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Hip Hop Consumerism of Black Masculinity 

Hip Hop tells the story of African Americans as a marginalized group. Although, 

Hip Hop started in the early 1970s and continued to be an influential genre dealing with 

political and social ramifications of its time it is now become a product of mass 

consumption controlled by monopolized record labels. Studies show that suburban white 

males are the leading consumers of rap, a subgenre of Hip Hop music, which promotes 

hyper masculinity amongst the African American community and Hip Hop consumers. 

With the promotion of white males as the majority consumers of Hip Hop and rap 

compared to the other ethnic groups one might ask what can cultural be relative between 

white males in middle class and black males living in poverty? My research paper 

considers Hip Hop music as the consumption of black masculinity in America. The scope 

of my research will focus on this consumption from the perspective of these two 

culturally and economically different groups. 

Hip Hop music is a relatively new genre in the world of music. Its unique sound 

and rhyme was created in the ghettos of New York. Hip Hop is an American genre of 

music and tells stories based on layers of cultural obscurity. The black community has 

welcomed Hip Hop in to their culture as form of expression that projects masculinity. 

From the ghettos of America, Hip Hop as morphed into a product that no longer speaks to 

just the political and social ramifications for which it was created, but into an Anglo 

American outlook on what it means to black in America.  



	 Gatlin	2	

Hip Hop music in the twenty-first century can be considered the consumption of 

black masculinity not only in America but also around the world. There similarities in the 

way Hip Hop is projected and adapted in countries like Japan. Ian Condry discusses in his 

article, “Yellow B-Boys, Black Culture, and Hip-Hop in Japan: Toward a Transnational 

Cultural Politics of Race." He outlines many different ways in which Hip Hop has 

become influential around the world for social and political expression. Hip Hop evolved 

from the early 70s and 80s moving away from its expressions of political and social 

reconstruction but other counties are remaining true to those roots. While Americans 

have made Hip Hop into a billion dollar industry it used to make record companies 

money. Hip Hop influences have become extremely commercial because of its popularity 

amongst whites.  

Hip Hop can also be viewed as a gateway into core issues experience by the black 

community or minority groups in America. The culture promotes the consumption of 

blackness through the consumption of rap music. It is my objective to explore the 

perceptions of participation within Hip Hop culture as a social and consumer expressions 

of black masculinity. Examples of this can be found in rap lyrics, retail items not 

consisting of the music itself, the hip hop scene outside of the its original placement 

within the ghettos of the black community.  

I am conducting my research through numerous forms for a variety of etic and 

emic approaches to the context of Hip Hop as culture form. I fused many resources such 

as; life history, scholar articles, interviews done with rap artist Drake and Lil Wayne, a 

movie called Rhyme and Reason, and books from Hip Hop ethnographers like Michael 

Eric Dyson who studies on the theory called the spiral of silence in his book “Know What 
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I Mean?: Reflections on Hip-Hop.” Dyson address some of most controversial topics in 

Hip Hop music and outlines gender relations, commercial expansion, and political 

elements within the music. I will also use a book called, “Why White Kids Love Hip-

hop: Wankstas, Wiggers, Wannabes, and the New Reality of Race in America” By Bakari 

Kitwana. This particular book takes a scholarly approach to issues within Hip Hop and 

discusses how white kids have come to love and consume Hip Hop music. Kitwana does 

extensive field research and gives an Anglo American inside look on how Hip Hop is as a 

business and also as a culture in and outside of the environment in which it created. 

 Kitwana describes the demographics of whites in America that buy Hip Hop/Rap 

as whites between the ages of 13 and 34 years old. Quoted from a Forbes Magazine from 

February 2004 in an article called, “The Business of Hip Hop: A Billion-dollar Industry,” 

Forbes reported that,  “An estimated 45 million Hip Hop consumers between 13 and 34, 

80 percent were white.”1 Although, numerous books and Hip Hop industry insiders 

believe these statistics to be true I feel as though these states are very bias. There are a 

large amount of issues with these stats one, all blacks can not afford to purchase albums 

in the locations where the stats where taken, two, more people are purchasing MP3s 

instead of albums so a large number of consumers are not included in, and lastly, more 

white Americans have the leisure time and income to attend concerts and buy over priced 

merchandising. 

