

the scene. In 2019, for instance, following the release of his album, Grime Roots, Shardz 

launched the “Grime roots”182 live show initiative; “[…] a new platform dedicated to hosting 

grimy events with a twist” (Shardz, 2020). Hosting a plethora of gospel grime MCs – namely, 

Triple O, Icie, A Star, JoJoey, Still Shadey, Feed’em, Ramso, Marc Jones – the emergence of 

‘Grime roots’ live events represented a significant milestone in the re-emergence and revival 

of the scene. Speaking about the initiative, Shardz, himself, explained:  

 

“I thought if I am going to do a project, what can I do it on? And I said, you know what, 

I love grime, I love Jesus, I can merge the two. So that was the whole Idea behind grime 

roots” (Shard, 2020).  

 
182Grime Roots live event video footage:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3gTMMorA7Fs&t=783s 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3gTMMorA7Fs&t=783s
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Like the Next Ting 140 live events, ‘Grime roots’ created a space for the flourishing of gospel 

grime. The creative and entrepreneurial initiative of Shardz, as demonstrated through the 

‘Grime roots’ initiative, revived the cohesiveness of the scene and strengthened the bonds of 

community amongst MCs. Within the same year (2019), also with the aim of reviving the 

scene, gospel grime MC, Feed’EM, also launched his own gospel grime initiative, Feed’EM 

session; a live radio show programme featuring “[G]ospel grime show[s] as an annual grime 

set on Feed’em Sessions” (Feed’Em session, 2020)183.   

 

In addition to the live events, the idea of gospel grime experiencing a surge in cohesiveness 

and visibility was further reinforced by a couple of significant album releases embodying the 

gospel grime aesthetic – namely, Shardz’s Grime roots (2019) and A star’s Born and Raised 

(2020) albums. Both these albums, in addition to the various live events helped at the time, 

were significant musico-cultural events within the scene’s revival period. In fact, commenting 

on the re-emergence and revival of the scene, Triple O tweeted:  

 

“2020 we see UK Christian rap/grime back experiencing its finest hour! I’ve never been 

more proud to represent a genre which so boldly represents a real God & real life… 

And with so many incredible artists so close to releasing incredible music; these really 

are exciting times!” (Triple O 2020)184.  

 

 
183 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ahUaOVJT8N0&t=8s 
184 https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1225823999567048705 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ahUaOVJT8N0&t=8s
https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1225823999567048705
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The evolving nature of the scene often depends on the impact of key exemplars within the 

scene and how much their music-making practices draws attention to the scene. Certainly, 

the scene, during the time of this project, is experiencing a revival, as the observation of Triple 

O makes clear. Nonetheless, however, the scene continues to face the challenge of full 

recognition and representation within the mainstream. Despite existing for over ten years, 

and its visibility within the public domain – for instance, the many live events, the plethora of 

mixtape and album releases, the online presence of MCs (including an abundance of videos 

on YouTube) – the scene still struggles to be fully recognised by major record labels and within 

mainstream music industry spaces.   

 

2. 6 Conclusion  

 

As this chapter has made clear, the history of gospel grime is enmeshed in the late 20th century 

hip hop and Christian hip hop traditions in London. The arrival and proliferation of hip hop 

culture in London and its appropriation by Christian cohorts for the expression of their faith 

during the latter half of the 20th century, marked the beginning of a Black-British gospel music 

tradition tied to urban street aesthetics, performed primarily beyond the walls of 

institutionalised churches. Although earlier forms of local Christian hip hop practices and 

performances had embodied an African-American sonic and visual aesthetic, by the early 21st 

century a new generation of Christian-orientated MCs, those identified as “Generation 

Grime” (Sky arts, 2021), had repurposed the space of grime, a localised variation of hip hop, 

to reflect their own unique lived experiences as Black-British identities living in London inner 

cities who identify as Christian and grime; hence the emergence of gospel grime culture.  
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As discussed in the chapter, gospel grime emerged during the early 00s as a Christian 

alternative to its “secular” (non-religious) grime counterpart. For Christian-orientated MCs, 

grime served as a culturally relevant space where they could perform their enmeshed 

Christian and grime identities. Thus, throughout the early 00s and during the first half of 2010s 

there was a vibrant gospel grime scene in London. The scene had been characterised by album 

and single releases, regular live events, and online networks. And whilst the scene had lost its 

overall momentum during the early-mid 2010s – primarily owing to the decline in the scene’s 

overall cohesiveness – in 2019, however, there was a revival within the scene.  By this point, 

new MCs emerged around London, new music was released, and live performances dedicated 

to gospel grime, which hosted collaborations with long-standing and New MCs within the 

scene, were held in London. In this chapter, it was important for me to construct this 

genealogy of gospel grime given the invisibility of the tradition within Black-British Gospel 

music and grime narratives. As this chapter has demonstrated, gospel grime is a legitimate 

genre of Black-British popular music. As such, it ought to be part of the discourse when 

discussing the history and development of Black-British popular music in contemporary 

London.   
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Chapter 3 

Musico-cultural analysis: 

The formal qualities of gospel grime  

 

3. 1 Introduction  

 

Following the previous chapter where I constructed a genealogy of gospel grime by tracing 

the religio-musical genre to its predecessor, the Christian hip hop tradition of the late 20th 

century, this chapter seeks to construct a musico-cultural analysis of the genre. Focusing on 

the music-making practices of MCs within the scene, particularly those interviewed for this 

project, this chapter endeavours to highlight the “formal qualities”185 (Ramsey 2003, p. 3)/ 

“formal characteristics” (Bramwell 2011, p. 3) of gospel grime music. By “formal qualities” or 

“formal characteristics” I am referring to the sonic and performative modalities (way of doing) 

which map out gospel grime’s performative distinctiveness. Important to note, however, is 

 
185 In Race Music: Black Cultures from Bebop to Hip-Hop, Ramsey (2003) offers the suggestion that within race 
music cultures there are distinct “musical habits” and “formal qualities” which make up the cultural essence of 
race music styles. With specific reference to post-World War II race music, Ramsey understands that these 
various musical styles possess their own “conventions, performance practices, and formal qualities” grounded 
in “similar techniques and conceptual frameworks identified with African-American musical traditions” (Ramsey 
2003, p. 3). Applied to gospel grime, in this work I argue that the “conventions, performance practices, 
techniques, and conceptual frameworks” fused together, make up the stylistic, social, and sonic essence of the 
subgenre, even as some of these qualities are identifiable within broader manifestations of grime music. MCs 
within the Christianised space of grime – gospel grime – perform and articulate certain “formal qualities” to 
assert the particularities of their Christian-oriented subcultural identities thus symbolising the ways which 
Christianity is experienced in their everyday contexts, using grime cultural resources. Reflected sonically and 
visually, these formal qualities reflect the beliefs and ritual practices (Barnes, 2005) of communities within the 
gospel grime scene. Here, it is also worth mentioning that given that gospel grime is a strand within the overall 
cultural fabric of grime culture, it will become clear that the formal qualities produced by MCs within gospel 
grime performance culture overlaps with those found in its non-religious counterpart. Nonetheless, as the 
discussion will make clear, it is the religious identity of gospel grime expressed lyrically by MC which constitutes 
difference between the two overlapping musical formats.  
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that whilst there are indeed shared social, cultural, and sonic qualities between gospel grime 

and its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart, demonstrating the enmeshing of the two 

musical streams, there are, however, also significant differences fostered primarily by the 

worldviews and social lifestyles of MCs within these subcultural contexts. Therefore, using 

the notion of Ramsey’s theory of “formal qualities” (Ramsey 2003, p. 3), I explore the artistic 

conventions, performance practices, artistic and aesthetic approaches, and conceptual 

frameworks deployed by MCs within the religio-musical space of gospel grime. Furthermore, 

given the Black majority Pentecostal church heritage of MCs, I explore how some of the 

“formal qualities” of gospel grime – performed, enacted, and embodied by MCs during their 

performance – suggests the extending of Black majority Pentecostal church aesthetics beyond 

the walls of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches. Given that all MCs 

interviewed for this project have cultural ties to a range of Black majority Pentecostal church 

traditions, there are a few pertinent questions which this chapter seeks to address:  

 

1) What are the “formal qualities” found in gospel grime performance practices which reflect 

a range of Black majority Pentecostal church performance aesthetics?  

 

2) In what way are these qualities performed by gospel grime MCs and how might they be 

conceived of as extensions of Black majority Pentecostal Church aesthetics?  

 

As I grapple with these questions, even as I also considered the Black cultural tradition in 

Britain, I use Blackness (Palmer, 2010) as a theoretical framework to theoretically justify the 

links I make between gospel grime and Black-British cultural practices and Black majority 

Pentecostal church aesthetics. I use the work of Johnson (2005), Appropriating blackness: 
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Performance and the Politics of authenticity to “theorise the embodiment of blackness 

through performance” which endeavours to highlight “how bounds of blackness are inscribed 

and reinscribed in an ongoing saga of identity negotiation” (Tatum 2010, p. 10) in gospel grime 

performances. As the “formal qualities” found in gospel grime demonstrate, there is an 

ongoing “dialogical/dialectical relationship” between “blackness and performance” (Johnson, 

2005) summarised in (Tatum 2010, p. 10).  And whilst gospel grime MCs do not officially name 

their racialised identities, inscribed on their performances, however, is an “unspoken 

blackness” (Tatum 2010, p. 10) that is inscribed on their bodies, histories, and culture. 

Therefore, I use the idea of Blackness to account for a cultural way of being/ and doing that 

is performed by Black-British male identities within the cultural context of gospel grime. 

Throughout this chapter, therefore, Blackness serves as a theoretical framework through 

which I understand how the performed “formal qualities” and performance practices 

informed by race, class, and gender “coincide to create distinctive performances of Christian 

faith” (Tatum 2010, p. 10) in gospel grime culture.  

 

3.2 The formal sonic qualities of gospel grime  

 

In their creative practice, gospel grime MCs incorporate Black-British sound techniques, urban 

street-life aesthetics, and street-life narratives, into a Christianised grime culture to signify 

the ways in which a Black-led, street-coded form of Christianity is mediated through the 

intersectionality of religion, race, and class in contemporary London. The stylistic logics 

deployed by MCs demonstrate the ways in which they maintain a grime cultural heritage even 

as they disassociate themselves from the disingenuous social lifestyles and narrative(s) lived 
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out and expressed in the “secular” (non-religious) context of grime. Although gospel grime 

MCs reject the dominant social narrative lyrically expressed in the “secular” socio-cultural 

context of grime, they still, however, maintain the artistic and aesthetic logics of grime music 

culture as a way of preserving their local homegrown music culture. One of the ways in which 

preservation is achieved is through the formal quality of the beat.  

3.2.1 The Beat  

 

The beat in gospel grime culture is an amalgamation of electric sounds organised into 

rhythmic patterns forming into a rhythmic base upon which MCs rap. In both gospel grime 

and its “secular” counterpart, beats share a sonic approach in that they make use of a 

cacophony of sounds sonically depicting a “post-industrial” (Charles 2016, p. 122) aesthetic 

which reflects the inner-city environments from which MCs emerge. According to Charles 

(2016), “sonic properties of [g]rime demonstrate gentrification, fast change, and post-

industrialism” (Charles 2016, p. 353). Technologically, beats in grime culture rely heavily on 

advanced music technologies for its production (Rose, 1994). In both its religious and non-

religious space, grime beats, according to Charles (2019) are characterised by a melange of 

“hard-hitting” electronic sounds, and musically “characterised as typically 4/4 (four crochets 

beat to a bar), comprising of repeated 8 or 16 bar cycles and dominated by low frequencies 

[…]” (Charles 2019, p.107). The average tempo, as Charles further explains, “ranges between 

136-140 beats per minute” with “lo-fi, gritty, raw, grimy and [an] unrefined sound” (Charles 

2019, p. 107) giving it its distinct Black-British sonic identity. Confirming this, during my 

interview with Triple O explained that: 
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“Ironically, grime beats sits at around 140 beats per minute. It can sway maybe like 3 

or 4bpm below that and 5/6bpm above that, but the set is kinda like the iconic 140bpm 

– that’s grime” (Triple O, 2020).  

 

Given the Christianisation of grime’s sonic space by gospel grime MCs through their Christian-

orientated worldview and lyrics, beats, as they are used in gospel grime sonic culture, 

metaphorically highlights the “sound[ed] convergence” (Jones 2015, p.xiii) of the MCs 

everyday exploration of Christianity within an inner-city post-industrial landscape. And thus, 

by rapping over a grime beat which sonically and metaphorically depict London’s post-

industrial186 inner-city environment (internal colony), gospel grime MCs bring into 

conversation inner-city street soundscapes with an everyday street-coded brand of 

Christianity palatable with their everyday lived experience.  

 

Furthermore, taking into consideration the sonic formation of beat supporting the oral 

performance of gospel grime MCs, a semiotic analysis of these beats would suggest that beats 

within gospel grime sonic cultures fall under the genre of rap which Krims characterises as 

“reality rap” (Krims 2000; 2003). For Krims, as summarised by Martinez (2008), beats in the 

register of reality rap are “characterised by superposition of layers in a dense and complex 

sound material, which sometimes makes threatening, violent sounds [..]” (Krims, 2003) 

summarised by (Martinez 2008, p.43). Martinez further explains that “the violent sounds in 

reality rap are seen to express the difficulties in life in urban ghettos – layering thus becoming 

both a sound and semiotic strategy” (Martinez 2008, p. 43). Considering the observations of 

 
186 Examples of this are found all through the first official gospel grime compilation album: Guvna Music Presents: 
Next Ting 140 The very best of Gospel Grime  
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Krims and Martinez, I observe that the cacophony of nonsensical, inner-city post-industrial 

sounds heard in many of the beats in within the sonic space of gospel grime metaphorically 

reflect the gritty reality of the streets, sonically depicting inner-city urban life via “new and 

sophisticated technological means” (Rose 1994, p. 65).   

 

In the absence of the lyrics, beats as used by gospel grime MCs do not create a discernible 

gospel grime “sound”. Rather, what produces a discernible gospel grime “sound” is the beat 

in relationship with the Christian-orientated lyrics of the MC. It is this “sound[ed] 

convergence” (Jones 2015, p.xiii) which distinguishes gospel grime from its “secular” (non-

religious) counterpart. Whilst, indeed, the lyrical-orientation of gospel grime MCs undergoes 

a significant change during the MC’s post-conversion experience (see section 3.3.1), MCs still 

maintain their use of grime sonic aesthetics within their songs. For instance, during my 

interview with Shardz, when I asked the question: what are the things that have stayed with 

you now that you are an overtly Christian-orientated gospel grime MC, Shardz explained:  

 

“The same beats; beats that I use to rap on, I would still rap over them now. In fact, I 

have had a few nostalgic moments where I would find a beat and be like, yo, I made a 

rap over that when I was younger or when I weren’t a Christian, but now I can still rap 

on it but now I am going to have something different to say on. It. So those things 

haven’t changed”  

 

Whilst MCs modify their lyrics to reflect their newly formed relationship with Christianity, by 

maintaining a grime sonic aesthetic in through their beats, they preserve their connection 

with “secular” grime communities, despite their overt resistance to their social lifestyles and 



 143 

social narrative communicated through their lyrics. Furthermore, for gospel grime MCs the 

maintaining of grime aesthetics via the beat, post-conversion, serves as a culturally relevant 

evangelical strategy for reaching “unbelievers”187 within the “secular” context of grime. 

Alluding to this, Shardz explained that: 

 

“My music is geared towards unbelievers if I am honest – it is. But again, I also want 

Christians to be able to listen to my music as well as unbelievers” (Shardz, 2020).  

 

By preserving grime sonic aesthetics in the production of their beats, MCs display cultural 

intelligibility. They do so by using culturally familiar sonic tools to convey Christian-orientated 

social narratives with the hopes of alluring, attracting, and appealing to both non-religious 

and religious communities within grime culture. By using a combination of grime-orientated 

beats and Christian-orientated lyrics, gospel grime MCs deliberately act out musical strategies 

which demonstrates the “sound[ed] convergence” (Jones 2015, p.xiii) of Christianity and 

grime. As such, the beat plays an important role in the sonic formation of gospel grime. In 

fact, the formal sonic qualities of the beat, in conjunction with the social, cultural, political, 

and economic realities of Black-British Christian-orientated MCs, reveal to us that beats within 

performance culture of gospel grime serve as sonic metaphors representing the everyday 

inner-city Christian identity formation of MCs.  

 

For all MCs interviewed for this project, all of whom have cultural ties to a range of Black 

majority Pentecostal churches – either by currently attending or through their parents –   

 
187 one who does not have any religious belief or does not follow a particular religion.  
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beats demonstrates links to a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches, 

where the use of beats, created by live instruments (standard drums and other percussive 

instruments), lead to forms of “spirit possession” (Reed 2012, p. 6)188. Reed informs us that:  

 

“Spirit possession occurs when, through acts of worship involving ritualistic 

drumming, dancing, and chanting, the divine agent temporarily yet dramatically, 

inhabits the body of the devotee. The divine incarnation brings on a state of 

transcendence during which the worshipper serves as conduit for the manifestation 

of the deity’s presence” (Reed 2012, p. 6)  

 

Within grime’s non-religious and Christianised performance cultures, Reed’s notion of “spirit 

possession” (Reed 2012) is branded by Charles as “spirit […] on a hype!” (Charles 2019, p.107), 

in which the beat evokes a practice of transcendence within the MCs and their listeners. In 

the cultural context of gospel grime this spiritual practice, evoked through the beat, is street-

coded, grime-orientated form of “spirit possession” (Reed 2012, p. 6). And so, whilst the beat 

is significant in that it provides the foundation upon which gospel grime MCs rap on and 

evokes transcendence within their bodies, nonetheless, it is the Christian-orientated message 

of the MC which establishes gospel grime as unique from its non-religious counterpart.  

 

Before discussing the lyrical identity of gospel grime, I wish to first discuss another formal 

quality of gospel grime – the social practice of Rap.  In the section, I will highlight the social 

significance of rap practices, particularly how it is used by MCs within the scene. In the section, 

 
188 See, Reed (2012) Shared Possessions: Black Pentecostals, Afro-Caribbean, and Sacred Music  
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I locate the social practice of rap, as it is performed gospel grime MCs, within the wider 

cultural context of Black oral traditions within the diaspora. By doing so, I intend to signify the 

shared expressive oral gestures which, performed, refined, and repurposed by gospel grime 

MCs, contributes to a local Black-British oral tradition. Furthermore, given the MCs Black 

majority Pentecostal heritage, I will discuss the ways in which the social practice of rap, as 

displayed gospel grime MCs, (those interviewed for this project), may be linked to Black 

preaching traditions within Black majority Pentecostal churches locally and within the African 

diaspora. It is important for me to introduce rap as a formal quality because it is through this 

performative medium that gospel grime MCs narrate their alternative, everyday Christian 

identities.  

 

3.2.2 ‘Spitting bars’: Rap as a formal quality 

 

As a Black oral performance practice rooted in the African diaspora, Rap, in the local context, 

is often referred to by MCs as “spitting”, “bars”, or “flows” (Charles 2016; White 2014; 

Bramwell 2011) – all of which are street-coded terms used to describe their oral performance 

practice. During interviews, gospel grime MCs made explicit references to “spittin” as the 

primary expressive medium through which they articulate their everyday inner-city Christian-

orientated identities. For them, it is the most “appropriate means to represent themselves 

and the urban world they inhibit, both to themselves and others” (Bramwell 2011, p. 98), thus 

making it one of genre’s formal qualities.  

 

As an oral practice predominately performed by Black-British Identities with a West African 

heritage, “spittin” is a social practice rooted within Black oral traditions within the African 
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diaspora. According to Charles (2016), in grime cultures “MC[s] ‘chat’ or ‘spit’ over a beat with 

relentless velocity in a similar style to Reggae Dub toasting or Rap MC’s cyphering” (2016, p. 

124). The “aura” of Blackness (Bramwell 2011, p. 24) produced within the space of gospel 

grime, primarily through the west African heritage of MCs as well as the Black linguistic and 

bodily practices performed by them, demonstrates how the social practice of rap within genre 

is tied to Black oral traditions within the diaspora. “Spittin” relies heavily on oral performance 

(Rose, 1994) and has its roots in West African oral traditions (Floyd, 1995). In The social 

significance of Rap and Hip-Hop culture, Blanchard (1999) explains that “African oral 

traditions […] provides rap with much of its current social significance” thus positioning rap, 

as manifested in gospel grime performance culture, “in a long-standing history of oral 

historians, lyrical fetishism, and political advocacy”189. Similarly, Floyd (1995) makes the case 

that Black oral performances enacted in the contemporary moment within the diaspora is a 

syncretic manifestation of African oral traditions merged with contemporary Black expressive 

cultures in the new world.  

 

Genealogically, rap emerges from the West African griot tradition. Traditionally, African griots 

served as storytellers, praise-singers, and oral historians of their local communities. Through 

oral practice, their function was to preserve local genealogies, historical narratives, and the 

oral traditions of their local communities. Blanchard further explains that griots were the local 

“keepers and purveyors of knowledge” who, through storytelling with the voice, transmitted 

“tribal history, family linages, […] news of birth, deaths, and wars” (Blanchard, 1999). 

Performing similar roles to the traditional African griot, MCs within global hip hop cultures 

 
189 See, Blanchard (1999) The social significance of Rap and Hip-Hop culture 
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engage the social practice of rap to articulate their lived experiences, knowledge about their 

local communities, and information about their inner world and the world around them.  

 

In the local context, the production of rap commenced in London with the mass migration 

and arrival of African-Caribbean migrants in post-war Britain in the 20th century. They brought 

along with them their recreational cultural practices, and part of the cultural practices they 

brought along was the reggae sound system oral culture of Jamaica which, according to 

Bramwell (2011), became the “significance of Caribbean migration to the formation of this 

city’s rap music” (Bramwell 2011, p. 6). Whilst Speers (2014) conceives of the early arrival of 

hip hop as the foundation of rap cultures in London, Bramwell (2011), however, contends 

that, in fact, local contemporary rap cultures in London – particularly within the cultural 

contexts of hip hop and  grime music – inherited the social practice of rap from the Black oral 

tradition which emerged from the African–Caribbean “toasting” tradition associated with the 

Reggae sound system cultures beginning in London during the 1950s.  

