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       Black Culture Through the Prism of Rap Music: The Influence of the Genre on its Perception.
As a Polish student, I unfortunately have a limited access to the everyday reality of America. However, as a student of American Studies, I am privileged when the access to resources and experts’ opinions on American matters are concerned. I may be more aware of the rationale of rap music and hip-hop culture. Yet, not everybody in my country, or in any country but America for that matter, realizes the socio-economic factors that sparked the emergence of rap music. Numerous people are unfamiliar with its idea. Not everyone, for instance, is aware of the fact that the violence in rap lyrics may be purely symbolic of the frustration of young, marginalized Afro-Americans. Being able to mix with black culture only through television, notably MTV, they may confuse a sub-culture with black culture as a whole. That is why some people may be misled into thinking that the rappers’ attitudes are representative of Afro-American culture in general. Notwithstanding its positive effects, rap has, in my opinion, served to perpetuate racial stereotypes and has distorted the image of black culture imprinted on the minds of non-Americans.

Rap music originated in black communities and is inextricably related to black experience. As Reebee Garofalo claims, it has its roots in the griots of Africa while its African-American ancestors include: 

“(…)field hollers, work and prison songs, competitive urban word games like ‘signifying’ and the ‘dozens’, scat singing, the rhymes of Muhammad Ali, the politically potent verse of the Watts Prophets and the Last Poets, and, finally, the lyrics of such artists as James Brown and Gil Scott-heron.”  (338)
 Rap music is an important form of black expression upholding such Afro-American traditions as preaching and storytelling. Being a musical form of global appeal, it may influence the perception of black culture on the part of audiences worldwide. Rap music and hip-hop culture may be viewed by some as a representation of black culture as a whole. 
However, as research into black values shows, the picture of blackness in rap music may be misleading. In my paper, therefore, I intend to present the impression of black culture conveyed by rap music and to examine its accuracy. Undeniably, rap has communicated a positive sense of black history. Houston A .Baker praises rap and hip-hop for work dedicated to women’s rights, eradicating violence (e.g. Stop The Violence Movement) and teaching black children their specific sense of history (74). However, rap has also distorted the view of black culture, held especially by people oversees. 

First, the above-mentioned misunderstanding may stem from the fact that rap music “is a black cultural expression that prioritizes black voices from the margins of urban America” (Rose, 2, emphasis mine). Hip-hop, a social movement including breaking and graffiti art, has its roots in the gang cultures of the south Bronx and  Harlem (Garofalo, 337). Rappers tell long, rhymed stories in elaborate black slang focusing on ghetto life, stressing the importance of the “hood”, the hardships of existence on the margins, struggles with the police and drug abuse (Rose, 3). One of the first powerful voices from the ghetto was “The Message” by Grandmaster Flash and  The Furious Five. In my opinion, it captures the essence of what first rap artists wanted to convey. The song communicates the bleakness and repulsiveness of the ghetto. I am going to examine the lyrics so as to show that  rap was first intended as a means of expression for marginalized black youths.
 People living in the ghetto described in “The Message” appear to have given up the hope of improving their lives: “Broken glass everywhere/People pissing on the stairs; you know/They just don’t care”. No matter how strong one’s determination to leave the place is, it is not possible. They are forced to vegetate there: “Got no money to move out, I guess I got no choice.” The song tells stories of broken people. There is an old woman who lives in a bag and eats out of garbage piles. There is a constant threat of violence in the ghetto:  “I can’t walk through the park, cause it’s crazy after dark,/Keep my hand on the gun, cause they got me on the run.” A newborn child in unlikely to avoid the corruption and rot of the ghetto. There being no alternative way of living, it is going to turn to crime: “You grow in the ghetto, living second rate/And your eyes will sing a song of deep hate.” As many other pioneering rap songs, “The Message” deals with the marginalized of the American society, where all that determines your social status is money. The impoverished are automatically separated from the rest of the society. “ The Message” is considered an instance of the so called “message rap,” which Houston A. Baker regards as “important” and “creative” (52). On the one hand, therefore, “The Message” demonstrates the need of Afro-Americans “to assert their rights within a hegemonic white society” (Campbell and Kean, 92). Its role as an educational tool likely to sensitize “the mainstream” to the issues of poverty and racism plaguing black ghettos, therefore, cannot be denied. On the other hand, however, it may mislead those unfamiliar with American social reality into thinking that this image epitomizes black reality as a whole. In fact, as bell hooks not infrequently reminds, there is social stratification within black communities of America (hooks, Bone Black). Voices like “The Message” present only one point of view. Strong words appear because the difficulties these people face are insurmountable. Nevertheless, those unfamiliar with the context of this and similar pieces, may take it for granted that black culture does not refrain from using such words on a more regular basis. Thus, it is my opinion that some rap lyrics may have an adverse impact on the perception of black culture as a whole. What image, therefore, does rap music reinforce? 