																																								 																					
1	Kitwana, Bakari. Why White Kids Love Hip-hop: Wankstas, Wiggers, Wannabes, and 

the New Reality of Race in America. New York: Basic Civitas, 2005. Print. 
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 Today statistics on music, especially Hip Hop music, shy away from asking 

consumers questions about race. There is large debate on the affects of rap music on 

white consumers. Hip Hop has therefore become a marginalized genre because of it’s 

black masculine lyrics and clothing styles. Bill Behnett, the author of “The Book of 

Virtues” takes a moral stance on Hip Hop effects within the white community. He sates, 

‘we have seen phenomenal increase in social pathologies, crime, broken families, and so 

on.”2 Yet, Behnett does not discuss the growing gap of whites of who are beginning to 

fall below the poverty line. Even though many blacks and whites agree Hip Hop 

perpetuates racial stereotypes it is the hard to say Hip Hop is main cause for economic 

displacement.  

 To better understand the stereotypes associated with Hip Hop music and black 

masculinity it is important to look at the demographics of both suburban white consumers 

but also the music artist and the black audience community from which the music derives 

from.  

 It is not hard to notice that majority of Hip Hop artist are Black from 

impoverished communities within America. Most but not all have been involved in 

criminal acts, seen murders, and struggle to define themselves as men. Within the black 

community this is the targeted group of rap artist who sell platinum albums. According to 

Kitwana there are ties with in the white suburban class and poverty stricken blacks. 

Narrowing this economic gap is the recession, which has caused the loss of jobs, and 

																																								 																					
2	Kitwana, Bakari. Why White Kids Love Hip-hop: Wankstas, Wiggers, Wannabes, and 

the New Reality of Race in America. New York: Basic Civitas, 2005. Pg. 26. 
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whites are now feeling the economic constraints that Blacks have been enduring for 

years.  

With the growth of the lower class Whites are now seeing a radical shift in the 

visibility of success amongst blacks in the entertainment industry. With the rise of cost in 

higher education many blacks find it difficult to attend college and therefore, most of 

their American Dreams elude them. Yet Blacks been fortunate to find success in areas 

like sports and music. Kitwana states, “The decline of white privilege has intensified as 

whites observe blacks and other American people of color succeeding,” (p. 37). With a 

bridge of similarity, economically, now a new identity can be formed in the rhetoric of 

why hip-hop is consumed by whites especially males. Yet, the social aspect of Hip Hop 

still goes unanswered because white may suffer economically does not mean they are 

relocating the ghetto but it does mean there is sense of similar opposition to politics of 

America. 

In the film, Rhymes and Reason, Kurtis Blow yells to the camera, “Hip Hop is a 

culture.”3 What Blow is asserting to the viewers is that Hip Hop is a way of life. If you 

considered yourself a fan of Hip Hop then you lived your life in a certain way. If so, you 

could have been involved in a few things such as, MCing, DJaying, tagging graffiti, or 

break dancing as B-Boy. All these types of aesthetics of Hip Hop made the music a 

cultural identity that still emulates today in rap music and merchandise.  

																																								 																					
3	Rhyme & Reason. Dir. Peter Spirer. Perf. Too $hort, B-Real, Kurtis Blow, Etc. 

Miramax, 1997. Netflix. 
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According to Turino, “Identity involves the partial selection of habits and 

attributes used to represent oneself to oneself and to others by oneself and by others; the 

emphasis on certain habits and traits is relative specific situations,” (p. 95). In regards to 

Hip Hop being a culture Turino states, “Culture is defined here as the habits of though 

and practice that one shared among individuals,” (p. 95). The culture of Hip Hop can be 

summed up as the feeling of invisibility due to the social, economic, and political 

constraints of the society in which one lives. For white music consumers buying an 

album is a way in which they view themselves as apart of that group or the intended 

audience for the message that is being asserted by the artist. If you become apart of Hip 

Hop you are joining a club that represents apart of yourself as a person who is tired of the 

social, economic, or political issues you may be dealing with.  