 

Traditionally, In Britain, sound system culture was first an imported recreational socio-cultural 

practice consisting of sound systems playing reggae music with a “toaster” who energised and 

entertained the crowd with their oral skills. Out of this sound system tradition emerged the 

oral practice known as “toasting”. As an oral practice, toasting is a style of lyrical chanting 

which involves the deejay “talking” over a beat. Explaining the social and cultural significance 

of the sound system culture and the toasting tradition, Kaleb (2015) explains that: 

 

“Back in the day in Jamaica, poor people didn’t have a TV or Radio, so the sound 

system brought the news to the district. It was the same for our communities in the 
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UK; in the 70s, we never knew what was going on in Jamaica. When the music came 

over here, you heard about the hardships, the sufferings, and learnt about Rastafari. 

The music is a great teacher” (Kalab) cited in (Cook, 2015)190 

 

Like the traditional African griot, then, the sound system and “toaster” operating the sound 

system served the purpose of transmitting cultural knowledge, distributing local information, 

and engaging in storytelling through oral performance. Out of this tradition, emerged a local 

Black oral tradition in London, one which influenced Black-British contemporary rap cultures 

such as hip hop and grime musical traditions in contemporary London. In Growing up under 

the influence: A sonic genealogy of Grime, White (2017)191 notes that contemporary rap as it 

is socially practiced in the cultural format of grime, has drawn diasporic influence particularly 

from Jamaica’s Reggae sound system culture, even as it has been influenced by Black America 

hip hop culture. She argues that grime’s “[…] sonic origins flow through the musical practice 

of the black diaspora, namely Hip Hop, Reggae, UK Garage and Jungle. Jamaican and UK sound 

system culture and practice also had significant influence” (White, 2017) on grime music.  

 

Kevin, a DJ with 15 years of experience within the grime scene, informs White on the sonic 

and cultural inheritance of reggae on grime music. He explained to her that “of course, the 

roots of all of this [grime music] is Reggae” (Kevin, 2017) cited in (White, 2017). According to 

White, “long before Chuck D called Rap the CNN of for the Ghetto, Reggae music articulated 

the struggles of the poor in a newly independent Jamaica” (White, 2017). Owing to migration 

and mass distribution during the late 20th century in Britain “reggae could be heard via the 

 
190 See, Cook (2015) The roots of UK soundsystem culture  
191 See, White (2017) Growing up under the influence: A sonic genealogy of Grime 
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sound systems – a portable endeavour comprised of equipment and crew” featuring a 

“selector who assesses the vibe and chooses the record to suit, and the DJ who “toasts” or 

chats over the selected tunes” (White, 2017)) to “hype” (Charles, 2019) the crowd. And thus, 

summarising over five years of ethnographic field work within the scene, creating the 

historical links between reggae and grime, White’s overall conclusion is that the “sonic 

genealogy of Grime” in London, particularly as it relates to the social practice of rap, is 

culturally rooted in the sonic traditions of reggae music transported to London through 

African-Caribbean migration. 

 

Following a critical analysis of several significant gospel grime live performance footages, I 

have observed the cultural continuity of the reggae sound system culture, even as it is refined 

and repurposed by MCs within gospel grime performance culture to meet their specific 

religio-cultural needs. Below I discuss these qualities, demonstrating how they support the 

formal quality of rap.  

 

3.2.2.1 The intersection of rap, sound system, and community in gospel grime live 
performance culture 

 

Inherited from the reggae sound system culture, sound systems in the live performance 

context of gospel grime serve as a significant evangelical tool supporting the Christian-

orientated oral performance of MCs. Here I use the term sound system to refer to the high-

powered sound amplification equipment “consisting of thousands of watts which enables 

them [MC] to play music at considerably high volumes” (Tracey 2019, p.11). Additionally, the 

term also refers to a sound system set consisting of a variety of sound equipment – namely, 
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mixers, amplifiers, speakers, and microphones. The purpose of the sound system within the 

gospel grime live performance context is to raise the sonic auditability of the MCs rap 

performance and the beat supporting the performance.  

 

Whilst traditionally sound systems in Britain during the latter half of the 20th century had been 

used predominately to play “secular” music which sometimes featured disingenuous lyrics 

(Tracey, 2019), the use of sound systems in live performance context of gospel grime, given 

the Christian-orientated identity of MCs and the Christianised nature of the event and music, 

demonstrates how sound systems are used in a Christian alternative way. In Christian sound 

systems in Britain: Its Origins, Functions, and Theology, Tracey (2019) refers to this as the 

“Christian sound system” (Tracey 2019, p. 3) practice. The Christian sound system, Tracey 

explains, “is a sound system that plays Gospel music or songs that advocate a lifestyle and 

worldview that is in line with the Christian faith” (Tracey 2019, p.9). Here, I extend Tracey’s 

concept of the “Christian sound system” to suggests that the sound system supporting the 

Christian-orientated oral performances of gospel grime MCs is a “Christian sound system” 

functioning as a mission-method of delivery. In other words, MCs engage the sound system 

as a way of doing evangelical work.192  

 

Given the wide-scale representation of Christian-orientated, Black-British male identities who 

use the sound system during their oral performance, I argue that the sound system within this 

performance space amplifies a Black-British, male-centred, street-coded religio-musical 

brand of Christianity communicated primarily through the formal quality of rap and amplified 

 
192https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izJq8GUsnNk This gospel grime live performance footage 
demonstrates how the sound system supports the oral performances of gospel grime MCs.  
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izJq8GUsnNk
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using the missionary tool of the “Christian sound system” (Tracey, 2019). Within the gospel 

grime live performance context, sound systems amplify a male-gendered brand of Christianity 

over a mixed, interactive audience with sonic intensity. Unlike earlier reggae cultures, where 

sound systems would often compete for sonic dominance,193 also known as “soundclashing”, 

within the live performance context of gospel grime, however, there are no competing sound 

systems or oral battles between crews.194 Rather, the sound system, as it is used within the 

Christianised space of grime, serves a missionary purpose: to communicate positive social 

narratives which encourages discipline to God. Therefore, sound systems within the live 

performance context of gospel grime are important because they amplify an everyday Black-

British, street-credible, form of Christianity.  

 

Rose (1994), who theorises the intersections of Black oral practices and technology, makes 

the claim that the use of technology within rap cultures works towards revising and expanding 

Black cultural priorities. As such, the relationship between Black orality and technology, as we 

see evidenced in the oral performance of gospel grime MCs within the live performance 

space, is theorised by Rose as a “techno-black cultural syncretism” (Rose 1994, p. 96). Rose’s 

theory is useful in that it helps us conceive of the sound system as a significant technology 

supporting the socio-religious priorities of gospel grime MCs. The mobility of the sound 

system as a mobile technology, and its use in a traditionally non-religious building 

demonstrates the ways in which technology supports the manifestations of Christianity in 

beyond the walls of institutionalised church spaces.   

 
193 Crews compete to examine who has the “loudest” sound system.  
194 “Secular” (non-religious) grime cultures have inherited the battles from the reggae sound system and hip hop 
cultures. Whilst within this contemporary performance space, sound systems do not clash, there are MCs who 
compete for lyrical dominance. However, this has not been said to be the case in gospel grime live performance 
culture.  



 152 

 

Also important to mention is that the intersections of sound system culture and the social 

practice of rap within gospel grime live performance culture, demonstrates the presence of a 

religio-musical counterculture enacted by Black-British identities. In this Christianised space, 

sound systems allow Black-British identities to negotiate Christianity on their own religio-

cultural terms. If, in post-war Britain, the sound system operated as the “mouthpiece” for 

disenfranchised Black-British youths (Tracey 2019, p. 20), and became a platform through 

which they could “re-write and document their own history” (Back 1996, p.193) , within the 

gospel grime live performance space, then, sound systems serve as the  mouthpiece for Black-

British Christian-orientated identities who use it to articulate an alternative street-coded form 

of Black-British Christianity distinct from a range of institutionalised Black majority 

Pentecostal churches.  

 3.2.2.2 The Crew  

 

Another observation I believe is significant to mention is the role of the crew during the social 

practice of rap within the live performance space of gospel grime. As a formal quality within 

grime performance culture, whilst MCs “spit” their “bars” they are surrounded and supported 

by a host of other MCs who, at moments in the oral performance, punctuate the lead MCs 

performance by regurgitating the lead MC’s lyrics (Charles, 2016). Sociologically, the role of 

the crew here is significant because it demonstrates the importance of fellowship and 

religious community amongst Black-British Christian-orientated MCs.  As informed by MCs 

during interviews, crew members have developed their interest in the social practice of rap 

from a young age and have grown up learning each other’s flows, all to the point of 
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memorisation. They explained to me that they developed their interests in rap during their 

formative years in various inner-city spaces within the areas of their upbringing. During this 

formative period, they formed crews and became well-acquainted with each other’s lyrics. 

Here, A star explained:  

 

“There wasn’t one of my boys who didn’t at least try and write one lyric in school; and 

so, you know, we used to stand around in one of the classrooms or in the hallways, 

just stand in a circle. I used to have a CD player that had speakers on it, I brought it 

into school, plugged it into the wall and I would play an instrumental and we would go 

around in a circle just spittin” (A Star, 2020) 

 

With similar experiences, Shardz, also explains:  

 

“First and foremost, grime is a genre of music that I was exposed to from a young age. 

So, from primary school to secondary school, people would be having grime battles in 

the playground, people would be sending grime beats over Bluetooth and inferred. 

People would be spitting bars on the bus, spitting bars in the classroom” (Shardz, 

2020)  

 

A star and Shardz’s formative experiences not only highlight the significance of inner-city 

educational spaces in developing the oral interests of local MCs (Barnwell, 2011), but how 

these spaces facilitate social cohesion, belonging, and community amongst MCs. A star’s 

experience with his “boys” therefore speaks to the social significance of the “crew” in 

fostering a Black-British male-centred social experience using the social practice of rap. Here, 
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Bramwell explains that “the public spaces of the school, street, and local parks are used in 

order to practice and explore […] linguistic practices” but also as site of “personal 

development orientated towards social development” (Bramwell 2015, p. 13). As I consider 

the “crew” in gospel grime performance culture, particularly within the live performance 

space where MCs unite on stage for the shared purpose of communicating their experiences 

with Christianity, I view the social practice of rap within this space as a socio-religious tool 

fostering religious community amongst MCs. Like the ways in which the congregation within 

institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal church spaces sing songs together as an indicator 

of religious community, gospel grime MCs rap together as a means of demonstrating unity 

and religious community. Therefore, I propose the idea that the social practice of rap, as it is 

demonstrated within the live performance space of gospel grime, serves as a method of 

religious community-building amongst a predominately Black-British male religious 

community.  

3.2.2.3 The Circle  

 

Interestingly, as MCs engage in the social practice of rap within the live performance space, 

they (re)articulate a religious performance posture rooted in West African religious oral 

traditions. For instance, A star’s statement, “we would go around in a circle just MCin”, is 

suggestive of an African performance aesthetic traditionally known as the African ring shout. 

His use of the term “circle” in his statements about the social rap bares cultural significance 

and is worth our consideration.195  According to Washington (2005), “the concept of moving 

in a circle governs the delivery style of the ring shout and is deeply rooted in the African past” 

 
195 Summarising Mibiti (1991), Charles (2016) informs us that “circles are used in African artistic expression to 
illustrate connectivity to the eternal” (Charles 2016, p. 44).  
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(Washington 2005, p.33). Therefore, the ways in which MCs posture themselves – in a circle 

formation – during rap performances within the live performance space is a formal quality 

which bares resemblance to premodern West African religious oral traditions. To investigate 

this element, I undertook research into the digital archives and observed through several 

published gospel grime YouTube videos, how MCs enact the performance posture of the 

“circle” – which is traditionally referred to as the “ring shout” – during their performances 

(examples are provided below).  

 

Historically, the ring shout served as a cultural space critical to the survival of enslaved 

Africans within the African diaspora. As a communal space, practices within the ring shout 

consisted of the enslaved Africans shuffling, stomping (their feet), dancing, singing, and 

shouting (Floyd 1991, p. 267-268)196. It was an ecstatic, transcendent religious ritual rooted 

in the West African religious experience. Re-enacted in the new world, the ring shout became 

a space primarily for religious activity, the preservation of African identity, and a space which 

strengthened the bonds of culture and community (Washington, 2005). In The Power Of Black 

Music: Interpreting its history from African to the United States, Floyd (1995) uses the work 

of Nketia (1963) to describe some of the ring shout practices found in West African religious 

oral traditions, which were apparent in the gathering of the enslaved Africans as they engaged 

in their Africanised form of Christian worship during slavery. Nketia (1963) explains that “in 

the dancing ring, participants also mime and interpret the rhythms of drummer for 

entertainment and mime the dramatic actions of storytellers. Especially attractive rhythms 

are accompanied by the shoulder and head movements, foot stomping, and hand clapping, 

 
196 See, Floyd (1991) Ring Shout! Literary Studies, Historical Studies and Black Music Inquiry  
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and vocal shouts from spectators, dancers, and singers” all of which work towards 

“animat[ing] the performance” (Nketia 1963) cited in (Floyd 1995, p. 21-22). These expressive 

gestures served as methods by which enslaved Africans maintained their African religious 

heritage, even after they had been Christianised by their slave masters. Through these ring 

shout practices, primarily enacted through song and dance, they engaged in collective 

methods of survival. According to Terry (2020), “the ring shout was a phenomenon that 

sustained the spirit and psyche of the enslaved. It was a piece of freedom. Participating in a 

ring shout conjured peace among the attendees, who were under extreme duress of the 

American enslavement system” (Terry, 2020)197.  

 

Central to the ring shout was music and “spirit possession” (Reed, 2012) –an encounter with 

the divine through song. Stuckey (1987) observes that slave lyrics performed in the ring shout 

were, in fact, “driven by complex percussive rhythms, and often give way to chants, whose 

repetition can have a hypnotic effect and contribute to the high purpose of possession” 

(Stuckey 1987) cited in (Bramwell 2015, p.7). The central focus of the ring shout performance 

posture, along with its inherent aesthetics and practices, was to “communicate with the 

spiritual realm through possession” (Washington 2005, p. 34). According to Maultsby, within 

the ring shout “the accompaniment of a drum, rattle, and singing and hand clapping of the 

chorus is essential for possession to ensue” (Maultsby, 1981) cited in (Washington 2005, p. 

34).  

 

 
197 See, Terry (2020) Creative in Residence, Soul Food Cypher: The bridge from ring shouts to rap  
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Through close analysis of various chronologically spread gospel grime live performances198 – 

for instance, the four part gospel garage cyphers (2009)199, the Next Ting 140 live performance 

cannon (2009- 2012)200,  and more recently, grime roots live performances (2019-2020)201– 

as MCs within the live performance space engage in the social practice of rap, I observe 

several ring shout traits: the dancing in a circle-like manner accompanied with the beat, the 

shuffling of feet, energetic hand gestures, shouting, hollering, and communication with the 

supernatural (God).   

 

Black-British Christian-orientated male participation in these traditional African religious 

practices, demonstrates the cultural continuity of the ring shout and the ways in which they 

are repurposed by MCs to create a predominately Black-British male-centred expression of 

Christianity tied to a premodern African religious heritage. As observed, there is clearly a 

connection between African religious cosmologies and gospel grime. Within both practices, 

orality, along with other allied expressive modalities, becomes the means through which 

communal worship is enacted, communication with the divine is established, and the bonds 

of religious community are strengthened. Through shouts and energetic bodily expressions 

such as hysterical hand waving/movements, feet stomping, jumping, call-and-response 

devices, all of which are enacted through the social practice of rap, gospel grime MCs forge 

connections with premodern African religious expressive genealogies202. As such, the oral 

performance of gospel grime MCs becomes a “[…] space where contemporary issues and 

ancestral forces are worked through simultaneously (Rose 1994, p. 59).   

 
198 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d0oBgeDQWdM  
199 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YmKdZuZtB8E 
200https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izJq8GUsnNk  
201 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3gTMMorA7Fs&t=696s 
202 See Mbiti (2015), Introduction to African religion.  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=d0oBgeDQWdM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YmKdZuZtB8E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=izJq8GUsnNk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3gTMMorA7Fs&t=696s
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It is also important to note that the gestures performed by MCs during their oral 

performances are also religio-musical characteristics performed within a range of Black 

majority Pentecostal churches (McKenzie 2014; Muir 2019). Thus, the use of these expressive 

gestures by MCs beyond the walls of institutionalised church spaces highlights the shared 

African religious heritage of gospel grime MCs and Black majority Pentecostal churches. Given 

the marginalisation of gospel grime performances within a range of Black majority 

Pentecostal churches, by performing these characteristics beyond the walls of the church, 

MCs demonstrate the polyvocal nature of Black-British Christian communities, whilst 

demonstrating the authority and agency they have over their own everyday expression of 

Christianity, despite the performance existing between both religious cultural communities.   

 

3.2.2.4 The shared qualities of gospel grime rap and the Black preaching style   

 

In this section, I would like to return to a point I made earlier in this discussion, in which I 

stated that some of the expressive gestures performed by gospel grime MCs during their oral 

performance are like those performed by the Black preacher within a range of 

institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches. And given that MCs and Black preachers 

are both rooted in the Black Christian traditions in Britain, I wish to highlight the shared 

expressive gestures between the two oral traditions as a means of demonstrating the 

interconnectedness of these oral cultures203. My main argument here is that the expressive 

gestures performed by MCs as they engage in the social practice of rap bares resemblance 

 
203 gospel grime MCs and the Black preachers share leadership commitments towards educating the 
congregation/audience on social, cultural, political, and spiritual matters. 
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with the oral performances of Black preachers within the Black Christian tradition. Therefore, 

in this section I will highlight some of the shared characteristics which connects gospel grime 

rap performances with the Black preaching tradition within a range of institutionalised Black 

majority Pentecostal churches.  

 

3.2.2.4.1 What is Black preaching?  

 

Black preaching is an oral practice; a form of storytelling which priorities an understanding of 

God through biblical text that is informed by the Black experience. It is an oratory practice 

with roots in the premodern African religious oral tradition transported to the new world by 

enslaved African peoples. Black preaching is a product of the Black church, which Lincoln and 

Mamiya (1990) conceive of as the “cultural womb of the black community” (Lincoln & 

Mamiya, 1990).204 In her article, Black preaching styles: teaching, exhorting, and whooping, 

Joyce Marie Jackson (2016) explains that Black preaching is characterised by several 

significant performative qualities rooted in the everyday African religious oral tradition – 

namely, rhetorical structure, vernacular language, vocal musicality, and antiphonal aspects 

(Jackson, 2016). These oral qualities, she argues, are an embodiment of an African cultural 

performance aesthetic which shapes the tradition of Black preaching. The use of these Black 

oral performance qualities by the Black preacher during the delivery of their sermon creates 

a unique Black worship experience which specifically caters to the socio-religious and cultural 

needs of a predominately Black congregation who, individually and collectively during the 

preaching, verify the Black preacher’s message with a range of vocal and bodily gestures. 

 
204 See Lincoln & Mamiya (1990) The Black Church in African American experience  
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Likewise, like the Black preacher, gospel grime MCs during their oral performance also make 

use of similar performative qualities which evokes similar responses from their audiences.  

 

The performance qualities which feature in this discussion are those that I have identified 

within both performance spaces. Here, I offer a brief description of each of them before 

discussing in greater detail their application by MCs within the gospel grime live performance 

space. “Vocal musicality” refers to the musicality of the preacher’s and MC’s oral performance 

– for instance, the tone, timing, and rhythm during their oral delivery. “Vernacular Language” 

refers to the social and cultural language used by the preacher/MC to communicate their 

message to their congregation/audience. Here, it is important to note that for the successful 

transmitting of the message, and for it to be well received by the congregation/audience, 

Black preachers and gospel grime MCs must communicate the message using the language of 

the people. “Rhetorical structure” and “antiphonal devices” considers call-and-response 

devices used by them during their oral delivery, all of which enacts a participatory culture 

between the preacher and MC and their congregation/audience.  

 

The collective engagement of these qualities (vocal musicality, vernacular language, rhetorical 

and antiphonal devices) by both the Black preacher and MC during their oral performance 

work towards evoking religious transcendence amongst the congregation/audience. To 

investigate these practices, I undertook research into digital archives on YouTube alongside 

my own participant-observation within my own Black majority church institution. A close 

reading of the available video footages of the MCs oral performance within the gospel grime 

live performance space, as well as my own observation of the Black preacher within the 

church space, demonstrates the connectedness of both oral traditions and how qualities of 
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the Black preaching style and gospel grime rap performance are enmeshed and tied to a 

genealogy of premodern African religious oral traditions.  

 

3.2.2.4.2 Vocal musicality  

 

According to Perry (2004), “[t]he MC sees himself as a kind of preacher, a traditional space of 

authority for black men” (2004, p.153). With this in mind, in the gospel grime oral space, 

particularly within the live performance context, MCs have the responsibility of transmitting 

a street-credible, Christian-orientated message which reflects how they successfully live out 

Christianity and grime in their everyday lives. They are tasked within the responsibility of 

communicating this message in an aesthetic manner which reflects their everyday socio-

cultural realities. Therefore, not only is the Christian-orientated message of the MC important 

during their oral performance but the mode of delivery is equally important too. Much like 

the Black preaching style where, according to Jackson (2016), “rhythm and timing are among 

the most significant aspects of the preacher’s musical art” (Jackson 2016, p. 10), for MCs 

rhythm and timing are also important qualities during their rap performance. These two oral 

performance qualities form the basis of the “vocal musicality” aesthetic as enacted by the 

Black Preacher and the MC. Describing the vocal musicality of the Black preacher, Jackson 

explains:  

 

“Timing is a vital factor in the building of the entire sermon, which normally begins in 

prose and moves into metrical verse. To be effective, the rhythm of the lines must be 

maintained and properly paced throughout the performance” (Jackson 2016, p. 110).  
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Likewise for gospel grime MCs, timing and rhythm are also important qualities during their 

oral performances. Like Black preaching, the rap performance of the MC usually begins with 

introductory remarks, with MCs introducing themselves to their audiences (Charles 2016, 

p.125) or engaging in call-and-response exchange with them. Rhythmically, MCs deliver their 

Christian-orientated messages using grime vocal aesthetic qualities such as rapping in a fast-

paced rhythmic flow, with relentless velocity (Charles, 2019) over a hard-hitting beat with the 

standard tempo of 140bpm. This mode of delivery is similar to the Black preacher’s delivery 

style, which is often referred to as the “intonational chant” which takes various forms such as 

“moaning, hollering, shouting, chanting, grunting, and whooping”205 (Jackson 2016, p. 10). 