I have already noted that first rappers distorted the image of black culture by presenting only one aspect of black life. Moreover, some rappers, especially those labeled “gangsta,” have been accused of misogyny. Krohn and Suazo level criticism at rappers’ contribution to the abuse of gender equality (3). They call Dr.Dre’s “Nuthin’ but a ‘G’Thang” a “misogynistic anthem” : /before you hit on a bitch you have to find a contraceptive/ / you never know she could be learning her man/…/and at the same time burning her man/…(Dr.Dre, 1992 in Krohn and Suazo). These scholars comment on sexist rap lyrics as unacceptable to a conservative ear. Indeed, this opinion is shared by many other scholars. Tricia Rose, for example, admits she is “frustrated but not surprised” by the rap lyrics concerning  “abuse and domination of young black women” (15). The explanation she offers is that “these stories serve to protect young men from the reality of female rejection;(…) relieve their lack of self-worth and limited access to economic and social markers for heterosexual masculine power” (15). Again, sexism in rap should be seen merely as a part of the hip-hop approach to women as it is not adopted by black culture in general. Neither is black culture misogynist, nor did  rappers introduce sexism to the American society. As Rose asserts, the American society has perpetuated sexism by accepting “social norms for adult male behaviors that are equally sexist, even though they are expressed with less profanity” (15). Also, Rose claims that sexism is omnipresent in the corporate culture of music business, too (16). Rap, therefore, has been made “scapegoat” diverting attention from other sources of sexism in America. Moreover, it cannot be denied that lyrics demeaning women are common among white rappers as well, notably Eminem. The article “The battle for the soul of hip-hop” contains surprising opinions of contemporary rappers about sexism in rap. It reports that Mos Def, a hip-hop icon, has recently scolded  rappers for sexism and obscenity in modern rap, which is a distortion of its original idea (2). He argues that black culture does not approve of this attitude to women. Chicago-based Common has the same opinion: for black culture “women are the queens of the universe” (3). Thus, the sexist message of rap seems to have nothing to do with the outlook of black culture. 
Furthermore, rap has been accused of perpetrating violence. This is another way in which rap can influence the picture of black culture imprinted on the minds of those who observe America only on TV. According to Garofalo, charges of violence became loud in 1992, “after the uprising in Los Angeles that followed the not guilty verdict given to the police who had beaten Rodney King”(360). National debate concerning rap’s encouragement of violence was especially provoked by such rappers as Ice-T, N.W.A, Public Enemy, Tupac Shakur, Snoop Doggy Dogg, DMX,  Ja Rule, Ice Cube and Cypress Hill. The victimization of black people by the police has been a frequent topic of their lyrics. Scholars like Cornel West have indeed confirmed that black people have been singled out for police brutality. Newsweek reminds that the controversies over N.W.A.’s  “F- - k Tha Police” and Ice-T’s “Cop Killer” and  the murder of Tupac Shakur have been “interpreted as proof positive that violent lyrics cause violent behavior” (2). Yet, it seems that these lyrics do not belie reality. The resistance to the depiction of violence in rap lyrics has come not only from white community. Garofalo notes that it has also been offered by black communities. In 1994 the American Congress organized hearings on gangsta rap (362). In the first round of hearings rappers were not invited. Instead, African-Americans representing different classes and age groups commented on gangsta rap. Most of them expressed their disapproval of obscenity, violence and foul language in rap lyrics, but none dismissed their anger as unfounded. This may be interpreted as a confirmation of the legitimacy of African-American criticism of the predominantly white society present in rap lyrics (362). This aspect of hip-hop does not seem to be absent from black outlook in general. But the offensive way of getting this message across has not gained the approval of numerous Afro-Americans. How about white people, then?