The identity and culture of Hip Hop was derived from impoverished 

environments in which individuals were subjected to horrible situations on a daily basis. 

For Blacks, living in the ghetto was not a choice, and Hip Hop has become an oral outlet 

to voice the opinions of those living in the ghettos. Turino asserts that a person or artist 

can see value in their identity from their association with the authentic nature of music. If 

that is true then one must feel a sense of connection to the ghetto in order to project a 

message of authenticity in regards to the social, economic, and political issues with that 

community. Many scholars argue that the ghetto does or does not have to key element in 

a persons like or authenticity.  

KRS One argues against those outside of the culture, “A rap artist can be anybody 

from anywhere. You have got to visit the Bronx, period. You will always be a rap artist 

until you visit the South Bronx. Look at the projects, look at the people, see the 
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environment where Hip Hop stated.”4 KRS One is saying that anyone can rap or be a fan 

of the music but it takes an experience to become apart of the culture. It is important that 

the artist has experienced the poverty in which they discuss in their music. Yet, Michael 

Eric Dyson the author of “Know What I Mean?: Reflections on Hip Hop” takes the 

opposite approach to the aesthetics of Hip Hop cultural identity. 

The ghetto will always reside as symbolic representation of the socially and 

economically venerable person who makes up that community. Yet, now we see artist 

like Drake, a Jewish and African American rapper, and start to see a swift away from the 

stereotypes of Hip Hop identity but also a growth in white consumers. Dyson’s approach 

appeals to artist like Drake and Dyson states, “Artists can’t inherit stories of the ghetto 

from others who have been there. This view of authenticity is limited as the ghetto centric 

one, since it seem to argue unless you’ve live it, you can’t write or sing it,” (Dyson, 10). 

Turino also discusses this authenticity in relation to identity and music and he notes that 

the audience wants to the artist to be authentic to the feel a connection. “We expect the 

authentic resprenstation of a given social group or cultural position in art to have been 

directly affected by membership and experiences in that group or position,” (Turino, 

107). 

The two artists within Hip Hop today that best represent both Dyson and Turino 

describe are Drake and Lil Wayne. In regards, to how white people consumption black 

masculinity, in which they have no authentic connection to, is formed through the image 

																																								 																					
4	Rhyme & Reason. Dir. Peter Spirer. Perf. Too $hort, B-Real, Kurtis Blow, Etc. 

Miramax, 1997. Netflix. 
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and message that rap sends out about authenticity. Aubrey “Drake” Graham grew up in 

Toronto, Canada before causing the nastiest bidding war amongst the top three record 

companies in America. He was born to a white Jewish mother and African American 

father. His father, Dennis Graham, a drummer who worked with Jerry Lee Lewis, 

musically influenced him. His father was native of Memphis, Tennessee and Drake 

would visit his father there in the summer month after his parents divorced when he was 

five years old. 

Drake is a rapper known for his creative lyrical style more than his community 

ties. He makes it known to his fans and music lovers that he does not come from the 

ghetto and nor does it try to represent it. Instead, on October 5, 2012, Katie Couric sat 

down for an in depth interview with rapper Drake. The Canadian rapper opens up and 

discusses his adjustment to stardom and dishes on some important topics in Hip Hop 

music. Couric takes a strong interest in discussing his raise to success within complexities 

of the Hip Hop industry. She asks Drake how is he different from his predecessor, Lil 

Wayne? The importance of an interview question such as that one explores the 

relationship amongst rappers and their identity but more so on how others, consumers, 

view them in terms of consumption.  