The combination of rhythm and timing – along with various other oral performance qualities 

– helps the preacher “create their sermon’s climax” (Jackson 2016, p. 10); and for the MC, 

helps to induce spiritual “hype”206 (Charles, 2019) in themselves and in their audience.  

 

3.2.2.4.3 Vernacular language 

 

A formal characteristic of Black preaching is the use of Black “vernacular language”, which is 

a coded system of communication which reflects the socio-cultural identity of the 

congregation. It is the duty of the Black preacher to use language which members of his/her 

congregation can culturally decode and decipher. Language, then, functions as a significant 

oral quality which must be agreed upon between preacher and congregation. According to 

 
205 According to Jackson, “whooping” is “the gasping sound marking the convulsive intake of air; loud scream or 
cry often made in excitement or when the spirit takes over”. This is also evident in gospel grime oral performance 
when the spirit takes over the MC.  
206  Or religious transcendence.  
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Pipes (1951), language is thus a “principal code” within the tradition of Black preaching. It is 

an oral performance device which “increase[s] rapport and esteem in the ears of his [/her] 

listeners” (Pipes 1951, p. 138). Likewise, for gospel grime MCs, the use of vernacular language 

is also an oral performance quality which helps to create rapport between MCs and their 

audience. During oral delivery, MCs use Black-British, street-coded vernacular language which 

Palmer (2010) characterises as a “street English” (Palmer 2010, p. 171). Furthermore, given 

the evangelical commitments of MCs, the use of a street-coded Black-British vernacular 

language serves as a socio-religious evangelical strategy by which MCs puts in “[…] the mouth 

of God the language of the people” (Wright 1976, p. 72) therefore making Christianity 

relevant to the socio-cultural realities and experiences of their audience.  

 

3.2.2.4.4 Antiphonal practice: Call-and-response  

 

The most significant antiphonal performance quality found in the oral performances of the 

Black preacher and gospel grime MC is the call-and-response rhetorical device. In the Black 

oral tradition, call-and-response is a culturally significant oral device which has its roots in the 

African religious oral tradition (Floyd, 1995). Within both the Black preaching and gospel 

grime oral space, call-and-response is a significant performative quality which invites 

interaction between the preacher/congregation and MC/audience. With regards Black 

preaching, Jackson explains that “the congregations response plays a key role in the structure 

of the preachers […] delivery” (Jackson 2016, p. 10). Likewise, within the gospel grime oral 

space, call-and-response, similar to how it is used by the Black preacher, works towards 

“generating and maintaining the energy in a live performance setting” (Charles 2016, p. 311).  
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Within both the Black preaching and gospel grime oral space, through various call-and-

response tactics, the preacher and MC engage their audience/congregation by giving them 

opportunities to express themselves in response to their oral performance. Therefore, within 

both spaces, the call-and-response device features “as part of a special artistic language” 

(Jackson 2016, p. 11) of the Black preacher and MC.  

 

The use of call-and-response by gospel grime MCs during their oral performance is suggestive 

of a “cultural inheritance from the black church” (Davis, 1985) cited in (Bramwell 2015, p. 32). 

In The Soul of black folk (1903), W.E.B. Du Bois noted three things to be true of Black religion: 

“the music, preaching, and Frenzy” (Du Bois, 1903) cited in (Pierce 2003, p. 2). Here, Du Bois 

characterises the call-and-response practice between the preacher and congregation, either 

in the form of verbal or bodily expression, as the “frenzy”. According to Khan and Llyod (2016), 

Du Bios’ notion of frenzy “refers to the call-and-response of the black service, the shouting. 

This might be a low murmur from somewhere in the pew or a scream, entailing clapping or 

stomping, even a wild waving of the arms” (2016, p. 202). Whilst Du Bois ascribes the notion 

of “frenzy” to the call-and-response participatory culture primarily performed within 

institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches, I argue that it is also displayed during 

the oral performance of MCs within the live performance space.  

 

The MCs combinational use of “vocal musicality”, “vernacular language”, and call-and-

response devices during their oral performance, for instance, all work towards “arousing the 

spirit” (Rosenberg, 1970) of their audience. In response, much like how the congregation 

responds to the call of the Black preacher through varied vocal and bodily expressions, within 
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the live performance space of gospel grime, the audience also responds to the MC through a 

myriad of vocal and bodily expressive gestures (Charles, 2019).  

 

Therefore, the relationship between MCs and their audience, dramatised through various 

call-and-response strategies, is comparable to the dialogical relationship between Black 

preachers and their congregation within institutionalised church spaces – where the preacher 

calls and the congregation responds. Within both oral spaces, the response of the 

congregation for the Black preacher and the audience for the MC, plays a significant role. 

According to Jackson (2016), “a successful sermon always contains interaction between 

preacher and congregation” (Jackson, 2016). Likewise, within the gospel grime culture, a 

successful rap performance also contains interaction between the MC and their audience. 

Here I would like to point out that responses from the audience are not just verbal but also 

physical. According to Perry (2004), the call-and-response device is not limited to “verbal 

response[se]” but “also manifests itself through bodily movement” where there is a “motion 

and visual” element to it (Perry 2004, p.73). Within both oral spaces, physical responses 

include clapping, head-nodding, foot stomping, jumping, energetic hand movements, all of 

which serve as evidence of “cathartic climax” (Pipes 1951, p. 153) and “hype” (Charles 2019, 

p. 107) within the live performance space of gospel grime.   

 

The shared oral performance qualities between the Black preacher and the gospel grime MC– 

namely, “vocal musicality”, “vernacular language”, and “antiphonal devices” – demonstrates 

the cultural ties existing between gospel grime and Black majority Pentecostal church 

cultures.  It also demonstrates that gospel grime is, in fact, partly an extension of the Black 

preaching tradition – except that for gospel grime MCs their “preaching” adheres to a grime 
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musical formation and is not performed on a traditional pulpit within a fixed space (Chapter 

4) but is enacted beyond the walls of institutionalised church spaces, demonstrating how 

gospel grime MCs negotiate and navigate Christianity in beyond the walls of institutional 

church.  

 

The above discussion has suggested that the social practice of rap is a significant formal 

quality within gospel grime culture. Through this quality we observe how gospel grime is, in 

fact, tied to Black oral traditions rooted in premodern West African religious oral traditions. 

More significantly, as a formal quality, the social practice of rap within gospel grime culture 

demonstrates cultural ties to the Black oral tradition within Black majority Pentecostal 

churches, suggesting the social practice of rap as an extension of this tradition. What follows 

below is a discussion which focuses on the most distinctive formal qualities of gospel grime – 

the Christian-orientated worldview and lyrics of MCs. As the discussion will reveal, it is the 

Christian identity formation of the MC expressed lyrically which gives gospel grime its 

alternative Christian identity. Thus, in order to highlight the difference between gospel grime 

and its “secular” counterpart, I will weave into the discussion lyrical examples which 

demonstrates the Christianised identity of gospel grime lyrics, and more broadly, gospel grime 

culture. As well as using lyrical examples obtained from qualitative research, I will also use 

data gathered through interviews with MCs.  

3.3 The message of gospel grime  

 

Since gospel grime and its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart are similar in terms of sonic 

aesthetics and musico-cultural presentation, the way we can discern the difference between 
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the two similar subcultural musical forms is by considering the alternative worldview and 

lyrical identity of gospel grime MCs – both of which serve as the genre’s most distinctive 

formal qualities. Yet, before I analyse gospel grime’s lyrical identity, I would like to first discuss 

the standards of Christian living which Christian-orientated MCs adhere to following religious 

transformation, and the ways in which these standards are embodied, and the social and 

cultural implications of these standards for gospel grime MCs. Using Zanfagna’s theory, the 

practice, and politics of conversion (Zanfagna, 2010), It is intended that theory, as I use it 

within this discussion, will serve as a central theoretical framework leading to insightful 

discussions on the most distinctive qualities of gospel grime culture. 

 

Gospel grime MCs view themselves as “vessels” and “disciples” to be used by God upon giving 

their “life to the Lord” (A star, 2020).  The conscious act of giving one’s life to the Lord, which 

is symbolic of the “practice” of conversion (see section 3.3.1), becomes the basis through 

which gospel grime MCs construct their Christian-orientated evangelical and musical 

identities. To be used by God, according to Jones (2015), “is to be peculiar, set apart, 

consecrated, [and] markedly different” (Jones 2015, p. 128) from those who occupy space in 

grime’s “worldly domain” (Tatum 2010, p. 4). Those who are “set apart”, as Jones further 

insists, “are to exemplify transformation by shedding their cravings and tastes that are 

associated with secular activities” (Jones 2015, p.128). This process points towards an 

ideological re-orientation of self that is premised upon Christian values and informed by the 

Christian Bible. Following the “practice” of conversion (as will be discussed below), MCs 

produce Christian-orientated lyrics which communicates the MCs everyday negotiation with 

Christianity, their struggles, and how, through their Christian worldview, they navigate 

everyday life as Black-British identities living in London inner-cities.    
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3.3.1 “When I became saved”: The practice and politics of conversion. 

 

During interviews, all MCs made frequent mention of conversion into conscious-practicing 

Christianity as an event they experienced that is crucial to their Christian identity formation 

and their Christian-orientated music-making performance practices. The practice of 

conversion is the Christianisation process of the MC; a process through which they become 

conscious-practicing Christians which, in turn, produces a newly religious transformed self. 

According to Zanfagna (2017), the “practices of conversion, whether they involved a spiritual 

change, a change from one viewpoint to another, a physical change, a change in function, or 

even just a turn of a phrase, made possible certain moments, sites, and experiences of 

transition, rebirth, and changeover”, and thus for the MCs, leading to a “transposition from 

secular rap to Gospel rap” (Zanfagna 2017, p. 19). Following this conversion event, MCs 

disavow former disingenuous social lifestyles (swain, 2018) which they were one associated 

with.   

 

This significant event in the life of MCs is often referenced using verbal signifiers which 

formulate into conversion-related vocabularies. For instance, All MCs interviewed for this 

project, made explicit reference to several conversion-related statements: “when I became a 

Christian”, “when I got saved”, “starting to take my faith more seriously”, being “born again”. 

These statements serve as signifiers of the conversion event as experienced by them. 

Interestingly, while the conversion-related statements confirm the conversion event in the 

life of the MC, they do not account for the exact moment of conversion except for “a way to 
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understand the process after the fact, both instant and gradual, which gives insight into the 

importance of narrativizing, retelling, and interpreting conversion experience” (Zanfagna 

2017, p. 19)207. Following their conversion event, MCs find purpose and meaning to life. Here, 

Guvna B, explains:  

 

“I used to wake up every morning and not really know why I was here. But through 

having faith and becoming a Christian, I wake up now and know God brought me here 

for a reason and I can do something to help the world. So, I think everyone’s’ just got 

to know that God-given purpose” (Guvna B, 2018).  

 

Following the conversion event, MCs develop a new conception of self which informs their 

everyday lived experience as Black-British Christian-orientated identities living in 

contemporary London. Conversion, then, is a personal spiritual practice which demonstrates 

the ways in which faith is manifested in the everyday life of the subject. Musically, for MCs 

who are “saved” or have “given their life to the Lord” the musical space of grime, despite its 

associations with “transgressive behaviour” (Swain 2018, p.5) presents itself as a culturally 

relevant format for the newly religious transformed MCs to explore and express their 

Christian identities. Initially, however, the decision to use the space of grime for the purpose 

of Christian identity formation posits a socio-cultural dilemma for MCs. For instance, when I 

asked MCs: “Why do you choose to express your Christianity through grime?” Responses from 

them highlight the ways in which they, following the conversion event, contemplate the most 

 
207 Taking caution from Zanfagna who references the Comaroffs’ (1991), It is important for me as a researcher 
not to “simplify” this highly complex spiritual phenomenon, especially given the “highly variable, usually gradual, 
often implicit, and demonstrably ‘syncretic’ manner in which social identities, cultural styles, and ritual 
practices” formulate their “evangelical identities” (Comaroffs 1991) cited in (Zanfagna 2017, p. 19).  
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“appropriate” musical context to represent their faith, even as they are faced with the 

challenge of maintaining cultural affiliation to a genre of music stereotyped  as transgressive. 

Sharing his experience, A star explained:  

 

“2007 I became a Christian 19 years old; and I am like, yo, does this mean I stop music 

because Grime is seen as demonic or whatever; and someone sends me a video of 

“Bibles, Bibles. I’m like, yo, this is legit, guys are doing this? So, that was the time when 

I said: ok let me write about Jesus in my music – in grime, and it just clicked” (A star, 

2020).  

 

The above commentary highlights the tension MCs face following the conversion event.  A 

star’s conversion-narrative thus underscores the “politics” of conversion: the idea that the 

“practice” of conversion has social and cultural implications for gospel grime MCs. Being 

transformed, MCs ideologically negotiate the false borders of the “sacred” and “secular”. Yet 

even as they encounter what I am suggesting as an ideological entanglement they, 

nonetheless, opt to use an everyday culturally familiar space to explore their newly 

established relationship with Christianity.  Here, Shardz explains: 

 

“First and foremost, grime is a genre of music that I was exposed to from a young age. 

My family members – certain family members of mine – were involved with the grime 

scene. When I became a Christian, I wanted to still honour my roots – the music really 

touched me, and I connected with.” (Shardz, 2020).    
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Interestingly, what is suggested in both Shardz’s and A star’s experiences are the ways in 

which MCs, subsequent to the conversion event, collapse the false boundaries of “sacred” 

and “secular” and “religiosity and worldliness” (Zanfagna 2017; Tatum 2010, p. 4). They do so 

by maintaining and “honour[ing]” their musico-cultural “roots” (Shardz, 2020) even as they 

modulate their worldview to accommodate their newly Christian-oriented lifestyles. Thus, for 

the newly transformed MC the musical space of grime and its inherent aesthetic tools all 

become culturally legitimate means of performing their Black-British Christian-orientated 

identities.    

 

3.3.2 Converting the narrative: The narrative difference between gospel grime and grime.  

 

As the discussion so far has revealed, the practice of conversion is formal quality performed 

by MCs. The outwardly appearance of this practice is the transformation of their lyrical profile. 

In view of this, I exercise the idea that the practice of conversion, as it applies to the subject, 

is also applicable to the object: the lyrics. Following conversion, MCs convert their lyrical 

space to reflect their newly transformed religious self.  In contrast to grime, I have observed 

that MCs within the Christianised space of grime, prioritise social narratives about living a 

Christian lifestyle, one which demonstrates discipline to God (Jones, 2015). These social 

narratives diametrically oppose the “badman” (Swain, 2018) lyrical aesthetic which often 

glorifies the, sometimes, disingenuous social lifestyles of “secular” (non-religious) grime MCs. 

Interestingly, though, before becoming conscious-practicing Christians, gospel grime MCs 

recall rapping about their former disingenuous lifestyle. Here, Shardz explains:  
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“Before I was a Christian, I used to do grime. Things I maybe talk about was violence, 

Girls, and stuff like that. I can still talk about Girls now [upon becoming a Christian], 

but in the sense of how do I approach it? How does my Christian lens help me view 

Women? Things like respect, things like purity” (Shardz, 2020)   

 

Within the “secular” space of grime, MCs narrate street-oriented experiences primary 

centred around themes of violence, criminality, and masculine salaciousness (Boakye, 2017). 

For Swain (2018), “secular” grime lyrics often “glorifies violent metaphors and disingenuous 

lifestyles based on drugs, illicit sexual behaviour and the denigration of women” (Sandberg 

2008) cited in (Swain 2018, p. 4), resulting in condemnation of the genre by cultural industries 

in the UK (Palmer, 2010). In contrast, however, gospel grime emerged as a Christian 

alternative. For Christian-orientated MCs the space of grime has served as a culturally familiar 

and relevant space to project an alternative Christian-orientated social street narrative 

combating the “negativity in the lyrics” of secular grime (Guvna b, 2011). This is exemplified 

in the song, ‘Represent’, which features on the cannon gospel grime album, Next ting 140. 

Lyrically, it states:  

 

“I hope somebody is taking note, 

 if I am going to be spreading the Gospel,  

then what I started I do full hearted  

Grime, they do it for making dough 

us, we do it for saving souls  

Plus, the holy spirit, that’s my buss 

But them man are taking coke  
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Stating verses, breaking curses,  

No Gospel, then I aint involved”    

 

As evidenced above, lyrically, gospel grime MCs resists the “badman” social narrative in 

favour for respectable tropes mediated through a Christian lens. As such, according to MCs 

within the scene, the most distinctive formal quality of the genre– one which distinguishes 

gospel grime from its non-religious counterpart is: the lyrics. Here, A star explains:  

 

“The fact that we are putting the gospel of Jesus Christ in our grime lyrics is a next 

ting 140”208 (A star, 2011)  

 

And similarly, for J Dolph, another Christian-orientated MC within the scene, gospel grime is 

“spiting the message of Jesus Christ on grime, man” (J Dolph, 2011).  More recently, alluding 

to this, in his album, Grime roots, Shardz features a track, ‘Gospel Grime voicenote’ (Shardz, 

2019) which concretely captures the distinctiveness between grime and gospel grime. In the 

track, A star explains to Shardz that:  

 

“gospel grime to me is Artists/MC sharing their faith on grime music. As we all know, 

grime has a stigma on it where you have to talk about girls you are sleeping with, how 

many guns your shooting; when nine times out of ten that’s not the situation. gospel 

grime, for me, is man that are not scared to talk about their faith; to talk about their 

 
208 See full documentary: Gospel Grime? – Next ting 140: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=196s 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=cznmA217V0Y&t=196s
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struggles and real life in grime – especially their faith and hailing up the name of Jesus 

on a grime track. If you ask me what gospel grime is, that’s what I will say”  

(A star & Shardz, 2019).  

 

The above statements from MCs serve as evidence to suggest that it is the Christian-

orientated worldview of the MC, communicated lyrically, which constitutes difference 

between gospel grime and its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart.   

 

3.3.3 Themes in gospel grime lyrics  

 

I have found that most lyrics found in the musical space of gospel grime is centred on biblical 

themes inspired by the New Testament teachings of Jesus Christ from the Christian Bible. 

Reflected lyrically is the MCs post-conversion voice of deliverance from sin and suffering and 

their newly formed (and ongoing) relationship with Christianity in the context of their 

everyday life. The heart of the New Testament Gospel Message – which is, the power of 

reconciliation through “God’s soul-saving power” (Moody 2010, p.66) – becomes the 

overarching thematic motif lyrically communicated by gospel grime MCs. Concretising this 

point, A star in his song, ‘E11 kid’, taken from his album, Born and Raised (2020), raps:  

 

“At 19 the Lord saved me,  

Till this day iv gotta give thanks bruv  

That’s a good look  

Saved by Grace because my plans never look Good” (A star 2020) 
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In a similar vein, Shardz also recounts “God’s soul-saving power” (Moody 2010, p. 66) in his 

song, ‘I’m that kid’, taken from his album, Grace, Flows, Bars & Content. In the song, Shard 

raps:  

 

“I am that Christian Kid 

Not going to change now, not going to switch 

Can’t go back to the things I did  

Coz I’m that Christian kid  

Stay in the field  

But nothing like mid  

Worship big cos my God is big  

Sinful life, had to get rid  

Through life in Christ, had to get hid  

In Christ a new creation” (Shardz 2020) 

 

What the above lyrical example reveal is that gospel grime is confessional in rhetorical tone. 

As evidenced above, lyrics become personal conversion-testimonies forming into what 

Zanfagna characterises as “biographies of conversion” (Zanfagna 2017, p. 84). Whilst this 

seems to be the overarching thematic motif found in the lyrical space of most gospel grime 

MCs, they also, however, express other thematic motifs such as a “metanarrative of pain” 

(Hartwell 2018 p.5).   
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3.3.3.1 A metanarrative of pain  

 

In addition to expressing the saving grace of Jesus in their lyrics, MCs also reflect on the 

personal dilemmas and the hardships they face in their everyday lives as Black-British 

identities living in London’s inner-cities. They express their ongoing existential quest for 

survival in the face of existential crisis, lyrically expressing the trials and tribulations they 

frequently encounter as marginalised Black-British male identities. This lyrical trope is defined 

by Hartwell as a “Christian rap metanarrative of pain” (Hartwell 2018, p. 5), where MCs not 

only comment on “God’s soul-saving power” (Moody 2010, p. 66) but also the concrete earthy 

pain they experience in the everyday context. This is evidenced in A star’s song, ‘Off my chest’ 

taken from his album, Born and Raised (2020). A star raps:  

 

“High and Low times  

Sometimes I look back at the day we were smillin away and time just rose by  

Don’t know why, back in the day it was fine  

Now adays, I cant cope  

I keep stressin asking questions  

When will it go by  

Been through a lot since them years 

Back when I poured out my heart on the last one, part two and part one’s  

Trust I aint even half done  

Now I have been keeping this pain in  

No lie, just seeking and waiting” (A star, 2020).  
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Evidence in A star’s lyrics are clear references to pain. Yet, the pain he speaks about in his 

lyrics is not physical but psychological, suggesting a psychological crisis. Further reference to 

this “metanarrative of pain” is found in Icie’s album Moments of Clarity. With a similar 

rhetorical tone to A star, Icie laments his experience with pain and crisis. In his song, ‘Heart 

on my sleeve’, he raps:  

 

“I preach hope  

But I still need it  

Speak peace  

But can’t feel it  

Sacred heart, they need healing  

If I die now in my life, I know I felt pain  

But they say pain makes the greatest music  

Helps those that go through it  

That’s why they gravitate to it” (Icie, 2018).  