Although rap has become a voice reflecting alienation from  the predominantly white society, white people have taken pleasure in it (Rose, 4). Rose adds that white America has always been fascinated with black culture (5). White Americans have admired jazz, rock’n’roll, soul and R&B for their rebellious, “cool” and “hip” qualities. Rap has followed the patterns of other black popular musical forms which were at first rejected as marginal and then “commercialized” (Rose, 6). The studies of Tricia Rose, M. Elizabeth Blair and Reebee Garofalo suggest that white audiences have been drawn to rap precisely because of the qualities they first rejected: rage, alternativeness and resistance to the oppression on the part of “mainstream”. Wahl Greg quotes bell hooks, who once wrote that white youths express their anger at middle class parents imitating black vernacular; they use it as a tool of rebellion (hooks in Wahl, 4). Contemporary rap, mainly due to its promotion on MTV, has become a profitable business. Nelson George calls hip-hop a powerful capitalist tool able to sell everything from beverages and fashion to movies, like Spike Lee’s ghetto stories (154). Paradoxically, many black rappers claim that some of their fellows have gone too far in “selling out”. Newsweek interviewed Chuck D., Public Enemy’s leader, who claimed that hip-hop has “dumbed down” (4). Chuck D. accuses rappers of  “the endorsement of thugs in white people’s fantasy of what they want us to be.” Not infrequently do rappers forget that rap was originally supposed to fight rather than perpetuate racial prejudice. Chuck D. and Mos Def both say that the image of the Afro-American in rap is oversimplified, one-dimensional and a form of a contemporary minstrel show. Mos Def claims: “It’s minstrelsy because that’s what white people want to believe about us - - that it’s about ‘money, cash, hos’ for all of us” (4). 
On the one hand I agree with Mos Def and Chuck D. who assert that rap perpetuates racial stereotypes by presenting the image of black culture most familiar to “mainstream”. On the other, I think that white audiences are not necessarily exclusively interested in the “commercial” rap. I have many friends who adore “old school rap” represented by Kool Herc, Afrika Bambaataa, Grandmaster Flash, Sugar Hill Gang and others who pioneered rap not yet concerned with making big money. This might suggest that the image of the modern gold-chained, womanizing rapper with foul words forever on his mouth, is not what has to be automatically associated with black culture. The image of a black youth imprinted on the minds of numerous non-Americans may as well be that of a musical reformer struggling to communicate his social message, attempting to challenge racial stereotypes and marginalization. My opinion is that the misogyny of rap lyrics is both an expression of insecurity of black rappers and a commercial trick: controversy sells. It is a shame, however, that many people, and I mean people like the ones from my conservative surroundings, are unable to differentiate between the picture of a black “gangsta” or “pimp” from representatives of other walks of black life. Those unfamiliar with the socio-economic conditions of poor ghetto communities that spawned rap, may mistakenly believe that black culture is preoccupied solely with money and the lack of it, sex, demeaning women, drugs, bragging and violence. Campbell and Kean quote Melle Mel who once called rap the “reminder” about “African-American history which for so long has been hidden or erased by a dominant white culture in the USA” (92). Just like Toni Morrison, rap has attempted to rewrite history and as such it should be acknowledged. Sadly, something has gone wrong. Possibly, the fact that white culture took interest in this originally marginalized form of African-American expression caused its “commercialization” and “dumbing down”. Certainly, the media are also to blame, as they have attempted to make use of white fascination with the “hipness” of rap. Having focused on the “bling bling” aspect of rap,  therefore, the media has deformed the image of black culture. Notwithstanding rap’s story-telling and revisionist qualities, undeniably positive, it has also contributed to the perpetuation of racial stereotypes. Maybe if it had remained underground, this would not have taken place. Those who form their opinions about African-American culture on what they see on TV, I would advise refraining from passing judgments on the basis of only one aspect of African-American expression. 
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