 

Taking lead from the work of Curtis (2018) who, in his article, Gang signs and Prayer – God 

and Grime, also alludes to the metanarrative of pain in grime music more broadly, the above 

lyrical examples of A star and Icie suggest that gospel grime may be understood as a 

confessional genre narrating a metanarrative of pain and existential query like biblical themes 

found in the book of Psalms in the Christian Bible. According to Curtis, the “Psalms, just like 

Grime tracks, are questioning musical pieces from people groups or persons that are often 

oppressed and stuck on the edges, whether culturally, spiritually, and emotionally” (Curtis, 

2018).  Whilst this is true of gospel grime, it is also true of its “secular” (non-religious) 
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counterpart. Within “secular” grime’s lyrical space, MCs who are often from dispossessed 

inner-city environmental areas, who occupy a marginalised social, political, and economic 

space, use their lyrics to question the world around them and to articulate the pain and 

confusion at the heart of their lived experience. In some instances, there has been open 

references to God and a questioning of God’s involvement in their crisis.  An example which 

characterises this point is offered by Curtis. For Curtis, this idea of a metanarrative of pain in 

a Psalm-like format is found in the song ‘Said to me’ (2016) by Rival and Ghetts. So that a 

nuanced understanding is grasped, I include the full opening verse of the rap.  Rival raps:  

 

“It’s been a while since we caught up 

I won’t even lie, I’ve been caught up 

Tryna re–sort life but drugs I resort to 

Cause life ain’t in order, I’m like 

How many words do I write or 

How many times do I write to a song or 

How many songs do I put to an album for you to see 

That I’m stuck between doing good and bad 

Fully in the middle like Malcolm 

Fully in the middle tryna figure the outcome 

On a few things you’ve done like 

Why you let my friend get pregnant 

Feel the excitement and kill her son? 

An hour she had him living? 

You took him away before he knew morals 



 179 

And you’re letting me what? Just keep sinning? 

That’s kinda fucked up 

Nah, it’s kinda cut up 

You let the heartless get rich 

And let all these good–hearted people suffer 

That’s crazy 

I’m living a nightmare, hoping for a daydream 

To let my mind wander from the pain, please” (Rival 2016).  

 

According to Curtis, the above verse “reads like a modern-day Psalm” where the writer 

poignantly laments the reality of his existential living. Rival’s lament, which conveys feelings 

and notions of violence, heartache, query, confusion, doubt, substance-use, is suggestive of 

the idea that the metanarrative of pain seeks to convey the realities of the street which grime 

MCs inhabit.  

 

Although the above lyrical example makes the case for the metanarrative of pain through a 

“secular” grime lens, this concept is also evidenced in the lyrics of gospel grime MCs. Yet, for 

them, the distinguishing factor is that even as gospel grime MCs articulate pain, they often 

find resolve through their faith. As Icie raps, they, indeed, have “so many questions but God’s 

got the answers” (Icie, 2018). Again, it is important to remember that the identities who 

create these lyrics are of a marginalised social status. As such, the pain they articulate has 

much to do with the politics of race and class. For instance, in the same song, ‘Heart of my 

sleeve’ Icie raps:  
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“Stuck on this 9-5 treadmill  

I am just reminiscing when I had no bills 

London-living, one two for a shoe box 

They be wanting too much  

George cord said it 1,2 (00) for the two bed 

I said, nah G  

A g less for the move in 

I need for faith for my head top 

Ladbroke grove, I guess I’m getting off the next stop  

Looking up at Grenfell, shedding tears for the people  

This is what happens when money is the root of all evil  

Numbers underestimated, tell me where the people is   

There better never ever be a sequel  

Screams from a smoke-filled staircase  

Children banging on the window, died in the worst way  

Top floor inferno  

What happened to the people who started the fire in the first place?  

Suspicion or conspiracies, should we knock it down or let it be 

God how you watch it burn and let it be?” (Icie, 2018) 

 

Considering this, then, I exercise the claim that their projected in their lyrics is a Black-British 

metanarrative of pain channelled through a “street-credible black male” Christian worldview 

“address [ing] the intersections” of religion, “race [and] class” (Jones 2015, p. 116). Another 
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thematic motif identified in the lyrical space of gospel grime MCs is the notion of realism and 

struggle.   

 

3.3.3.2 Realism and the Struggle 

 

Although biblically informed, Christ-centred lyrics from the basis of the MC’s lyrical profile, 

there are also existential themes expressed by the MC which make up the “personal and 

emotive voice of the rapper” (Rose 1994, p. 95). During interviews, the notion of realism, or 

“keepin’ it real” as Speers (2014) suggests, was a reoccurring theme expressed by MCs. 

“keepin’ it real”, a street-coded vernacular shorthand for notions of realism, is a common 

trope in hip hop and grime music. It is based on notions of authenticity – particularly how it 

is “[…] understood, embodied, practiced, and negotiated, in other words ‘lived out’ by 

rappers” (Speers 2014, p. 2). For instance, during our discussion, when asked: how would you 

describe the music you make? A star explained:  

 

“I make real honest music about my life, my faith, my struggles” (A star, 2020).   

 

Thus, “keepin’ it real” (DeHanas 2013; Speers 2014) as described by MCs, refers to the ways 

in which, according to Perry (2004), “the individual remains committed to his/her community, 

professes that allegiance, and remains honestly and organically rooted in his or her position 

in the world” (Perry 2004, p. 87-88). For gospel grime MCs, this means carving out a space, 

linguistically, to unapologetically express their Christian faith even as they communicate other 

aspects of their lived experiences. In this sense, “being real is a call to authenticity that 
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becomes a political act” (Perry 2004, p. 87); one which represents the practicality of their 

Black-British Christian-orientated identities in relation to their cultural, social, poltical, and 

economic experiences.  As a trope, “keepin’ it real” has different registers of meaning. For 

example, realism in “secular” (non-religious) grime may be inextricably linked to the social 

and material conditions of primarily Black-British inner-city identities. As an “authenticating 

device” the notion of “keepin’ it real”, as Perry further suggests, thus “require[s] the 

maintenance of an authentic black urban identity” (Perry 2004, p. 87). Therefore, the overt 

references to ideas of “marginalisation, transgression, and criminality” as well as “evocative 

lyrics about the ghetto or hood” which, to the “secular” grime MCs, “enhance [a] sense of 

meaning, value, and identity” (Swain 2018, p.5), all be become “authenticating devices” 

(Perry 2004, p. 87) of realism which speaks to the particularity of their Black-British lived 

experiences.   

 

“keepin’ it real” within the lyrical space of gospel grime, however, seeks to communicate the 

ways in which the Christian worldview of the MC inform their everyday lived experiences, 

good or bad, and how their everyday relationship with Christianity sits alongside the struggles 

they endure. As such, “keepin’ it real” in this religio-cultural context welcomes commentary 

not only about the Christian experience of the MC but also about their personal struggles in 

multidimensional forms. Here, A Star further explains:  

 

“For me, I have always, always been about keepin it real in my artistry; speaking about 

struggles. And the way my art has been going, it’s been a lot about struggling and 

being real about your struggles and being raw about it” (A star, 2020)  
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 Similarly, Shardz explained:  

 

 “At the moment what’s out there in terms of my music is a lot to do with my faith in 

Jesus, and my struggles” (Shardz, 2020) 

 

The representation of realism and struggle in the lyrical profile of gospel grime MCs points to 

the practicality of their faith – how they navigate their Christian faith alongside their everyday 

existential struggles. These struggles are personal to the MC and, according to them, it is their 

relationship with Christianity which helps them to deal with these struggles. Therefore, by 

connecting the message of Christian salvation and reconciliation, a metanarrative of pain, and 

the notion of realism and struggle, what becomes clear is the MCs commitment towards 

expressing “the importance of keeping one’s religious beliefs tangibly real amidst the 

vicissitudes of life” (DeHanas 2013, p. 296). In fact, the coalescing of these Christian-

orientated lyrical tropes demonstrates the ways in which they do “more than simply reinforce 

cognitive religious ideas” but, in fact, expand “religious imagination” (DeHanas 2013, p. 301).  

 

Therefore, it is the Christian-orientated lyrics of gospel grime MCs which constitutes the main 

difference between “secular” grime and gospel grime cultures.  As discussed, MCs embody 

their faith through their lyrics, sermonising their experiences as Black-British identities who 

embrace a Christian worldview. In the absence of their lyrics, the “gospel” in gospel grime 

seizes to exists. Although MCs within gospel grime and grime cultures articulate a 

metanarrative of pain and notions of realism and struggle, it is, in fact, the MCs commitment 

towards negotiating these themes through a Christian lens which communicates an 

antithetical Christian-orientated lyrical disposition to the dominant social narratives found in 
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the lyrical space of “secular” (non-religious) grime culture. By resisting the “badman” 

aesthetic (Swain, 2018) evident in the lyrical space of “secular” grime, gospel grime MCs 

express an alternative Christian-orientated grime worldview which sets the subgenre apart. 

And whilst commentary on the everyday experience of struggle and pain are welcomed within 

the lyrical space of gospel grime, no matter how this is communicated “explicit images and 

lyrics are off-limits, and a traditional Christology is non-negotiable” (DeHanas 2013, p. 298). 

Therefore, as the above lyrical examples and interview explanations from MCs indicate, no 

matter what they talk about, MCs “cannot”, and will not, “depreciate the word of God” 

(DeHanas 2013, p. 298), thus making lyrics the most distinctive formal quality in gospel grime 

performance culture.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

 

In this chapter, I have presented a musico-cultural analysis of gospel grime by highlighting and 

discussing the musico-cultural formal qualities of the genre. Although qualities such as the 

beat and the social practice of rap within “secular” (non-religious) grime and gospel grime 

performance culture share similar sonic and stylistic conventions and aesthetic approaches, I 

have found that the uniqueness of these qualities within the performance space of gospel 

grime is based on the Christian worldview of MCs and how they use these formal qualities to 

explore, express, navigate and negotiate their London, Inner-city, Black-British Christian-

orientated Identities. Additionally, given the Black majority Pentecostal church heritage of the 

gospel grime MCs I interviewed, I have found that these formal qualities share similarities to 

those found in a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches from which gospel grime 
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emerge. Ultimately, as found, the most distinctive formal qualities within the genre, is the 

“practice” of Christian-conversion (the process through which MCs become conscious-

practicing Christians) and the Christian-orientated lyrics of MCs. And given the genre’s cultural 

ties to the Black Christian tradition, I have made references to the formal qualities embodied 

by the MCs which reflect their Black majority Pentecostal heritage. I do so to make the case 

that whilst gospel grime, as a performance practice, may not fully feature within the formal 

worship space within a range of institutionalised Black majority churches owing to the cultural 

politics caused by the MC’s enmeshed subcultural identities as Christian and grime, in the 

alternative spaces the occupy to perform enact their street-credible brand of religio-musical 

Christianity (chapter 4), expressive qualities from Black majority Pentecostal church traditions 

are, nonetheless, extended into these space by them. It was important to present a musico-

cultural analysis of gospel grime within this chapter in order to understand the formal 

qualities which produces the alternative Christian-orientated identity of gospel grime.   
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Chapter 4 

“Beyond the church”:   

gospel grime in alternative (offline/online) spaces.   

 

4.1 Introduction  

 

Following from the previous chapter where I discussed the formal qualities of gospel grime, 

this chapter accounts for the manifold ways in which MCs use various digital social media 

platforms to exhibit these qualities and how they use the digital space to navigate and 

negotiate their Christian-orientated identities. I explore how MCs use the digital space to live 

out their enmeshed Christian-orientated subcultural identities as Christian and grime, 

demonstrating the usefulness of digital social media spaces for the basis of Christian identity 

formation. I discuss the process through which MCs fashion their own “worship” spaces 

within the digital realm and how they, in turn, communicate a street-credible form of 

everyday Christianity which centres the particularities of their inner-city social, religious, 

cultural, political, and economic experiences. In the process, as will be discussed, MCs engage 

in a politics of unspoken resistance209 towards institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal 

 
209 The use of the term “politics” is Intentional. According to cultural musicologist, Shana L Redmand, “social 
and political investments are inevitable in music and both investments inform music-making practices” in which 
“the language, the performance-practices, the type of socialites developed through music-making actually 
means something incredibly dense for the people who participate in them and for the people who listen to 
them” (Redman, 2018). Given this, I make the claim that gospel grime – by virtue of its existence, particularly 
given that it is music performed in alternative spaces to the traditional Black church and is, simultaneously 
defined by MCs as “alternative” space to mainstream “secular” grime – is political.  
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churches and mainstream grime cultures; both of which have yet to fully accept gospel grime 

as a legitimate genre. By following MCs in the digital media spaces that resonated best with 

them, I detail how, by virtue of their enmeshed identities as Christian and grime, they create 

a counter-hegemonic subcultural reality within a (re)imagined space which challenges and 

disrupts hegemonic conceptions of Black-British Christianities, Black-British gospel music, and 

grime music culture.  In view of this, guiding this discussion are a set of questions I aim to 

address in the chapter:  

1) Why are gospel grime MCs taking to alternative (digital) spaces?  

2) What are circumstances causing MCs to navigate and negotiate their grime-oriented 

Black-British Christian identities within the digital space, and what are the implications of 

this practice?  

3) How are MCs performing their enmeshed subcultural identities within the digital space, 

and given their presence and performances within the digital space, what politics are they 

communicating directly/indirectly?  

 

Thus, to understand the presence of gospel grime in the digital space and the significance of 

its presence within these spaces, it is important for me to introduce the idea of a Black 

religious spatial practice as a theoretical framework coined by me to understand how gospel 

grime MCs rework, reconfigure, and repurpose space to explore their Christian-orientated 

identities. Frist, however, as a means of contextualising the discussion, I link this 

contemporary digital Black religious spatial practice to a pre-existing Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 

1993) history of Black religious spatial practice. Following this, I introduce a discussion on how 

MCs use an assortment of digital social media platforms to display Black majority church 

Pentecostal qualities. And given the formatting and structure of these digital social media 
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platforms – for instance, image and word-based platforms – I compartmentalise my 

exploration into two distinctive categories of analysis: The word and the Image. As I will 

demonstrate, through word-based platforms such as Twitter, MCs communicate their brand 

Christianity through words210. Likewise, by using image-based platforms like YouTube and 

Instagram, especially, we observe how MCs visually embody their unique Black-British street-

credible brand of Christianity, therefore socialising the viewers eyes to alternative forms of 

Black British Christianity in contemporary London. First, however, I introduce the notion of 

Black religious spatial practice as a way of theoretically contextualising the discission.  

 

4. 2 Black religious spatial practice 

 

According to Zanfagna (2011), spatial practice refers to the ways in which subjectivities “move 

through, use, alter and make meaning out of space” (Zanfagna 2011, p. 146). In view of this, 

the presence of gospel grime within the digital space highlights how the internet, reworked 

by the musical, lyrical, and extra faith practices of gospel grime MCs, functions as an 

important site facilitating the manifestation of a Black-British street-credible brand of 

Christianity. MCs who use these digital media spaces cultivate an alternative subcultural 

reality which reflects their dual identity-formation as Christian and grime, thus demonstrating 

how MCs “move through, use, alter and make meaning out of space” (Zanfagna 2011, p. 146) 

The notion of a Black religious spatial practice, in which space is reworked, reimagined, and 

repurposed by MCs is tied to a socio-religious history of Black Christianity within the African 

diaspora. To provide a context for the notion of Black religious spatial practice, and to 

 
210 through lyrics and declarations of faith 
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demonstrate its historical and cultural significance, I briefly draw attention to the origins of 

the Black church (Lincoln & Mamiya 1990) and its emergence as a manifestation of a Black 

religious spatial practice.  

 

The institution of the Black church emerged from the hush harbour religious gatherings of 

enslaved Africans in the new world.  The hush harbour, also commonly known as the brush 

harbour, was an alternative “[…] secluded informal structure, often built with tree branches, 

set in places away from masters so that slaves could meet to worship in private” (Harvey 

2011)211 cited in (Brodie 2019)212. Within this liberated and transformative space, the 

enslaved Africans, away from slave master surveillance, maintained their African religious 

traditions whilst, at the same time, engaging in newly bequeathed Christian practices. In this 

reimagined alternative space, enslaved Africans had the agency to express their own 

premodern African-orientated beliefs about God, themselves, and about the world they 

inhibited. In this space, one which made the Christianity relevant to their African-centred 

cultural realities, “the Christian God was substituted for the African high God – an easy 

transition since the concept of a supreme god was not new to the transplanted Africans 

“(Floyd 1995, p.39).   

 

In The secret religion of slaves213, Raboteau (1992) notes that the enslaved Africans “moved 

to hold their own religious meetings out of disgust for the vitiated gospel preached by their 

masters’” (Raboteau, 1992). In this space, they formed their own Black-led, African-orientated 

brand of Christianity. Although they still attended their White-led institutionalised church 

 
211 See Harvey (2011) Through The Storm, Through The Night: A history of African American Christianity  
212 See Broadie (2019) The Message of the Hush Harbor: History and Theology of African Descent Traditions  
213 See Raboteau (1992) The secret religion of slaves 
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services with their masters, Reboteau further explains that “regular Sunday worship in the 

local church was” in fact, “paralleled by illicit, or at least informal, prayer meetings on 

weeknights in the slave cabin” (Raboteau, 1992). These informal religious gatherings in slave 

cabins and under “hush harbours” would eventually become known as “invisible churches” 

(Zanfagna 2011, p. 146) were slaves gathered and assembled informally and unmonitored to 

worship secretly. Here it is Important to note that Africanised song and dance were core 

performance practices performed in the “invisible church” (Floyd 1995; Raboteau 2004). 

Through an assortment of religio-music-making practices, Christianised slaves communicated 

their desire for freedom. And born out of this African-orientated religious experience was the 

Spirituals. According to Floyd (1995), the spirituals “was the most widespread, or at least the 

most widely known, of all the African American musical genres” created by the enslaved 

Africans “[…] as they participated in the process that Christianized them” (Floyd 1995, p. 39). 

In fact, through the spirituals “slaves made the Christian religion their own; through the 

spirituals, they affirmed their traditional worldview (modified by the realities of slavery and 

the myths and rituals of Christian religion)” (Floyd 1995, p. 41).  

 

The birth of this religio-musical genre in the “invisible church” was the slave’s manifest 

freedom of the spirit. In this space, the slaves liberated themselves from those who inflicted 

upon them dehumanising acts of barbarity. And thus, “void of wooden pulpits from which to 

proclaim their truth, the hush harbour made each person’s body her/his/their own raised 

structure” (Sampson 2020, p. 48)214 – in other words, the space allowed for the unrestricted 

manifestation of their African-orientated religious identities. Worship practices within the in 

 
214 See, Sampson (2020) Digital Hush Harbours: Black preaching Women and Black Religious Networks 
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“invisible church” space were not bound by respectability politics or by “right social 

behaviour”; rather, they were revealing of a perpetuate state of desire “to cope with the 

chaos of dehumanising conditions” (Sampson 2020, P.49). From within this informal gathering 

and following emancipation, a formal institutionalised Black religious gathering was created. 

What was once an “invisible church” eventually gave way for the manifestation of an official, 

Black-led religious institution: the Black church (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990).   

 

Likewise in Britain, the history of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches begun 

with the arrival of African-Caribbean Christian migrants who, upon their post-war arrival to 

Britain during the 20th century, located alternative “safe space[s]” (McKenzie 2014, p. 125) 

for their own Black religious gatherings, owing to the racism they experienced in Britain’s 

mainstream churches215. And like the early history of the “invisible church” within the African-

American experience, where enslaved Africans repurposed alternative spaces for religious 

purposes through a Black religious spatial practice, African-Caribbean migrants who 

experienced racism, subordination, marginalisation, and disenfranchisement within White-

led mainstream churches, also gathered in alternative spaces for their African-orientated 

worship experience: the “front room” (McKenzie 2014, p. 124). Here, McKenzie explains:  

 

“They [African-Caribbean Christian Migrants] would move from home to another in 

designated areas, where migrants would congregate in small front rooms. How they 

spent time together is a matter of interest too. The gatherings would usually take place 

in an evening or Saturday afternoon, and although the designated setting at that time 

 
215 In addition to the leaving White-led mainstream churches due to racism, African-Caribbean migrants left 
these churches to fulfil their inherent spiritual need to express their religious selves in ways which resonated 
with their African religious heritage. For a nuanced discussion, see McKenzie (2014).  
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was in an informal place – namely the home of a migrant, there was always a formal 

approach to the gatherings. Migrants were wary of ‘God’s invited presence’ and would 

ceremonially encourage one another as ‘sisters and brothers in the Lord’ through reading 

and studying scriptures from the bible, singing gospel hymns, and songs, and praying 

together” (McKenzie 2014, P. 124-125)  

 

As more and more African-Caribbean Christian migrants arrived in Britain during the mid-20th 

century, many arriving with the hopes of continuing with their religious affiliations, the “front 

room” could no longer accommodate the growing population. Thus, “finding a larger venue 

was vital” (McKenzie 2014, p. 125). Therefore, they sought after non-religious alternative 

spaces “such as school halls, scout halls, underused or redundant church halls, and in some 

cases, community centres [..]” (McKenzie 2014, p. 125) to continue with their religious 

practices, demonstrating the manifestation of a local Black religious spatial practice.  

 

What was once a small-scale religious gathering in the “front room” of migrants eventually 

gave way to larger religious gatherings in bigger venues, leading to the formation of 

institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches In Britain. During this process, what was 

once an “uncomplicated manner of worship became complicated” owing to the “idea of a 

new life and a new future” for Black majority churchgoers, which, in turn, “gave way to 

assimilation” (Sampson 2020, p. 49) politics:  a socio-economic agenda birthing respectability 

politics within the church, which informed its theology and worship-practice. In some 

instances, the outward manifestations of African rooted religious expressions which had once 

characterised their religious practices, became less pronounced in a range of conservative 
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institutionalised Black majority churches, particularly as Black social assimilation within a 

White social order bore its mark (Muir, 2018).  

 

The pursing of a Black assimilationist agenda impacted a range of institutionalised Black 

churches in Britain. Black conservative Christians within a range of Black majority church 

spaces – particularly those with Black social middle-class aspirations – begun operating under 

the logistics of Black respectability.216 As a social framework which evolved as a Black “elitist 

ideology” intended to “lift up the [Black] race” (Harris, 2014), Black respectability insisted that 

Black identities needed to refrain from displaying “inappropriate behaviour” (Harris, 2014).217 

It also maintained the idea that they needed to condemn the wearing of “unusual hairstyles” 

and other modalities of self-presentation (Perry, 2004). At the heart of this politics was an 

agenda which sort to prove to White mainstream society that “[…] blacks were worthy of full 

citizenship […]” (Harris, 2014). And thus, fuelled by the politics of Black respectability, 

strategies for Black progress within a range of Black majority churches had been embodied 

through the self-presentation of Black conservative Christians, orally and visually.  

 

Whilst some members within a range of Black majority churches ascribed to the social values 

of Black respectability, others resisted it. The social values of Black respectability had begun 

affecting the musical expression of Christianity within the church, thus creating an 

 
216 In Performing a Vanilla self: Respectability Politics, social class, and the digital world, Pitcan et al (2018) define 
respectability politics as a “self-preservation strategy historically adapted by African-American woman to reject 
white stereotypes by promoting morality while de-emphasising sexuality”. And “while civil rights activists and 
feminists criticise respectability politics as reactionary, subordinate groups” in this case, Blacks “frequently use 
these tactics to gain upward mobility”.  
See Perry (2004) where she explores the implications of Black respectability politics on Black communities in the 
African American experience.  
217See Harris (2014), The rise of Black respectability politics  
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intergenerational divide between the “older” and “newer” generation of Christians with the 

conservative Black majority Pentecostal church spaces (McKenzie 2014; Muir 2018). This 

divide was premised on the idea of what was considered as appropriate Christian musical 

expressions. Conservative gatekeepers within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches, 

usually “elders” within the church with traditionalist sensibilities, viewed the younger 

generations musical brand of Christianity – those who appropriated popular music styles for 

worship engagements – as transgressive (McKenzie 2014; Muir 2018). As a result, as the 

subsequent discussion will reveal, this intergeneration divide caused many young church 

musicians and gospel artists within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches to seek 

alternative spaces for the manifestation of their popular music-orientated brand of 

Christianity.  

 

4.2.1 Politics of representation and acceptance within Black churches 

 

In their work, The Black Church in the African American Experience, Lincoln and Mamiya 

(1990) referred to the Black church institution as the “cultural womb” of the Black community. 

This is particularly because since its inception, Black majority churches have functioned as the 

womb of Black possibility, giving birth to Black institutions such as schools, banks, insurance 

companies; and has functioned as an arena for creative and artistic nurturing. In British 

context, institutionalised Black majority churches have also functioned as an arena for artistic 

development. In her work, Sounds Mega: Musical discourse in Black Majority Churches, Muir 

(2018) notes that Black majority Pentecostal churches in Britain produced “some of the best 

singers and musicians in the UK”, particularly because it “made available access to resources: 
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they provided a learning environment, space for rehearsal as well as numerous and varied 

graduated opportunities for performance” thus “forming an alternative means of informal 

education in a period in the 80’s of depleting music education” (Muir 2018, p. 20). Yet whilst 

it is true that institutionalised local Black majority Pentecostal church spaces allowed for the 

early artistic development of its musicians and artists, over time, however, it became a space 

that also limited their artistic aspirations (Zanfagna 2011, p. 150). For instance, during the 

latter half of the 20th century when young church musicians and gospel music artists 

appropriated popular music styles for worship engagements, some Black conservative church 

“elders”, as Muir explains, “strongly disapproved” (Muir 2018, p. 23),  as they believed that 

popular music was aligned with a “secular” (non-religious) culture of “pleasure and 

decadence” (Tatum 2010, p. 26).  

 

However, for young Black majority Pentecostal church members dealing with a crisis of 

identity in Britain, popular music created a space for self-actualisation, purpose, meaning and 

identity formation. Thus, despite the aesthetic aversion of conservative church “elders” 

towards their sonic expression of faith, young musicians “persisted in their desire to use 

popular music for the purposes of evangelism, worship and aesthetic engagement” (Muir 

2018, p. 23). But as they would eventually discover, their persistence would come at a cost. 

Conservative church elders continued to monitor their musical expressions of faith, limiting 

their capacity to engage Christianity in ways which seemed socially, sonically, and culturally 

relevant. Thus, owing to the persistent “strong disapproval” of church elders, along with the 

religious surveillance which came as a result of their disapproval, young church musicians and 

gospel music outfits sought after alternative “safe space[s]” (McKenzie 2014, p. 125) to 

perform their unique musical brand of Christianity. As such,  by late 20th century we witnessed 
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how young Black Christian-orientated identities appropriated alternative spaces for the 

manifestation of their popular music-orientated musical brand of Christianity. By seeking 

alternative spaces, they were performing a politics which demonstrated that the traditional 

church space was no longer the “[…] primary location of power and performance” (Zanfagna 

2011, p. 146). They had enacted a Black religious spatial practice by spatialising their religio-

musical practices beyond the spatial borders of formal institutionalised Black majority 

Pentecostal churches. This Black religious spatial practice resulted in the creation of the late 

20th century Black-British gospel music “concert-scene”218 (McKenzie 2014; Muir 2018).  

 

The parallel emergence and global proliferation of hip hop culture (chapter 2) during the late 

20th century which found inroads into London through various cultural artefacts (Speers, 

2014), also served as a culturally relevant space for Christian identity formation for Christian 

cohorts who “found the malleable cultural resources of hip hop a meaningful form of identity 

exploration and expression in a white society” (Speers 2014, p. 8-9). As discussed in chapter 

2, the merging together of hip hop and Christianity by Christian-orientated identities gave 

birth to the Christian hip hop219 tradition – the first form of Black-British gospel music tied to 

inner-city street culture in London. As discussed, the enmeshing of hip hop and Christianity 

sparked “moral panic among some older heads who view[ed] the ‘noise’ and iconography of 

hip hop as an unorthodox presence in the church” (Zanfagna 2011, p. 146). The critique from 

 
218The late 20th century concert-scene in London served as an alternative “safe space” where a coterie of 
predominately young Black-British Christian-orientated adults gathered to perform their popular music- 
orientated brand of Christianity free from the policing sensibilities of a range of conservative Black church 
gatekeepers. In the 21st century, we see the continuity of the “concert scene” tradition with the manifestation 
of gospel grime live performances held primarily beyond the walls of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal 
churches.  
219 Sometimes characterised as Christian hip hop/holy hip hop/gospel rap (DeHanas 2013; Zanfagna 2010, Tatum 
2010).  
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gatekeepers towards their brand of Christianity as well as their evangelic impulses, caused 

Christian hip hop MCs to spatialise their religio-musical practices beyond the walls of 

institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches and into alternative non-religious 

spaces. Bearing in mind Cumming’s (2000) survey of the late 20th century Christian hip hop 

tradition in London, Black religious spatial practice was clearly a significant socio-religious 

practice critical to the development of tradition throughout the late 20th century. Following 

in this tradition, as discussed in chapter 2, at turn of the century we observe how, with the 

birth of gospel grime culture, Britain’s third and fourth generation Christian cohorts 

identifying as Christian and grime, like their Christian hip hop predecessors, used grime 

musical aesthetics for the basis of their Christian identity formation. Initially, they, too, also 

faced resistance from gatekeepers within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches. And 

as a result, like generations before them, they enacted a Black religious spatial practice by 

spatialising their religio-musical practices in alternative non-religious spaces.  

 

By repurposing alternative spaces for the purposes of religious experience, MCs assert a 

politics of resistance towards a range of institutionalised conservative Black majority 

Pentecostal churches who, in some instances, have resisted their religio-musical brand of 

Christianity. Interestingly, this is somewhat ironic given that historically Black majority 

Pentecostal churches in Britain emerged within a repurposed alternative space in order to 

deal with the hostility, disenfranchisement, marginalisation migrants faced within White-led 

mainstream churches. Paradoxically, an institution which was born out of oppression became 

an institution that would reproduce forms of oppression by marginalising alternative 

expressions of Christianity. By resisting and rejecting Christian hip hop and gospel grime, a 

range of Black majority Pentecostal churches have declined invitations towards radical religio-
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musical inclusivity. This decline has fostered an ongoing politics of representation within the 

institutionalised Black majority church spaces and has been responsible for an 

intergeneration divide within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches. In his work, Race 

Music: Black Cultures from Bepop to Hip-Hop, Ramsey (2003) considers the historical divide 

reflected in a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches as a result of 

cultural “tension existing between tradition and innovation” (Ramsey 2003, p. 191). He 

further explains that “while the [Black] church leadership has generally guarded and 

cherished notions of tradition and convention, forces within the church (often the younger 

generation) have defied the older heads […]” through their creative agencies and their 

persistent drive towards “stylistic change as an artistic priority” (Ramsey 2003, p. 191-192). 

Commenting on this from a third-generation perspective, A star informed me that:  

 

“In the church there’s a lot of stories told to me about guys [rappers] were not able to 

come and rap in church – and I have been very passionate about the church supporting 

their local artists.” (A star, 2020)  

 

Thus, for gospel grime MCs, spatialising their religio-musical brand of Christianity beyond the 

walls of Black majority Pentecostal churches is because they sometimes feel “artistically 

limited”, “performatively restrained”, and closely “monitored” within the church, as some of 

them informed me. Whilst this has certainly been the case since the beginning of the gospel 

rap tradition in Britain during the late 20th century, in the 21st century, however, some  

institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches have begun creating space for gospel 

grime performances, despite being infrequent and with restrictions. Here, Triple O explained:  

 



 199 

It is accepted in the church, but not in co-operate worship. Cooperate worship is 

something everybody can do, that everybody can join in with. That’s like your typical 

praise and worship, like your Hillsong, Maverick city, your Israel Houghton, those 

Kinda guys – that’s what we refer to as corporate worship. But because urban music 

of a rap nature isn’t classified as corporate worship, it’s not going to be as readily 

accepted, celebrated, acknowledged, or universally acclaimed as its genre-

counterparts like praise and worship because not everybody can do it together; not 

everybody can do it at the same time. I won’t say there is nothing corporate about it 

because there is. You can have elements of it. If the chorus is simple enough, universal 

enough, then you can have that uniformity that corporate worship has. There are 

some churches and organisations that might do something in the morning once in a 

while, but it is not a staple of the church service. What you will see is that they also 

relegate it [gospel grime] to youth ministries as opposed to giving it the platform on 

the whole church, adult, grown up level – the scene for the kids” (Triple O, 2020) 

 

By “relegating” gospel grime performances to occasional “youth services”, as Triple O 

explains, churches create an epistemic and a physical difference. On the one hand, they 

appear to seemingly value the contributions of gospel grime MCs by allowing their 

performances to feature within the church space, yet on the other hand, by reducing these 

performances to infrequent youth services they marginalise their contributions and (re)assert 

a politics of resistance rooted in the 20th century. And thus, the issue which A star and Triple 

O highlight in their statements reveal the unspoken power dynamics at play within a range of  

Black majority Pentecostal churches; one which suggests that the religio-musical practices of 

gospel grime MCs are considered oppositional to the dominant musical worship culture of 
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Black majority churches, and to their image of respectability.220 Therefore, not fully accepted 

and incorporated within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches – for instance, not 

being able to “come as you are” (Guvna B, 2014)221 – gospel grime MCs have taken to 

alternative spaces to perform their unique brand of Christianity.   

 

As the above section has demonstrated, since the late 20th century, Black Christians in Britain 

have taken to alternative spaces –non-religious buildings – for religious purposes. The 

appropriation of alternative spaces by Black religious identities for religious purposes 

demonstrates a Black religious spatial practice – i.e., how space is reworked and repurposed 

by the religious practices of Black religious identities. What this suggests, as revealed by the 

history of Black religious gatherings in Britain, is that when the traditional church is 

unavailable, other spaces are reworked and reconfigured.   

 

The section below seeks to explore the various alternative offline spaces which gospel grime 

MCs appropriate for the enabling of a gospel grime cultural production. Following this, I then 

consider how the idea of a Black religious spatial practice is enacted within alternative digital 

spaces.  

 

4.2.2 gospel grime in alternative offline spaces 

 
220 “oppositional” given grime music’s negative portrayal in the media. See Palmer (2010) 
221 In his 2014 album, Scrapbook II, Guvna B features a track titled ‘Ja Rule interlude’. This track features 
prominent African-American hip hop MC, Ja rule, talking about his negative encounters with institutionalised 
Black majority churches In America who made him feel “unwelcome”. Within the track, Ja Rule recalls hearing 
of an institutional church “turning people away”. Conclusively, he states that when the church says, “come as 
you are – they don’t mean it”. Critical listening might suggest that Guvna B’s decision – as a Black-British MC 
who has contributed immensely to the manifestation of gospel grime –  to feature this track in his album is 
political act; a way of expressing his own encounters, and a way of critiquing Black majority Pentecostal 
churches.  
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A prerequisite to understanding the significance of gospel grime in alternative online digital 

spaces is to first consider the alternative offline spaces which enable a gospel grime 

production because, as Speers (2014) notes, “online identities are […] not necessarily false 

but can be viewed as meaningful extensions of one’s offline life” (Speers 2014, p. 221). Owing 

to politics of representation and acceptance, MCs, like their late 20th century Christian hip 

hop predecessors, have taken to alternative non-religious offline spaces to “fashion their own 

worship spaces” (Jones 2015, p. 27). The alternative offline spaces which they repurpose for 

the manifestations of their religio-musical brand of Christianity are urban inner-city spaces 

such as street corners, council estate buildings, bedrooms, car parks, disused buildings, and 

community centres. These alternative offline spaces enable a gospel grime cultural 

production which situates MCs within familiar local spaces (Bennett, 2000). The appropriation 

of these spaces thus concretizes Crang & Cook’s (2007) notion that “people’s identities are 

immersed between different spaces and places in their lives” (Crang & Cook, 2007) cited in 

(Speers 2014, p. 94).  

 

It is also important to note that in the absence of gospel grime MCs and their associated 

Christian-orientated religious practices, these alternative offline spaces do not give off “visual 

expressions of religion” (Wigley 2018, p. 371-382). By nature, these spaces, as Wigley (2018) 

further insits, are “non-religiously coded everyday urban spaces that can accommodate, 

through acts of contemplation, practice, and mobility, sacred spaces within the profane” 

(Wigley 2018, p. 371-382)222. In other words, the spaces, themselves, are converted into 

 
222 See Wigley (2018), Unofficial geographies of religion and spirituality as postsecular spaces 
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religious spaces through the religio-musical activities performed by gospel grime MCs. In fact, 

through their Christian-orientated music-making practices, MCs “perform conscious 

expansion of the sacred” (Zanfagna 2011, p. 152) within alternative offline spaces. By 

appropriating these non-religious spaces for the manifestation of their religious identities, 

MCs demonstrate the everyday mobility of Christianity, showcasing how Christianity is 

performed within their everyday lives. This, according to Wigley, reveals to us how “[…] 

religion and spirituality have moved beyond traditional boundaries into everyday spaces from 

urban parks to driving spaces, merging the secular and the religious” (Wigley 2018, p. 371-

382).  

 

In this sense, the alternative spaces appropriated by MCs, according to Brown (2005), “[…] 

are essentially selves” which, “like human selves and bodies, act as they acted upon” (Brown 

2005, p. 11) cited in (Zanfagna 2011, p. 147). In such a case, then, like the Black human subject 

who experiences conversion, spaces are also converted and given religious meaning. 

Therefore, as MCs practice and perform actions that enable their Christian identities, the 

spaces which enable them to do so undergo transfiguration and are (re)conceived as “sacred” 

(religious). For many gospel grime MCs engaging in Christian faith practices beyond the spaces 

which visually appear to be religious demonstrates how Christianity is made relevant within 

their everyday lives. In fact, entering these non-religious spaces is intentional. For MCs, this 

presents itself as an opportunity for them to do “evangelical work” (Tatum 2010, p. 19). 

Alluding to this, Shardz explained: 

 

“I want to be able to invade secular space with the Gospel. So, wherever God wants 

to take this gift, I am saying yes. If I got invited to go to a grime event that’s not 
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Christian to spray bars, I will go because I think we have a common ground which is 

we love grime music but then I am bringing something different” (Shardz, 2020)  

 

In view of Shardz’s comment, “invading” secular spaces highlights the importance of moving 

through alternative spaces in order to “make Christianity relevant to the cultural realities of 

youth and young adults who did not necessarily grow up in the church” (Tatum 2010, p. 5) or 

those who did grow up in the church and still attend but seek culturally relevant ways to 

explore their Christian-orientated identities. In some cases, those who occupy these spaces 

are non-religious. Seemingly, then, this demonstrates how the “invading” of alternative 

offline “secular” spaces by MCs for a gospel grime cultural production produces “certain kinds 

of new and alternative sites” (Zanfagna 2011, p. 152), bringing Christian believers and non-

believers into “spatial proximity” (Zanfagna 2011, p. 153). Centring this evangelical strategy 

on a biblical narrative, Shardz further explains:  

 

“And I think what drives me is that there is an example in Acts chapter 17 where Paul 

goes to Athens and he sees all these statues and sees these guys are religious, there 

is different gods; he sees a statue to the unknown god and he says let me show you 

who this unknown God is. And so, he found something that the culture was familiar 

with and brought something different. And that’s what I want to do with my music. I 

want the culture to connect with something they are familiar with but then bring 

something different” (Shardz 2020)  

 

Here, Gooch’s (1996) work, Rappin’ for the Lord: The Uses of Gospel Rap and Contemporary 

Music in Black Religious Communities is significant because, as is suggested, gospel rap 
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functions as a culturally familiar tool used by Christian-orientated MCs to carry out their 

evangelical work beyond the spatial borders of institutionalised church spaces into alternative 

sites. In her work, The Women have all their cloths on: Reading the text of Holy Hip Hop, 

connecting the contemporary evangelical practices of gospel rap MCs to the nineteenth 

century evangelical sensibilities of gospel music, Pollard (2010) notes:  

 

“In their willingness to stand on the street corners and evangelize, if necessary, many 

of those who are involved in holy Hip-hop are a link to the past. From its emergence 

at the end if the nineteenth century through much of the first half of the twentieth 

century, gospel music was used primarily as an evangelistic tool within the context of 

church services, of course, but also during outdoor revivals, tent meetings, and other 

less-structured settings” (Pollard 2010, p. 62).   

 

The ways in which “evangelical work” is practice and performed by gospel grime MCs beyond 

the church and into spaces within their own generation-specific cultural context are, in fact, 

rooted in the 20th century Black Christian evangelical practices of local African-Caribbean 

migrants who took the streets to evangelise. McKenzie (2014), for instance, makes it clear 

that “many migrants were involved in street preaching and evangelism” (McKenzie 2014, p. 

125) which, in turn, strengthened the numerical make-up of early Black Christian communities 

in Britain. In view of this, and considering Shardz’s comments, the evangelical practices of 

gospel grime MCs is a cultural continuum with a contemporary approach. Central to this 

evangelical agenda is to “invade” secular spaces with the Christian message with the hopes 

of converting non-believers into believers. Therefore, one cannot view the evangelical 

practices of gospel grime MCs within these alternative spaces as being disassociated with 
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Black Christian practices found within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches. Rather, 

it is best to view their “evangelical work” as, perhaps, extensions of institutionalised Black 

majority church evangelical practices, except that they do so using relevant socio-cultural 

methods and cultural tools within a culturally relevant space. According to Wigley (2018), this 

process suggests that MCs who engage in this religious practice within these alternative 

spaces “quite often draw from the official institutions and narratives of religion but blend 

these sources into unofficial spaces of home, employment recreation, and journeys” (Wigley 

2018, p. 371-382).  

 

Therefore, as we consider the various alternative spaces enabling a gospel grime production, 

we must also conceive of these spaces as facilitating the development of the MC’s evangelical 

identity. Given that MCs move between different spaces beyond the walls of institutionalised 

Black majority churches to enable a gospel grime production – namely, community centres, 

street corners, car parks, open environment spaces, the bedroom, music studios, etc – gospel 

grime should not be understood as being tied to a fixed space, stage, or place. Rather, we 

must understand it as an everyday religio-musical movement which moves through a myriad 

of spaces, embodying a Black religious spatial practice which demonstrates the “shifting 

grounds of culture, power, and space” (Moore 1998, p. 327) cited in (Zanfagna 2011, p. 152).  

Furthermore, given the mobility of their Christian-identities and how it is mobilised in a range 

of different spaces, MCs engage in a politics of resistance which challenges the assumption 

that Christianity is performed upon a fixed stage and within a fixed institution.  

 

So far, I have connected the cultural production of gospel grime within alternative offline 

spaces to the local history of a Black religious spatial practice rooted in mid-late 20th century 



 206 

in Britain. Like the early beginnings of Black majority Pentecostal churches in Britain, gospel 

grime has developed primarily beyond the spatial borders of the institutionalised Black 

majority churches. This was due to the intergeneration divide caused by cultural tensions 

created because of divergent generational views on tradition v innovation as it relates to sonic 

and visual expressions, and material embodiment of Christianity. In turn, this has produced a 

politics of representation within a range of institutionalised Black majority churches. This 

politics, which initially caused Black Christian migrants in the early 20th century to leave 

White-led mainstream churches, would become a politics deeply entrenched within a range 

of Black majority churches, causing many to seek alternative spaces for Christian identity 

formation. Within a culturally relevant spaces, we now observe, particularly with the 

manifestation of gospel grime culture, how culturally innovative Black faith practices is 

performed beyond the borders of institutionalised churches223. As MCs informed me, by 

performing in various alternative offline spaces they, in fact, engage in evangelical work using 

cultural formats relevant to their identities, free from the religious surveillance and policing 

sensibilities of conservative gatekeepers within a range of institutionalised Black majority 

churches. 

 

Thus, I found it necessary to offer the above discussion as a means of contextualising the 

subsequent discussion on gospel grime within alternative digital spaces. Much like how gospel 

grime MCs have appropriated alternative offline spaces for the enabling of a gospel grime 

cultural production, they also make use of digital media spaces to extend their everyday 

 
223 Whilst gospel grime is predominantly performed beyond the walls of institutional church, there are occasions, 
through infrequent invitation by the church, where MC perform grime-orientated “worship” music.  
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offline Christian-orientated practices. In view of this, then, I wish to now turn my attention to 

the manifestations of gospel grime within the digital space. 

 

 In this section, I discuss how MCs spatialise gospel grime within the digital space for a myriad 

of purposes. All MCs interviewed for this dissertation have a significant online presence. 

During interviews and informal conversations, they referred me to several of their digital 

social media sites (namely, YouTube, Twitter, and Instagram), where they extend their offline 

practices. I observed that the most frequent digital social media platforms used are Twitter, 

Instagram, and YouTube. Important to note Is that I do not view the online activities of gospel 

grime MCs as disassociated or disconnected from their offline practices; rather, I see them as 

interrelated, with their online engagements serving as an extension of their everyday offline 

Christian-orientated identities.  

 

4.3 gospel grime and digital social media spaces 

 

Digital social media platforms are social technologies used by many people around the world. 

The various digital social media platforms available today – namely, Facebook, YouTube, 

twitter, Instagram, Snapchat, and Tik Tok – have all become significant social technologies of 

our time. These software-orientated social technologies provide users with a digital 

environment in which they can engage with other digital users through digital content and 

information sharing. They have become important social spaces where users build community 

and engage in forms of social identity formation. Also, these spaces serve as environments 

where users conduct significant aspects of their lives. Considering the scope of this thesis, one 
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significant aspect is the relationship between digital technologies and religious identity 

formation. Given the widespread use of digital technologies for religious purposes, scholars 

have offered systematic analysis of the intersections between religion (Christianity) and new 

media technologies (Campbell, 2013)224. Within this newly emerging discipline, they have 

pursed significant themes which works towards aiding our understanding of the importance 

of religion and new media, particularly in the 21st century. These themes include ritual, 

identity, community, authority, and authenticity (Campbell, 2013). I observe that at the heart 

of these thematic intersections is two fundamental questions: 1) how are religious-orientated 

users using new media to represent, engage, explore, navigate, and negotiate their religious 

identities?  And 2) how are they translating their religious identities and their associated 

religious practices – namely, worship, preaching, prayer, and evangelism – into digital 

activities within digital environments?  

 

Thus, as I consider the Christian-orientated identities of gospel grime MCs and their everyday 

use of digital social media platforms, I observe that they engage various digital social media 

spaces to pursue the practice of everyday lived religion (McGuire, 2008). Certainly, this is not 

surprising given that digital social media has become ingrained in people’s everyday lives. For 

gospel grime MCs, digital media platforms continue to inform how they practice Christianity 

in ways that reflect their everyday social realities. It is important to note that the significance 

of these digital social media platforms for gospel grime MCs, rests upon the idea that given 

the politics of representation and rejection which has often marginalised them within a range 

of (offline) institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches, the democratic nature of the 

 
224 See Campbell, H (2013). Digital Religion: Understanding religious practice in new media worlds 
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digital space allows for the visibility and legitimacy of their religio-musical, street-orientated 

brand of Christianity.  

 

The digital space has created a new world of possibilities for gospel grime MCs. Platforms 

such as Twitter, Instagram and YouTube, for instance, have all created space for MCs to do 

Christianity in ways that are palatable with their everyday lived experiences. Although the 

majority of MCs do not engage in formal institutionalised ritualistic religious worship practices 

within the digital spaces they make us of, they do, however, use the space for the 

manifestation of personal religious identities in a variety of ways. In fact, through a myriad of 

culturally innovative strategies and tactics they repurpose the digital space to sonically 

transmit and visually disseminate the material embodiment of their everyday Christian 

identities. In this sense, the digital spaces they appropriate may be understood as domains of 

religious enquiry, where everyday lived religion is digitally enacted. Conceiving of this and 

understanding online religion as lived religion, in “Online religion as lived religion: 

methodological issues in the study of religious participation on the internet method Helland 

(2005) notes:  

 

“In the case of online religion, people are living their religion on and through the 

internet medium. For those individuals who participate in online religious activity, 

there is no separation between their offline life and experiences and their online life 

and experiences, and their religious activities and worldview permeate both 

environments” (Helland 2005, p. 12).  
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Thus, owing to a variety of religio-musical practices MCs perform within the digital media 

spaces they appropriate, the internet, for them, is “not some place “” other”” but recognised 

as part of their everyday life” (Helland 2005, p. 12). In fact, as Helland further insist, through 

their engagement within these spaces MCs are, in fact, “extending their religious meaning 

and activity into that environment” (Helland 2005, p. 12). Also, important to note is that 

within these spaces, MCs live out their street-credible Christian identities free from the 

policing sensibilities of institutionalised Black majority church authorities. They engage in a 

type of Christian identity formation, a practice of everyday religion, “without paying much 

attention to what the institutional religion might say regarding dogmas and orthodoxy” 

suggesting that through an everyday lived religion praxis “people may ignore institutionally 

constructed boundaries that separate social life into distinct domains” (Francis & Bee Bee 

2020)225. I am not suggesting that MCs only appropriate digital media platforms for religious 

purposes. Rather, I am suggesting that the digital space is used for the joint purpose of doing 

religion and an arrangement of other activities. This, therefore, suggests that Christianity, 

from the perspective of the MC, is thus mediated in an everyday context; and digital social 

media spaces enables such praxis.   

  

Given the enmeshing of their subcultural identities – the ways in which they represent 

Christianity through grime and grime through Christianity – the various digital media spaces 

they appropriate has provided a space for the fluidity of their enmeshed Christian and grime 

identities. As the discussion has made clear thus far, owing to the uniqueness of their 

subcultural identity formation, MCs have had to deal with subordination and marginalisation 

 
225 See, Francis & Bee Bee (2020), social media, religion and shifting boundaries in globalising china 
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from the dominant cultures from which they emerge. Yet despite this, given their subordinate 

status within a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches, the significance 

of the digital space for them rests upon the fact that it facilitates the visibility of their unique 

Christian-orientated subcultural identities and legitimises their brand of Christianity as an 

embodiment of everyday lived religion in the digital age. Thus, before discussing how they 

engage digital media spaces for religious purposes, I wish to first discuss the significance of 

the digital space in creating a home for the often displaced dual identity formation of gospel 

grime MCs. I find this important to discuss owing to how the enmeshing of their grime and 

Christian identities constitutes their lived struggles for representation as alternative 

subcultural identities226.   

 

By representing their Christianity through grime and grime through Christianity, gospel grime 

MCs present themselves as subcultural identities drawing inspiration from the two dominant 

cultures they emerge from: Black majority Pentecostal and grime cultures. The enmeshing of 

both their Christian and grime identities and its manifestation within the digital space 

produces a subcultural reality which displays a type of “cultural distinctiveness” (Speers 2014, 

p.33). Part of this “cultural distinctiveness” stems from the fact that whilst the idea of 

“subculture” (Hebdige, 1979) has been traditionally associated with a practice of radical 

resistance performed by youth cultures (Hebdige 1979; Bennett 2000), the subcultural reality 

of gospel grime steers away from this variant of subcultural theory. In fact, gospel grime MCs 

do not perform radical resistance. The resistance they perform, on the contrary, to borrow 

 
226 I use the term “alternative subcultural identities” to account for the ways in which gospel grime MCs offer 
alternative ways of being grime and Black Christian. Their alternative way of being grime is represented through 
the alternative Christian-orientated social narrative they express lyrically and the lifestyle of Christian peculiarity 
they embody using grime aesthetics. Their alternative way of being Christian is represented through their street-
orientated brand of Christianity.   
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Gault’s (2015) phrase, is a “spiritual resistance” (Gault 2015, p. 88-89) where, on the one 

hand, by using grime musical resources to embody their Christian identity they engage in 

forms of unspoken resistance which disrupts hegemonic notions of Black- British Christianity 

and Black gospel music in Britain; and on the other hand, by expressing a Christian-orientated 

alternative social narrative to their “secular” (non-religious) grime counterpart, even as they 

use grime resources to do so, they disrupt hegemonic notions of grime music.  In view of this, 

then, the various digital media spaces they make use of supports the “spiritual resistance” 

they engage in by offering them the environment to transmit and exhibit their unique 

subcultural practice. Given this, I realised that a new model of subcultural analysis was 

needed to understand the significance of gospel grime as a subcultural practice departing 

from the radical resistance theories associated with traditional youth subcultural practices. In 

view of this, then, I ask:  

 

1) Why are digital social media spaces important for gospel grime MCs?  

2) How are MCs using digital social media spaces for the manifestation of their enmeshed 

Christian and grime subcultural identities?  

 

Considering the first question: Why are digital social media spaces important for gospel grime 

MCs? I observe that digital media spaces offer MCs the environment to engage in an 

alternative narrative which reflects their gospel grime subcultural identity. The main digital 

social media spaces used by MCs interviewed – namely, Twitter, Instagram, and YouTube – 

heightens the visibility of their “alternative” Christian-orientated social practice. What’s more 

is that these digital spaces allow MCs to reimagine grime as a space for religious identity 

formation. Owing to the democratic nature of the of the digital media spaces they use, within 
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these digital environments MCs are free to engage in an alternative Christian-orientated 

narrative which takes into consideration their material conditions and existential questions 

and reflections about the world they live in. Therefore, these digital media spaces are 

important MCs because within these spaces they can freely explore the duality of their 

enmeshed identities as Christian and grime without the restraints and constraints of the 

dominant cultures from which they emerge. And because the sonic and visual embodiment 

of their Christian-orientated subcultural identities is yet to be fully represented and accepted 

within a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches, MCs have 

appropriated digital social media spaces as an alternative space to freely navigate, negotiate, 

and explore their Christian-orientated grime subcultural identities.  

 

Secondly, given that “secular” (non-religious) grime communities are yet to fully acknowledge 

gospel grime, the digital space offers gospel grime MCs the space to represent Christianity 

through grime. Capturing the challenge of being Christian and grime, in his song, ‘Heart of a 

King’, from his 2018 album, Hands are Made for Working, Guvna B raps:  

 

“Too grimy for the church, but too churchy for the grime scene”227 

 

 In view of Guvna B reflection, digital social media spaces serve as significant alternative 

spaces for gospel grime MCs to perform “spiritual resistance” by challenging the politics of 

representation and rejection responsible for their low visibility within the dominant cultures 

from which they emerge. And interestingly, even as gospel grime they challenge the 

 
227 See Guvna B’s (2018) album ‘Hands are Made for Working’ 
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direct/indirect decline of the Black majority Pentecostal churches and the “secular” grime 

communities towards a practice of radical inclusion, we observe how, despite the decline, 

MCs remain connected to both traditions by displaying borrowings of “formal qualities” 

(Chapter 3) which reflect their Black majority Pentecostal church and grime heritage within 

the digital media spaces they appropriate. This leads me to the second question which I wish 

to address: How are MCs using digital social media spaces for the manifestation of their 

enmeshed subcultural identity? 

 

4.3.1 Somewhere in-between the Black church and grime  

 

As I consider how gospel grime MCs perform their enmeshed identities as Christian and grime 

within a range of digital social media spaces, I conceive of their performances as a 

performance depicting their dual subcultural identity formation. Here, the work of W.E.B Du 

Bois is significant and helpful. In his work, the soul of black folks, Du Bois introduces the idea 

of “double consciousness”, a concept which, for him, suggests the African-American as “ever 

feel[ing] his twoness” (W.E.B Du Bois 1903, p. 4) cited in (Gault, 2015). This feeling of 

“twoness” is, in fact, “two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals 

in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder” (Du Bois 

1903, p. 10-11) cited in (Nasar 2019, p. 51)228. In view of this, I consider the dual identity 

formation of gospel grime MCs as a reflection of Du Bois’s notion of double consciousness 

particularly given how MCs simultaneously embody Christianity and grime, and how they 

negotiate both worlds in one body, offline and online.  

 
228 See Nasar, (2019). W.E.B Du Bois, double consciousness and the ‘spirit’ of recognition  
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In the online space, for instance, the diverse (extra) religio-musical practices and 

performances displayed by gospel grime MCs demonstrates how they negotiate both their 

Christian and grime identities. By exploring their subcultural identities within the digital space, 

I notice that they “use several tools and practices from the dominant culture[s] in the creation 

of their own subcultural identity” (Gault 2015, p.88). Thus, to be Christian and grime, at once, 

creates a complex dual identity formation which carries with it “obstinate challenges” (Gault 

2015, p. 89). Part of this challenge is finding a suitable alternative space to disrupt the politics 

of representation and rejection brought about by the “multifarious ontologies of blackness 

and religion” (Gault 2015, p.89) which has problematised their subcultural identity formation 

as gospel grime identities. Thus, not fully integrated within a range of Black majority 

Pentecostal churches and neither fully accepted by the mainstream grime communities, 

gospel grime MCs are situated in an “in-between” space. The “in-between” space, which 

Guvna B characterises in his song as ‘Everywhere and Nowhere’ (Guvna B, 2021), functions as 

an alternative site created by gospel grime MCs through their “borrowing[s] from several 

domains in the construction of [their] own identity” (Gault 2015, p. 88-89). In this nebulous, 

borderless space, MCs reject fixed categorisations by “infiltrating the cultures of rap [grime] 

and the black church” (Gault 2015, p.89) simultaneously.  

 

They infiltrate both cultures by using an assortment of word and image-based digital social 

media platforms. For instance, MCs appropriate word-based digital platforms like Twitter to 

express their dual identity formation outside the traditional lyrical space. Through Twitter 

they express a myriad of Christian-centred thoughts: declarations of faith, religious mantras, 

sermon-like statements, personal reflections to God and with God, social and political 
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thought(s), as well as publishing excerpts of their performance practices. By exploring the 

Twitter accounts of MCs interviewed for this project, I highlight how they use Twitter for the 

aforementioned purposes. I compartmentalise these themes for the sake of clarity and 

narrative flow.  

 

4. 4. The digital word of gospel grime 

 

4.4.1 Twitter 

 

Except for Shardz, all MCs I spoke with have Twitter accounts where they tweet religious 

affirmations, declarations of faith, social and political statements, as well as personal 

reflections on everyday life. For the most part, however, they use the Twitter space to 

disseminate their Christian-orientated worldview, thus expanding gospel grime culture 

beyond the lyrical space.  

 

4.4.1.1 Declarations of faith   

 

Declaration of faith refers to a composition of phrases/statements expressed by MCs. These 

may either come in the form of prayers or Christian-orientated statements. Below are a few 
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examples229. I use images to illustrate the word-based construction of the Twitter space and 

how MCs embody their practices within this space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The above examples, all of which are declarations of faith, highlight how MCs take to word-

based social media platforms to declare their Christian-orientated identities publicly. Whilst 

in most cases MCs author their own declarations of faith, in other instances, through retweets 

(the ability to re-post the tweets of others) MCs re-post the declarations of faith authored by 

other twitter personalities, as a means concretising their own religious beliefs. Below are 

some examples.  

 
229 I use images to give a visual representation of how Twitter is used by MCs to demonstrate the extra religio-
musical activities of gospel grime MCs. These images support the idea that gospel grime is more than the music 
– it’s a culture with diverse practices.  
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By retweeting the declarations of faith of other Twitter users, MCs reinforce their Christian 

identities and affirm the religious identities of others, demonstrating Twitters’ capacity to 

provide space for religious community. Furthermore, through retweets MCs invite their 

imagined followers (Anderson, 2006) and the general Twitter public to partake in religious 

communion, interaction, and affirmation. This demonstrates the ways in which gospel grime 

MCs use modern digital technologies to embody a practice of religious fellowship and 

evangelism. Such practices also reflect how “the internet can facilitate a sense of 

togetherness in an online religious community” (Francis & BeeBee 2020, p. 261-274).  
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4.4.1.2 A Black Twitter pulpit?  

 

Some declarations of faith tweeted by MCs also read like sermon titles and statements. They 

appear to be what you might expect to hear within a range of Black majority churches during 

Black preaching. Like the above examples, these statements work towards affirming one’s 

belief and to offer encouragement to believers and non-believers who are brought into spatial 

proximity within the Twitter space. In some instances, MCs garner a response from their 

digital followers who, like congregants in Black majority churches, respond to the Black 

preachers’ call-and-response gestures (Chapter 3), through comments, retweets, and likes.  

Below are some examples of tweets which read like sermon titles/statements and responses 

from the MCs digital followers.  

 

 

 



 220 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Through the above examples we observe how, like the Black preacher within a range of Black 

majority Pentecostal churches who mounts the pulpit to deliver God’s word to the people, 

within the digital realm MCs also mount what might be considered the Twitter pulpit to offer 

a word of encouragement to their “imagined communities” (Anderson, 2006). By virtue of 
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their Twitter posts, I argue that MCs perform the dual role of preacher-MC (Perry, 2004). 

Through them, MCs simultaneously affirm their religious identity whilst also affirming the 

religious identity of those who interact with the post thus exhibiting how everyday lived 

religion is practiced within the digital realm.  

 

In addition to the sermon-like statements, like the Black preacher who uses music to 

embellish his/her message, MCs also post short videos of their music performances, either in 

the form of short excerpts of official music videos or captured live performances. These audio-

visual texts provide the sonic soundbites for what might be considered sermonic offerings 

given to the Twitter community by MCs. If we consider the Blackness (Palmer, 2010) of MCs 

along with their Black Pentecostal Christian heritage, we might conceive of the above 

examples which read like Black sermon statements, as extensions of Black majority 

Pentecostal church aesthetics enacted by MCs within the digital space.  

 

4.4.1.3 Tweeting God. 

 

Whilst Twitter may offer itself as a digital pulpit for MCs to disseminate the teachings of God 

to their Twitter followers, in other instances, MCs use the twitter space to communicate 

directly to God. Faith Child, for example, tweets “Thank you Lord for a new week” (Faith Child, 

2021)230. Meanwhile, Triple O renders a plea to God by tweeting “pass me not oh gentle 

saviour” (Triple O, 2020)231, whilst also requesting the presence of the Holy spirit by tweeting 

 
230 https://twitter.com/FaithChildMusic/status/1381534276836073490 
231 https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1281159125183930368  
 

https://twitter.com/FaithChildMusic/status/1381534276836073490
https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1281159125183930368
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“Holy spirit please come down…!” (Triple 2020)232. Therefore, considering these examples, 

Twitter presents MCs with a portal to the divine – a portal that gives them access to dialogue 

with God. In the process, the Twitter community – those who follow the MC – can hear the 

one-sided conversation between the MC and God. Through likes, comments, and retweets 

their Twitter followers partakes in the MC’s personal dialogue with God, demonstrating the 

ability of Twitter to offer space, like Black majority Pentecostal churches, for individual and 

collective communion. For those who do not wish to interact with the tweet, they are, 

nonetheless, able to observe the MC’s communication to God. In this sense, Campbell’s 

(2005) conception of the internet as a “sacramental space” rings true. This framework 

conceives of the digital space, as repurposed by MCs, as a “space for personal spiritual 

pursuits and a social spiritual support sphere” (Campbell 2005, p. 110-134).  

 

Whilst MCs frequently use Twitter as a space to express and articulate their Christian-

orientated identities, they also use the space to communicate social and political thought. In 

addition to performing “spiritual resistance”, they take to twitter to construct and perform 

political identity by commenting on issues that pertain to their social, cultural, and political 

formation as Black-British identities and, more broadly, as citizens within the African diasporic 

space. Political resistance, for them, as evidenced through their lyrics and, in this case, their 

tweets, has much to do with highlighting issues to do with systemic racism and oppression. 

For example, A star tweets: “Oppression coming left and centre, were living in testing times. 

Don’t lose hope, don’t lose faith. Keep striving.” (A star, 2021)233. He also highlights racism in 

a tweet by tweeting: “And they say Britain isn’t racist…” (A star 2021)234  

 
232 https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1277985649195450370 
233 https://twitter.com/AstarMusicUK/status/1372682708514701312 
234 https://twitter.com/AstarMusicUK/status/1369041271269056512 

https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1277985649195450370
https://twitter.com/AstarMusicUK/status/1372682708514701312
https://twitter.com/AstarMusicUK/status/1369041271269056512
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Whilst commenting on political issues, gospel grime MCs locate God in the process of their 

political commentary and acts of political resistance. For instance, using audio-visual 

performance material, Triple O tweets: “This is how I feel today hoping for a better tomorrow. 

#BlackLivesMatter”235 (2020), then follows up with a tweet which states, “In this season 

please do not negate the power of prayer. I’m not saying pray instead of protest, I’m just 

encouraging us all not to forget who God is” (Triple 0, 2020). Considering the above examples, 

not only do gospel grime MCs spread the word of God through their music within the digital 

space, but they also, through a Black religious spatial practice, covert these spaces into religio-

political grounds where they give voice to their Christian-orientated political imagination. In 

so doing, as we consider the examples above, MCs mount the Twitter pulpit to articulate a 

critique of social and political structures through a Christian worldview thus situating God 

within social and political crisis.  

 

Furthermore, the audio-visual material which often overtly address these issues, 

demonstrates a political act of resistance in which MCs engage in forms of resistance to 

oppression by spreading awareness of racial injustice through their audio-visual 

performances rooted in their Christian worldview. This cultural practice is significant because 

 
235 https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1268460488477806593 
In his Twitter post, Triple O refers to #BlackLivesMatter. Black Lives Matter is a decentralised political and social 
movement founded in America to voice out forms of state and institutional violence and oppression inflicted 
upon Black communities within the African diaspora. According to the Black Lives Matter website, and I quote 
directly, “black lives matter global network foundation Inc, is a global organization in the US, UK, and Canada 
whose mission is to eradicate white supremacy and build local power to intervene in violence inflicted on black 
communities by the State and vigilanties, creating space for black imagination and innovation, and centering 
black joy, we are wining immediate improvements in our lives”. See Black Lives Matter website for more 
information: https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/ 
 

https://twitter.com/TripleOmusic/status/1268460488477806593
https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/
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it suggests that digital spaces like Twitter allow MCs to engage in social and political discourse 

which affect them and members of their communities.  

 

Some MCs critique Black majority churches for their silence concerning racial violence and 

oppression affecting their communities236. As aforementioned in the above section, given the 

silence of a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches towards the social, 

political, and economic plight of Black communities, MCs have taken to digital social media 

spaces – in this case, Twitter – to express their social and political dispositions either through 

audio-visual material or through word-orientated expressions. Interestingly, this suggests 

that the MCs “biography of conversion” (Zanfagna 2017, p. 86), which centres their everyday 

experience through a Christian worldview, also accounts for their social and political thought. 

Therefore, owing to democratic nature of the digital space, Twitter offers MCs the space to 

simultaneously engage their religious and political self.  

 

As evidenced in the above discussion, MCs take to word-based platforms like Twitter to 

express the multivalent occurrences in their lives.  It presents them with the space to freely 

express their religious identities through culturally relevant means without the religious 

surveillance of a range of conservative institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches 

that has often stifled the manifestation of their street-credible brand of Christianity. 

Interestingly and paradoxically, whilst MCs take to Twitter to perform what I consider to be 

 
236 In an online interview with Nicky Gumbel, Christian-orientated Guvna B, one of gospel grime’s cultural  
pioneers, speaks on how the institutionalised churches remains silent and complicit on matters of racial injustice 
concerning Black communities. In this interview, Guvna makes his disposition clear: he believes that the church 
must speak out on racial issues, especially given that Black people, who experience racial violence, attend a 
range of institutionalised Black majority churches which remain silent and complicit towards such issues. For full 
interview see:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_8nn1pY8r7o&t=257s 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_8nn1pY8r7o&t=257s
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an unspoken resistance to aspects of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches237, 

they sometimes extend and exhibit some of its practices within the various digital spaces they 

make use of. To understand why and how this might be, I consider the MCs intergenerational 

Christian household and their cultural links to a range of institutionalised Black majority 

Pentecostal churches – a cultural institution which first cultivated their early Christian 

identities. Reworked and repurposed by MCs, the Twitter space thus becomes a multipurpose 

space: 1) a religious ground allowing MCs to express their religious identities; 2) a political 

ground in which they engage in conversations around social justice issues, and 3) an artistic 

ground where they showcase their artistry and artistic identities. The ways in which MCs 

deploy the Twitter space reflects the ways in which, traditionally, the Black church space has 

produced institutions within an institution.  

 

Therefore, considering the multi-usage of the Twitter space by MCs, I make the case that 

Twitter allows for the production of the MC’s multivalent subcultural reality, one which 

facilitates the production of a de-institutionalised brand of Christianity.   

 

4.5 The digital image of gospel grime 

 

In addition to using word-based platforms such as Twitter to engage in alternative modes of 

Christian identity formation, MCs also use image-based digital social media platforms, 

particularly the likes of YouTube and Instagram, to visually represent their street-credible 

religio-musical brand of Christianity. These image-driven platforms, which combine audio 

 
237 Some MCs take to online space to voice out their critique of institutionalised Black churches.  



 226 

with visuals, allowing for an audio-visual communicative power, create space for MCs to 

visually express their street-coded brand of Christianity.  

4.5.1 YouTube   

 

The debut of YouTube in 2005, an audio-visual (video-orientated) sharing site, ushered in new 

forms creativity. Since its debut, the digital social media site has inspired millions of people 

to engage in grassroots video creation. The ability to weave together audio and visual 

elements in one format, and through an accessible medium, has empowered musicians with 

a creative communicative force which strengthens their artistic identities. For the grime music 

scene, YouTube, as Charles (2016) explains, has “contributed to grime’s expansion” thus 

“enabling more people insightful access to the music and subculture” (Charles 2016, p. 199).  

 

Since gospel grime’s YouTube debut in the 2007 via the song, ‘Bibles Bibles’, gospel grime 

MCs have, since then, used YouTube as a space to publicly circulate their unique brand of 

Christianity, demonstrating what Ingalls (2016), in her work, Worship on the Web: 

Broadcasting devotion through worship, considers as the way “[…] YouTube ha[s] enabled 

music and religious practice to become conjoined in new and complex ways” (Ingalls 2016, p. 

293). Using YouTube’s search engine, a search for “gospel grime” generated a plethora of 

audio-visual content posted by various registered YouTube accounts. This discovery was 

significant because it revealed that there was, in fact, a gospel grime digital archive, allowing 

me as a researcher to conduct an analysis of gospel grime as a unique Black-British Christian-

orientated subcultural practice.  



 227 

For a focused analysis for the purpose of this chapter, I limited my search to content featuring 

the MCs interviewed for this project – namely, Triple O, Icie, Faith Child, A star music, and 

Shardz. In the process of my search, I discovered a variety of audio-visual content featuring 

these MCs: official music videos, video footages of captured live performances, vlogs, and 

interviews. Many of these videos, regardless of genre and stylistic formation, garner hundreds 

and hundreds of thousands of views from other YouTube users and generates a string of 

comments, and inspires hundreds, if not thousands, of users to subscribe to the individual 

accounts of MCs. One significant audio-visual format I wish to examine are the uploaded 

official music videos of MCs.  

 

Rose (1994) explains that “[m]usic videos is a collaboration in the production of popular 

music; It revises meanings, provides preferred interpretations of lyrics, creates stylistic and 

physical context for reception; and valorise the iconic presence of the artist” (Rose 1994, p. 

9). Within gospel grime performance culture, official music videos are important because they 

offer visual readings of the MCs’ Christian-orientated lyrical narrative, providing viewers with 

an additional epistemological context for understanding the enmeshed subcultural identity 

of gospel grime MCs. Many of these music videos reflect a grime visual aesthetic, one which 

affirms the MCs inner-city environment and their Black-British identities. Like how the sonic 

identity of their music semiotically reflect their post-industrial environments (Chapter 3), the 

visual references found in many of these videos visually animate these environments. 

 

 The social furniture serving as the backdrop to these videos, for instance – “social housing 

and council estates” (Charles 2016, p. 105), disused urban buildings, inner-city street 

environments, as well as car-park locations – visually demonstrates a grime iconography, one 
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which visually represents “black marginality” and the “specificity of spatial, ethnic, temperate, 

and psychological facets” (Rose 1994, p. 11). And yet, the artistic decision to project these 

visual cues in their official music videos is a deliberate artistic choice by gospel grime MCs, 

one which authenticates their everyday London inner-city Christian-orientated grime 

identities. Alluding to this, in their article, The Grime scene: social media, Music, Creation, and 

Consumption, McGrath, Chamberlain, Benford (2016) notes that “the visual imagery” in these 

music videos “provides a sense of identity, a recognisable visual cue which signifies 

authenticity” (McGrath, Chamberlain & Benford 2016) thus embodying the notion of “keepin’ 

it real” (Speers, 2014).  

 

Therefore, in harmony with the MC’s Christ-centred lyrics, the visual narrative projected in 

these music videos communicate the shifting terms of “black marginality” (Rose 1994, p. 11) 

and how MCs navigate this social reality through a Christian worldview. To support this point, 

I refer to A star’s promotional video for his album Born and Raised, published on YouTube. 

Speaking of his experiences, in the video A star (2020)238 reflects:  

 

“Growing up in Leytonstone, pressure, struggle, survival. 

A young boy raised up in an area in London,  

who loves his area but has seen so much pain around his area. 

He’s seen good, he’s seen bad. 

But mostly, he’s seen struggle. 

He’s seen violence 

 
238 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wruRk2-mH18&t=20s 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wruRk2-mH18&t=20s
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He’s seen drugs 

He’s seen death 

And, in the midst of that, he has had to battle with his Identity. 

And in that, God calls him, 

turns his life around but continues to allow him to be within that area of struggle and 

survival. 

So, within that area of struggle and survival, having faith in the mix, 

He’s trying juggle everything and point it back to his faith”. (A star 2020).  

 

Supporting his narrative is a visual montage which conveys A star’s local environment.239 

These images reflect his upbringing and his everyday experiences, situating him within his 

personal environment. The overt references to his Christian faith in the narrative, along with 

the visual images which serve as a backdrop to the narrative, aminates the way in which 

Christianity is mobilised beyond the walls of institutionalised churches and intersects with the 

MC’s everyday inner-city lived experiences.  Interestingly, YouTube gives us a visual context 

to understand how, In A star’s words, “Christ and Grime” combine (A star, 2016). The audio 

and visual relations in these videos, particularly the visual images serving as the backdrop to 

the oral performance of the MC, visually depict how Christianity is mobilised by MCs and how 

they locate, negotiate, and engage it within their social environments.  

 

It appears then that YouTube performs a significant role in the socialisation of the spectators’ 

eyes. Through the visual cues presented in the audio-visual content, spectators (viewers) may 

 
239 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wruRk2-mH18&t=20s 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wruRk2-mH18&t=20s
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expand their imagination about grime and Black-British Christianity, disrupting hegemonic 

perceptions of both cultures whilst also, in the process, forging new ways of thinking about 

both grime culture and Black Christianity in Britain. During interviews, MCs informed me that 

they desired to disrupt negative stereotypes associated with grime music by providing an 

alternative narrative to the disingenuous narrative expressed in “secular” (non-religious) 

grime. Through their music videos, one which sonically and visually communicates the 

enmeshing of Black-British Christianity and grime, MCs encourage us to conceive of new ways 

of thinking about grime and Christianity.  

 

Through gospel grime official music videos, we observe how Christianity is represented 

through grime and how grime is represented through Christianity. Furthermore, owing to the 

publication of their subcultural practice on YouTube, via audio-visual content, we observe 

how MCs perform forms of resistance by challenging the negative portrayals of Black-British 

male identities. Through their YouTube videos, gospel grime MCs encourage viewers who may 

have been conditioned to think negatively about grime cultures, to reimagine grime, through 

gospel grime, as subcultural practice that is able to produce alternative kinds of Black-British 

male identities.   

 

4.5.2 Instagram   

 

Launched into the public domain in October 2010, Instagram, according to Hu et al (2014) “is 

a relatively new form of communication where users can easily share their updates by taking 

photos” (Hu et al., 2014, p. 595). The popularisation of Instagram as an image-based  (and 
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recently, audio-visual) sharing platform, according to Baulch and Pramiyanti (2018), 

evidences the “increasing importance of visual texts in contemporary culture” which calls for 

an “urgent need for greater attention to images in the study of online identity performances 

[…]” (Highfield & Leaver, 2016) summarised in (Baulch and Pramiyanti, 2018). The use of 

Instagram by gospel grime MCs, particularly how they use the platform to visually 

demonstrate the embodiment of their Black-British Christian-orientated identities, is of 

interest and calls for attention.  

 

In addition to using YouTube, all MCs interviewed for this project informed me that they all 

have personal Instagram accounts. Like YouTube, they appropriate Instagram as a means of 

visually display how they embody of their everyday Christian-orientated identities. As a 

predominately photo-sharing, image-based platform, we observe how they visually represent 

their Christianity through grime and how grime is visually represented through Christianity.  

Perhaps one of the most significant advantages of exploring their Instagram page is getting to 

know how each MC embody their faith through urban attire. Through their posts, I observed 

how urban fashion bares it obvious marks (DeHanas, 2013) on the ways in which MCs 

negotiate their Black-British Christian-orientated identities within the space of grime. 

 

 During interviews with A star and Shardz, I was informed that fashion plays an important role 

in gospel grime culture. A star explained that part of the culture is about the “swag240, the 

kinda tracksuits, the new era241, you know, the air Max 90’s242”. Similarly, for Shardz, gospel 

 
240 Street term for grime fashion.  
241 New Era baseball caps (hats) 
242 Nike trainers.  
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grime culture “has swag to it” (Shardz, 2020). When I asked Shardz, what are the things that 

has stayed with you now that you are a gospel grime artist? He explained:  

 

“I think also in terms of my swag; that hasn’t really changed. Obviously, I use to wear 

my trousers low batts. That’s changed up a bit but my love for tracksuits has not. I 

think that came from grime culture, where every man used to have a tracksuit, air 

force 1’s. I still love all of that. That hasn’t really changed. I want people to be able to 

see that you can still have an interest for certain things, even as a Christian, it doesn’t 

mean that certain things you like before, you do not necessarily like now. So again, 

clothing-wise, I came from that grime era; that has still been carried through now. So 

those things have really stayed with me” (Shardz, 2020).  

 

Image-based digital social media sites such as YouTube and Instagram, offer viewers visual 

references of how street-credible fashion (attire) serves as the material embodiment of an 

everyday gospel grime lived faith practice. Whilst Instagram allows us as spectators (viewers) 

to observe how Christianity and grime is visually embodied by MCs, for some the MCs 

Instagram means something much significant to them. Here, Shardz explained: 

 

“I use this platform [Instagram] because I believe it’s an opportunity to connect with 

a wider audience, provide context that is helpful, encouraging, and inspiring. Be 

inspired by other people and learn from others on Instagram. Network with other 

people” (Shardz, 2021) 
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Evidenced in Shardz’ explanation is the importance of networking, community and belonging. 

The social and communal space provided by Instagram offers MCs the ability their everyday 

lived experiences as Christian and grime with the world. In response, their followers may 

either like the post or share their thoughts about it in the comments section. Such 

participatory functions offered by Instagram facilitates the creating of networks and 

communities, enabling a support system for the MC. The relational nature of Instagram 

coincides with the relational nature of gospel grime culture, where community, fellowship, 

and belonging serve as its major social systems. Through Instagram, MCs are able to forge 

connections and create networks with other gospel grime MCs as well as with an “imagined 

community” (Anderson, 2006).  

 

Within gospel grime culture, community and belonging are important to MCs. In view of this, 

we might consider digital spaces as important sites facilitating religious networks and the 

building of religious communities. The use of image-based digital media platforms thus works 

towards not only visualising how MCs embody their everyday Black-British Christian-

orientated identities but also how they appropriate these platforms to find and express 

community and belonging, whilst pledging allegiance to their Christian-orientated subcultural 

world through image-driven content. Therefore, given the religious identity of gospel grime, 

like Twitter and YouTube, I consider Instagram to be a space which allow MCs to negotiate 

their enmeshed Christian and grime identities through visual narrative. Through Instagram 

they “display material aspects of their religious identities” (Campbell & Evolivi 2019, p. 8-9)243. 

 
243 See Campbell & Evolivi, (2019). Contextualizing current digital religion research on emerging technologies.  
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The “material aspects” they display within the digital space reflects how they embody their 

faith in an everyday context.   

 

4.6 Conclusion  

 

The purpose of this chapter has been to explore the alternative offline and online spaces 

which enable a gospel grime cultural production. Frist, it was important for me to 

contextualise the discussion by first introducing the idea of a Black religious spatial practice 

to theoretically ground the discussion. This concept, coined by me, has supported the 

discussion by offering a theoretical framework which helps us understand how religious 

subjectivities repurpose and make meaning out of alternative non-religious spaces. Following 

the introduction of this theoretical framework, I offered a discussion on how, through a Black 

religious spatial practice, Black Christians within the diaspora have appropriated alternative 

non-religious spaces for religious purposes. Such a practice, as the discussion has informed 

us, has come about owing to the history of Black marginalisation within mainstream, White-

led institutionalised church spaces. In the discussion, I traced the Black religious spatial 

practice by Black Christians to the “invisible church” experiences of enslaved Africans within 

the African diaspora.  

 

Demonstrating how this Black religious spatial practice is performed locally, I offered a 

discussion which traced this religious practice to the 20th century, a period in which African-

Caribbean Christian migrants repurposed the “front room” for religious purposes owing to 

the racism they experienced in White-led mainstream churches. Following the formation of 
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institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches in Britain, which had been born out of 

the “front room” experience, I discussed how conservative gatekeepers within the early 

history of Black majority Pentecostal churches in Britain became aesthetically averse to 

alternative sonic expressions of Christianity. The use of popular music styles for worship 

engagements by young adults within the church space was considered by them as 

transgressive (McKenzie 2014; Muir 2018). Given this, young, Black, and gifted Black majority 

Pentecostal church musicians and gospel music outfits who used popular music styles for 

worship were ostracised by conservative gatekeepers within the church tradition. Therefore, 

to engage in a Christian faith formation practice which resonated with their social and cultural 

identities, they took to alternative spaces – the “concert scene” – to sonically perform their 

popular music brand of Christianity.  

 

Likewise, given the proliferation of hip hop culture during this period, those who identified as 

Christian and hip hop – who engaged hip hop aesthetics and iconography to represent their 

Christian identities – were considered “worldly” (Cummings, 2000). As a result, MCs 

spatialised their practices within alternative spaces. With the emergence of gospel grime 

culture, we observe how gospel grime MCs, enacting a Black religious spatial practice, take to 

alternative offline/online spaces to explore their enmeshed Christian and grime identities. In 

addition to appropriating alternative offline spaces, they spatialise their religio-musical 

practices within the digital space, demonstrating how the offline realities of MCs coincides 

with their online realities. As this chapter has suggested, MCs use a range of digital social 

media spaces to perform conscious expansions of the “sacred”, demonstrating how the 

various digital social media spaces they use enable the production of their Christian-

orientated subcultural identities. Central to the discussion was the idea that within the spaces 
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they appropriate, MCs demonstrate how their Christian-orientated identity is mobilised and 

spatialised within a variety of different social contexts. And given their subcultural identity 

formation as Christian and grime, and how they embody it within the spaces they appropriate, 

I argue that MCs demonstrate how everyday lived religion takes shape within alternative 

spaces.    
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion(s)  

5.1 Introduction  

 

The purpose of this chapter is to explore the key findings of this research project. In this 

concluding chapter, I evaluate and reflect on the main findings within the thesis. In my 

evaluations and reflections, I offer a discussion which sheds light on the key findings of each 

chapter and how each chapter meets the aims and objectives of the study. Following this, I 

then discuss the wider implications of this research, before setting out my future 

recommendations for future scholarship.  

5.2 Chapter summaries and main findings  

 

The main aim of this thesis has been to explore gospel grime culture. As an alternative 

Christianised space to its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart, where the “badman 

aesthetic” (Swain 2018, p. 5) takes lyrical form, gospel grime emerged as a “Christian 

alternative” (Guvna B, 2011) with the aim of combating the negativity in grime music culture. 

As evidenced in the findings, gospel grime does what I am characterising as an “alternative 

work” to its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart. In the gospel grime space, Christian-

orientated MCs who identify as Christian and grime reimagine and repurpose the cultural 

space of grime and use it to explore and express their London inner-city Black-British 

Christian-orientated identities.  
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5.2.1 Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

In the introductory chapter, I offered an overview of gospel grime and introduced the scope 

of the project. Within the chapter, I introduced the projects research aims and objectives, 

methodology, literature review, and the outline and organisation of chapters. Following this, 

within the chapter I introduced gospel grime as a form of everyday lived religion244 (McGuire, 

2008) given its Christian-orientated identity and its manifestations beyond the walls of 

institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches. Following on from this, by introducing 

the question “What is gospel grime?”, I was able to offer an initial definition of the music 

before an in-depth exploration of the culture which would follow in subsequent sections. I 

found it necessary to contextualise all subsequent discussions on gospel grime culture by first 

introducing the social actors who enable a gospel grime cultural production – particularly 

those interviewed for this project. Under the rubric, gospel grime Social Actors: Social, Racial, 

Economic positionality, I communicated the social, racial, economic, and class formation of 

MCs interviewed for this project as a way of demonstrating that gospel grime is a 

predominately Black-British male-gendered, Christian-orientated religio-musical subcultural 

genre emerging from London inner-cities.  

 

Furthermore, given the wide-scale representation of Black-British identities within gospel 

grime culture, taking inspiration from Halls’ (1993) classic essay, “What is black in black 

popular culture?” I also raised the question, “What is “Black” in gospel grime?” Raising this 

question assisted me in accounting for the manifold ways in which I use the term “Black” 

 
244 “Faith and practice in everyday life”  
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within the this: to account for the bodily reality of gospel grime MCs and their everyday 

material conditions; the Black diasporic sonic formation of genre, as well as the dual 

relationship between gospel grime and institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches.  

 

Furthermore, the main aim of the chapter was to introduce the cultural politics surrounding 

the subcultural identity of gospel grime, particularly within the dominant cultures that inform 

the genre’s subcultural identity: namely, Black majority Pentecostal church cultures and 

“secular” (non-religious) grime culture. As highlighted in the chapter, one of the more 

significant cultural political issues which gospel grime MCs deal with, particularly in view of 

their relationship with a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches, is the 

politics surrounding “sacred” and “secular” binary formations. Foregrounding the discussion 

in a transgenerational narrative which brings to bare the ways in which binary formations 

such as the “sacred” and “secular” have problematised contemporary expressions of Black 

gospel music, in the chapter I made the case for the denaturalisation of “sacred” and “secular” 

binaries – particularly given its falsity in African-derived music, where the “sacred” and 

“secular” are enmeshed and intertwined (Reed, 2003). Following on from this, it was 

important for me to locate gospel grime within the Black sacred music tradition, particularly 

given the genre’s Christian-orientated identity and its cultural ties to the Black sacred music 

tradition within the African diaspora. In the section, I highlighted the historically rooted 

politics of representation which has problematised popular music-orientated manifestations 

of Christianity locally and globally. I presented this narrative as a means of contextualising the 

existence of gospel grime within the cultural lineage of Black gospel music genres.  
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Following this, it was also important for me to introduce the idea of gospel grime 

(dis)placements. This section revealed that owing to the ways in which gospel grime MCs use 

grime iconography and aesthetics to represent their Christian identities, they have often been 

displaced from the cultural spaces that has nurtured their religious, social, and cultural 

development. This displacement has often left MCs ‘Everywhere + Nowhere’, as Guvna B 

laments in his album, Everywhere + Nowhere (Guvna B, 2020), and has had economic 

implications on their everyday material livelihood. Furthermore, the idea of (dis)placement is 

useful because it contextualises subsequent discussions within chapters where I highlight the 

alternative spaces that MCs have had to occupy in order do gospel grime, particularly owing 

to the displacement they experience from the cultural spaces influencing the genre’s 

subcultural formation. Therefore, chapter 1 served as an introductory chapter where I could 

bring to the forefront the various politics, tensions, and contradictions which brought me to 

the present intellectual journey on gospel grime. It also allowed me to introduce major 

themes, concepts, and gaps in literature.  

 

5.2.2 Chapter 2: Constructing A genealogy of gospel grime  

 

 As stated in the introduction, one of the central aims and objectives of this dissertation was 

to first attend to the history and development of gospel grime by constructing a genealogy of 

the music245. I was able to achieve this in Chapter 2, where I traced gospel grime music to the 

early Christian hip hop tradition which emerged in London during the late 20th century, after 

the importation of American hip hop culture (Speers, 2014).Within the chapter, it was clear 

 
245 The history and placement of gospel grime within a musical family tree.  
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that although gospel grime emerged as part of grime’s sonic event during the early 21st 

century, it did not emerge out of a vacuum; rather, it emerged from earlier traditions which 

paved a way for its existence. Owing to the birth of hip hop in the African-American 

experience (Rose 1994; Perry 2004) and its global proliferation through the process of 

globalisation, hip hop arrived in London (Speers 2014) through cultural artifacts imported 

through Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 1993) channels and had found a home in the everyday lived 

experiences of London’s multi-ethnic, inner-city, working-class identities who appropriated 

its sound, image, and cultural practices as a basis of their Identity formation (Speers, 2014).  

 

Therefore, as hip hop became highly popular amongst multi-ethnic youths in London. It had 

been localised and “repurposed” to reflect the everyday existential concerns of local young 

working-class adults. Likewise, for a generation of Christian-orientated MCs who identified as 

Christian and hip hop and required a culturally relevant space to represent their hip hop-

orientated brand of Christianity, hip hop offered them the space to explore, navigate, and 

negotiate their Christian identities. Although the paucity of research on the tradition made it 

difficult to carry out in-depth musical analysis, based on the available journalistic writings of 

cultural commentators (Cummings, 2000), however, as well as comments and references 

made in interviews by research informants, I was able to construct a history which made the 

case for a close-knit Christian hip hop scene that had emerged in Britain during the late 20th 

century, one which paved the way for subsequent generations to explore their Christian 

identities using street-coded aesthetics. As the chapter progressed, we observed how, 

following in the Christian hip hop lineage, a predominately Black Christian cohort, in the wake 

of grime’s emergence as a major sonic event of the early 21st century (White 2014, Bramwell 
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2011, Charles 2016), would explore their Christian identities using the space of grime, forming 

into a religio-musical genre branded as gospel grime.   

 

Some of the key findings within the chapter was that grime music culture, a 21st century local 

and “repurposed” (Bennett, 2000) variant of hip hop, emerged as musico-cultural movement 

reflecting and representing the marginalised voices of young, Black-British working-class 

identities geographically situated in London inner-cities.  Whilst, indeed, themes projected in 

its lyrical space often reflect life at the margins and the sometimes overtly “disingenuous 

lifestyles” of its makers (Swain 2018, p.4), the chapter revealed that gospel grime emerged as 

a “Christian alternative” (Guvna B, 2011), with MCs within the Christianised grime space 

lyrically expressing “respectable street tropes” (Swain 2018, p.8) mediated through a 

Christian-orientated worldview. Given that the history and development of the genre was at 

the core of the chapters focus, using data gleaned from online research as well as the data 

gathered from in-depth, semi-structured interviews with key exemplars within scene, I was 

able to map out the development of the gospel grime scene, identifying its roots and routes 

of entry as well as other significant cultural events within the scene’s development.  

 

Other significant issues explored within the chapter was the marginalisation of gospel grime 

within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches, often due to the decline from within a 

range of churches towards invitations of radical inclusivity. This decline, as the chapter 

revealed, led to the manifestations of the music in alternative spaces beyond the walls of 

Institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches. Given the initial resistance of a range 

of Black majority Pentecostal churches towards the enabling of the cultural production of 

gospel grime within the church space (based on its strict moral codes and its inherent 



 243 

respectability politics), the chapter revealed the ways in which gospel grime MCs, through a 

DIY (do-it-yourself) entrepreneurial ethics, and a relentless commitment to taking the gospel 

to the street, created an alternative Christianised grime scene which proliferated during the 

early 2000s and 2010s. Despite the scene’s strong activity during this period, it experienced a 

decline in overall cohesiveness mid-way through the 2010’s. However, it is now (post-2019)in 

a process of resurgence. 

 

 In this chapter, I was able to achieve one of the overarching research aims of this thesis: to 

construct a genealogy of Black sacred music tied to an urban street aesthetic. I was able to 

achieve this through several research methods – namely, online research and data obtained 

through in-depth, semi-interviews. Conclusively, chapter 2 was intended to lay down the 

foundations for subsequent chapters.  

 
 

5.2.3 Chapter 3: Musico-cultural analysis: The formal qualities of gospel grime 

 
Having constructed a genealogy of gospel grime in chapter 2, Chapter 3 set out to provide a 

musico-cultural analysis of the genre, highlighting the formal qualities and characteristics 

which, altogether, inform the subcultural identity of gospel grime. As I highlighted the formal 

qualities (core elements) of gospel grime, I found it necessary to culturally contextualise each 

formal quality by linking them, where necessary, to diasporic music cultures.  As discussed, 

one of the key findings in the chapter was that gospel grime draws some of its sonic and 

aesthetic qualities from diasporic music streams within the Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 1993). 

Furthermore, owing to the Black Christian-orientated identity of those who make up the 

major population of gospel grime, I was able to make connections between the formal 
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qualities of gospel grime as displayed by MCs to the cultural and aesthetic practices 

performed within a range of institutionalised Black majority Pentecostal churches, as 

displayed by the Black preacher and Black congregants. This comparative analysis was made 

possible due to MCs having an ongoing (or previous) relationship with a range of Black 

majority Pentecostal churches, where Christianity is manifested and mediated through an 

assortment of African-derived qualities.  

 

Another major finding within the chapter was that as I contemplated the question: “What 

formal qualities distinguishes gospel grime from its “secular” (non-religious) counterpart? I 

discovered that in the absence of gospel grime lyrics, owing to the shared sonic identity 

between gospel grime and its “secular” (non-religious) grime counterpart, it became 

somewhat a formidable endeavour deciphering a difference between the two sonically 

similar musical streams based on sonic profiling. However, it was discovered that for each 

formal quality explored (this, of course, in the absence of lyrics), it is ultimately the Christian-

orientated worldview of gospel grime MCs which gives each formal quality its Christianised 

identity.  

 

More specifically, it is the MCs Christian-conversion event and the Christian-orientated lyrics 

following this event, which serves as the genre’s most distinctive formal quality. More 

broadly, the chapter established gospel grime as a space of Christian peculiarity – a space in 

which MCs express and display discipline to God as expressed through their Christian-

orientated lyrics. Within this Christianised grime space, gospel grime MCs take pride in their 

Christian and grime identities by displaying formal qualities which reveal their enmeshed 

subcultural identity formation. The use of these formal qualities within the space, all of which 
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reflect the MCs dual subcultural heritage, serve as ongoing cultural and social investments 

towards in their subcultural identity.  It was clear within the chapter that the formal qualities 

which make up the genre’s subcultural aesthetic has facilitated a sense of personal meaning, 

individual and collective identity, and religious community-building. Furthermore, the 

embodiment of these formal qualities by gospel grime MCs lends itself to a street-credible 

brand of Christianity situated within London inner-city social environments.  

 

Therefore, taking into consideration one of the main aims of the thesis, this chapter explored 

some of the ways in which MCs navigate their Christian-orientated identities using grime 

cultural resources and aesthetics. Data for this chapter emerged from in-depth semi-

structured interviews, critical listening, and online audio-visual analysis.  

 

5.2.4 Chapter 4: “Beyond the church”: gospel grime in alternative (digital) spaces  

 

Delving deeper into online research, chapter 5 explored the manifestations of gospel grime 

in alternative offline/online spaces beyond the spatial borders of institutionalised Black 

majority Pentecostal churches. Whilst the focus of the chapter was to explore gospel grime 

culture in various digital spaces, it was important for me to first lay down a theoretical 

foundation by first introducing the notion of a Black religious spatial practice which 

theoretically considers the ways in which “subjectivities move through, use, alter, and make 

meaning out of space” (Zanfagna 2011, p. 146). By introducing this theoretical framework at 

the start of the chapter, I was able to provide a theoretical foundation for subsequent 
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discussions which explored the enabling of a gospel grime cultural production within 

alternative spaces – offline and online.  

 

I first introduced the notion of a Black religious spatial practice to explain how Black Christian 

subjectivities have always taken to and appropriated non-religious alternative spaces for the 

manifestation of their religious identities.  In the 20th century, for instance, this was premised 

on a politics of race and representation within White-led mainstream churches which led to 

Black Christian migrants repurposing space (the “front room”) for religious purposes. As the 

discussion revealed, Black Christian identities continued to repurpose space for religious 

purposes throughout the late 20th century in Britain. Owing to a politics of representation 

which emerged out of divergent views on acceptable expression of faith, we observed how 

young Black church musicians and artists who appropriated popular music styles for the 

expression of their faith, took to alternative spaces to explore and express their unique brand 

of Christianity, given the aesthetic aversion towards their musical brand of Christianity by 

conservative gatekeepers within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches. One of the 

interesting questions raised in the discussion was: how is it that the Black church, which was 

created, in part, in resistance to issues of marginalisation and disenfranchisement faced by 

Black religious subjectivities within White-led mainstream churches during the mid-20th 

century, became an institution that would reproduce forms of oppression and marginalisation 

towards its members based on their unique expressions of Christianity?  As the discussion 

revealed, it was clear that owing to the religious surveillance and policing sensibilities of 

conservative gatekeepers within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches, an 

alternative space was created by a younger generation of Black majority Pentecostal church 

musicians and artists for the manifestation of their unique brand of Christianity: the concert 
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scene (McKenzie 2014; Muir 2018). What appeared to be an intergeneration divide centred 

on a politics of representation and acceptability within a range of Black majority Pentecostal 

churches during the late 20th century, had resurfaced in the early 21st century with the 

manifestation of gospel grime culture. Given the decline of the church towards a politics of 

radical inclusion, a new generation of Christian-orientated MCs, like their predecessors, took 

to alternative spaces for the manifestations of their unique brand of Christianity.   

 

As the data obtained from in-depth, semi-structured interviews and internet research has 

revealed, most gospel grime performances were held in alternative spaces beyond the walls 

of institutionalised church spaces, demonstrating the continuity of a transgenerational Black 

religious spatial practice rooted in a Black-British religious experience. In the discussion within 

the subsection, gospel grime in alternative offline spaces, it was discovered that given the 

politics of representation and acceptance which has often rendered gospel grime practically 

invisible within a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches, MCs have taken to alternative 

non-religious, inner-city offline spaces to “fashion their own worship spaces” (Jones 2015, p. 

27), demonstrating a transference of power and authority to the subject and in time and 

space.  

 

It was clear through critical analysis of a plethora of audio-visual material archived within 

YouTube’s database, that within these alternative offline spaces – spaces which enable a 

gospel grime cultural production – we see mirroring’s of Black majority Pentecostal church 

qualities: i.e., the call-and-response relationship between the preacher/congregation 

demonstrated thorough the relationship between MCs and their audience within the 

alternative spaces they use. Moving to the heart of the chapter, we observed in the discussion 
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on gospel grime within the digital space, how the manifestations of gospel grime within a 

range of appropriated digital social media spaces embodies the MCs offline realities. After all, 

as Speers (2014) notes, “online identities are […] are not necessarily false but can be viewed 

as meaningful extensions of one’s offline life” (Speers 2014, p. 221).  

 

In the chapter, I found it necessary to, once again, highlight the dislocation and displacement 

politics gospel grime MCs deal with, which often leads to the appropriation and “repurposing” 

of alternative spaces. Using Gault’s (2015) theoretical framework, “betweenness” (Gault 

2015, p. 88-89) , a framework she uses to account for the dual identity formation of gospel 

rappers who have been displaced from the dominant cultures which inform their identity 

formation, I was also able to demonstrate how, owing to the politics of representation, the 

dual identity formation of gospel grime MCs which produces a unique subcultural reality, has 

placed them within a nebulous  space – somewhere “in-between”. This space is referred to 

by Guvna B as the ‘Everywhere + Nowhere’ space, as indicated in the title of his album, 

Everywhere + Nowhere (Guvna B, 2021). As the chapter suggested, the idea of “betweenness” 

or “in-between” is reinforced through the ways in which gospel grime MCs, using generation-

specific tools such as digital social media sites, enact a Black religious spatial practice by 

moving through, altering, and repurposing appropriated digital social media spaces for the 

manifestation of their Christian-orientated identities.  

 

Following on from this, I then presented a discussion which demonstrated the ways in which 

gospel grime MCs appropriate word-based (Twitter) and image-based (YouTube and 

Instagram) digital media platforms to navigate and negotiate their enmeshed Christian-

orientated subcultural realities. We observe how, by appropriating these digital social media 
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spaces, MCs display formal qualities/characteristic from the dominant cultures from which 

they emerge – Black majority Pentecostal church and grime cultures. Ultimately, at the heart 

of the chapter’s discussion is an exploration of how, through a Black religious spatial practice, 

MCs repurpose alternative offline and online spaces to engage in various forms of everyday 

lived religious practices. After all, as Charles has suggested, “online spaces provide an 

alternative space where people can offload, articulate their feelings and display their 

experiences, achievements, and values” (Charles 2016, p.  343).   

 

5.3 Data method reflections  

 

The polyvocal research methods (Rose, 1994) used in this project has supported the achieving 

of a nuanced exploration of gospel grime cultures in contemporary London.  

 

 

5.3.1 Semi-structured interviews  

 

In-depth, semi-structured interviews helped to create a foundation of understanding by 

allowing the experiences and insights of key exemplars within the scene – namely, MCs –to 

take precedence in my analysis and reflections on gospel grime culture. Each interview 

produced primary data which assisted me in constructing a genealogy of gospel grime, as well 

as knowledge on its development and its overall cultural significance. Through interviews, I 

was able to gather information on key exemplars within the field, the key cultural institutions 

facilitating the genre’s  development, as well as the artistic and aesthetic significance of the 
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music. Furthermore, through interview discussions, I was able to learn more about the religio-

cultural significance of gospel grime and how it creates meaning for those who embody it. 

More significantly, I was able to learn about how MCs explore their Christian-orientated  

identities using grime cultural aesthetics, and how they continue to navigate their dual 

identify formation as Christian and grime.  

 

5.3.2 Internet research  

 

Internet research supported me in gaining a holistic understanding of gospel grime culture. 

Through internet research, I was able to strengthen my knowledge on gospel grime through 

published articles surveying the culture, as well as those published about its “secular” (non-

religious) grime counterpart. Internet research assisted me during the process of 

familiarisation by supporting me in locating key exemplars within the field, key canonical 

works, key debates within the scene, as well as facilitating an understanding of the key 

strategies and tactics deployed by MCs within the online space for their sustained presence, 

particularly given the manifestations of gospel grime within various digital social media 

spaces.  

 

5.3.3 Observations 

 

As an ethnographic tool, observations primarily carried out within the digital space supported 

me in attaining a visual understanding of gospel grime culture. By observing the various 

modalities of performance engaged by gospel grime MCs online, as well as the canonical 
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works of gospel grime located within the digital space, I was able to observe how MCs 

represent their Christianity through grime and how they represent grime through Christianity. 

In addition to in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and internet research, online 

observations allowed me to observe how MCs navigate the tensions caused by their 

enmeshed subcultural identities. By exploring their digital social media presence, I was able 

to observe how MCs navigate their personal and professional lives. And given the scope of 

this project, I was able to observe how they embody everyday lived religion (McQuire, 2008) 

offline and online.   

 

5.3.4 Audio (sound) ethnography  

 

Audio ethnography246 (Powell & Gershon, 2020) assisted me in becoming familiar with the 

sonic identity of gospel grime. As a sonic methodology, audio ethnography enabled an 

understating of how MCs fashion their own unique worship experience using post-industrial 

inner-city sonic aesthetics (Charles, 2016). By engaging my “ethnographic ear” (Clifford 1986, 

p. 12)247  I was able to garner an understanding of the “soundscapes”248 which enable a gospel 

grime sonic production. Furthermore, within this sonic ethnographic venture I was able to 

carry out analysis of gospel grime lyrics and “secular” (non-religious) grime lyrics to decipher 

the difference between the two sonically identical musical streams. Owing to audio 

ethnography, I was able to draw some significant conclusions on the sonic orientation of 

 
246 See Powell & Gershon, (2020). Sound ethnography  
247 See Clifford (1986)  
248 See Samuel et al., (2010) Soundscapes: Toward a sounded anthropology  
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gospel grime and its implications on the dual identity formation (Christian and grime) of its 

cultural producers (chapter 3).   

 

5.3.4 Broad summary of research methods – did they work?  

 

The above research methods where useful in supporting me to achieve the overall aims and 

objectives of the study. Altogether, they served as methods enabling a holistic understanding 

of gospel grime culture: i.e., the people who enable its cultural production (MCs) and the 

cultural practices which reflect a gospel grime religio-musical subcultural formation. The 

methods used were best suited for this project.  

 

Now that the I have explored each chapter’s findings and key arguments, as well as reflecting 

on this projects data collection methods, I now use these chapter findings to answer the 

research questions as stated in the introduction.   

 

5.4 Research question answers  

 

5.4.1 What conditions in the lives of Black-British Identities cause them to engage in both 

grime and Christianity?  

As one of the major sonic events of the early 21st century, grime emerged as a musico-cultural 

movement representing the cultural, social, economic, and political realities of its social 

actors. Its origins illustrate the ways in which social actors who enable its cultural production, 
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use the cultural space of grime to combat structural inequalities and to navigate their 

stigmatised, marginalised, oppressed, and disenfranchised identities in Britain. Under these 

oppressive conditions, given that they also live life at the margins, Black-British identities who 

identify as grime have found creative ways – primarily through the music – to combat 

oppressive structural systems which seek to keep them perpetually bound to the margins.  

 

Christian-orientated grime MCs who simultaneously identify as Christian and grime, who also 

deal with stigmatisation, oppression, marginalisation, and disenfranchisement, have also 

embraced grime music as a space which allows for the expression of their everyday Christian-

orientated realities and their existential realities. Unlike “secular” (non-religious) grime, 

where expressions of inner-city life are often represented through the “disingenuous 

lifestyle” (Swain, 2018) of its social actors, within gospel grime culture, however, MCs express 

their everyday inner-city lived experiences through a Christian-orientated worldview. Thus, 

seeking a sense of purpose, meaning, and identity in an oppressive society through a Christian 

lens, are the very “conditions” which causes gospel grime MCs to engage in both Christianity 

and grime. And thus, the very existence of gospel grime reflects an “alternative ontology” 

(Charles 2016, p. 343) which validates their existence. Ultimately, as informed by the data 

collected, Christianity and grime provide gospel grime MCs with a sense of purpose and 

meaning in their everyday lives, particularly given the obstinate challenges they face in 

negotiating and navigating their Christian-orientated identities in an oppressive society. 

 

5.4.2 How are MCs using the space of grime to perform and explore their Christian-orientated 

identities?  
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According to all MCs interviewed, grime offers itself to them as a culturally relevant space to 

articulate and express their Black-British London inner-city, Christian-orientated worldviews. 

Within this space, they use grime cultural aesthetics to explore, negotiate, and navigate their 

Christian-orientated grime identities. As chapter 3 reveals, MCs use grime formal qualities 

such as the beat, rap aesthetics (Bramwell, 2011), and its lyrical space, and urban fashion 

attire, to perform and embody their street-credible, religio-musical brand of Christianity. As 

my research has found, what gives gospel grime its alternative identity in comparison to its 

“secular” (non-religious) counterpart, is the Christian-orientated worldview of MCs, which 

they express lyrically. As such, gospel grime’s most distinctive quality is the lyrics.  

 

5.5 Reflections and future research possibilities  

 

5.5.1 Technology 

 

Following the discussion in chapter 4, where I introduced the idea of a Black religious spatial 

practice enacted by MCs within alternative offline and online spaces, I find that future 

research on the manifestations of gospel rap within the online space – using the theoretical 

framework I have introduced in the discussion – will forge new areas of enquiry, especially 

within the newly emerging field of online religion. As discovered in my research, gospel grime 

MCs take to the digital space to freely express their de-institutionalised brand of Christianity, 

away from the religious surveillance of church institutions. However, in view of the outbreak 

of covid -19 at the start of 2019 and the global lockdown (stay at home) measures enforced 
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by government authorities to stop the spread of the virus, future research might consider the 

impact and implications of this new digital working-world on the performance practices of 

gospel rap MCs; and how the digital space might open avenues for the proliferation of digital 

gospel rap scenes. Owing to the impact of covid-19, technology now plays a major role in our 

world. Therefore, in view of this, the question one might consider asking is: What are the 

implications of this new digital-working world on the material livelihood of gospel grime MCs? 

Such a question may provoke enquiry particularly within the field of digital humanities, 

cultural studies, sociology, ethnomusicology, and anthropology.  

 

5.5.2 Race 

 

This study has prioritised an analysis of gospel grime through the lens of the Black-British 

Christian-orientated identities, all of whom make up the dominant population of genre. 

However, as it was discovered in my analysis of more recent gospel grime footages published 

online (Chapter 4) there are also White and Asian249 MCs who have contributed to the 

ongoing development of the genre, despite being minorities within the scene. Future research 

might consider the impact of a multi-ethnic make-up of the gospel grime scene, and how this 

might disrupt the idea of gospel grime being a predominately Black-British conception of God 

through Christianity. With regards to this, one might consider the question: What are the 

implications of White and Asian presence with a predominately Black-led Christianised 

musical space? I offer the suggestion that future research on gospel grime/gospel rap might 
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explore the involvement of other ethnicities within this predominately Black Christianised 

space.  

 

5.5.3 Gender  

 

The dominant representation of Black-British male identities within gospel grime culture has 

presented the genre as a male-dominated space. Additionally, the virtually non-presence of 

female MCs within the scene (except for Tneek – the one female MC I found and traced but 

to no avail) has suggested gospel grime to be a male-gendered space, producing a male-

gendered perspective of Christianity. And given that “misogyny is still an issue within the 

[secular grime] scene” (Charles 2016, p. 363), future research might consider the ways in 

which women are perceived within the alternative ontology of gospel grime. Furthermore, 

given that I could only find one female MC within the scene, future research might consider 

how the traditional patriarchal structure historically found within a range of Black majority 

Pentecostal churches, is reproduced within the religio-cultural space of gospel grime. 

Additionally, providing if future researchers can access female MCs within the scene, future 

research might consider producing a gospel grime womanist epistemology. A question which 

might guide future research in this domain is: What does gospel grime mean for women MCs 

and how do they conceive of Christianity through their womanist lens?  

 

Furthermore, given the negative stereotypes of Black-British male identities within Britain’s 

public domain (Palmer, 2010), future research might consider using gospel grime – and the 
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alternative work it seeks to do – as a framework to challenge and disrupt hegemonic 

conceptions of Black-British masculinities.  

 

5.5.4 Dance/Performing arts 

 

As it relates to gospel grime within the live performance space, it has been observed that 

music and movement work together in gospel grime performance culture (Chapter 3). More 

so, given the genre’s cultural ties to a range of Black majority Pentecostal churches, where 

music and movement lead to “spirit possession” (Reed, 2012), future research might consider 

how music and movement within gospel grime performance culture, manifested in 

alternative spaces, might also enact street-credible modes of “spirit possession” in the 

absence of formal worship. In contrary to Charles idea of “reservedness” as it relates to male 

bodily movement in “secular” (non-religious) grime (Charles 2016, p. 364), future research 

might consider how Du Bois’s notion of “frenzy” and what appears to be forms “spirit 

possession” (Reed, 2012), or “hype” (Charles, 2019), of the male body within the gospel grime 

live performance space (chapter 4) might be considered as an extension of Black majority 

Pentecostal church practices. Furthermore, future research might consider exploring the 

relationship between gospel grime and Black majority Pentecostal churches.   
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