 Drake does give small but generous comparative analysis on how he, as a rapper, 

differs in the branding of black masculinity compared to fellow gangster rappers such as 

Lil Wayne. Drake gives an example of how Lil Wayne is covered in tattoos; it would be 

hard for him to get a promotion deal, because his gangster appeal may scare some music 

consumers. Drake further discusses his upbringing, musical delivery, hip hop’s 



	 Gatlin	9	

demeaning lyrics of women, and his taste for the finer things in life due to his new found 

success.  

Drake stands out within his peers because is biracial, he has lived in middle class 

society aboard and in lower class America while visiting his father in his youth during the 

summer. He is the prefect artist in regards to the consumption of Hip Hop music from 

both white male and black male perspectives. Although, he has not lived in the ghetto, 

because of his father he direct knowledge on the struggles with the black community. 

Drake is an artist who startles the fence when it comes to race and economic 

backgrounds. He appeals to a wider audience, especially whites in America, because he 

share the similarity of displacement outside of the community and therefore has a limited 

identity of Hip Hop that even he can consume.  

Dyson describes how Drake can be removed from the identity and culture of 

black masculinity in Hip Hop and still be successful, “It’s almost irrelevant to me 

whether or not you grew up there [ghetto]. It’s more important to know the possibilities, 

the position, the moods, the dispositions, the interests, the sentiments, and the morality 

that the environment breeds.” 

I do not agree entirely with Dyson’s statement because of Hip Hop genre’s 

growing subgenres such as, gangster rap, which is the most consumed amongst whites. In 

the ghetto, as previously suggested by KRS One, you get the entire understanding of the 

message of what is being stated in the lyrics. How can you speak for a group of 

marginalized people from where the artist is so far removed? It is only right to note that 

by definition Drake is not a gangster rapper even though some of his music still promotes 

the image of black masculinity through stereotypes. Dyson states, “In rap discourses- 
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depends on understanding the complex and contradictory interest of the people who live 

there,” (p. 12). Therefore, rapper Lil Wayne’s persona of a gangster is more of an iconic 

symbol of black masculinity because he is straight from the ghetto of Louisiana. He has 

felt the social, political, and economic struggles as a black men trying to survive in the 

ghetto. He has sold more top selling albums than any rapper in the music business today. 

 February 6, 2009 Lil Wayne sits down with Katie Couric and his first opening 

line says everything about him. He looks at Couric and says, “I am gangster, Miss Katie.” 

Lil Wayne asserts the stereotype associated with gangster rap in America. Lil Wayne tells 

Couric, “I have ‘misunderstood’ [tattooed] on my face because I do feel that a lot of 

times I am very misunderstood.” He is covered in tattoos, he has the independent attitude, 

he has been to prison more than once, and enjoys vulgar language such as the word 

‘Bitch’ used to describe women and ‘Nigga’ used to describe men. All these things 

attributes contribute to the consumption of black masculinity in Hip Hop music.  

To better understand where black masculinity comes from Dyson describes why 

an artist like, Lil Wayne and Drake, are linked to this form of black machismo being sold 

to whites. “Before we go there [prison] a lot of us were told that’s where we’re going to 

end up,” (p. 16). Due to racial profiling in America black men are not allotted the same 

comforts as their white male consistencies. Instead, they are face with hardships as man 

from within their community and from the outside.  

Condry stated inequalities, “racial profiling, drug convictions (black people form 

12 percent of the nation’s population, consumer 12 percent of illegal drugs, but suffer 

nearly 70 percent of the convictions), and the disproportionate number of African 

Americans on death row,” (p. 657).  Black masculinity is built around the concept of 
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inequalities in the Black community. Due to the growing number of single mothers who 

raise black men it is unfortunate that most of those boys seek definition by felons in their 

community. Black masculinity is formed from men who have spent time in prison and 

also with the communities of blacks. The drug slinging gangsters are the black man’s 

imitation into quick money, fast success, women, and but a sure way of getting thrown 

into jail.  

Dyson explains, “To believe that your manhood is best tested and developed in 

prison is nothing short of bizarre and tragic. And Hip Hop has both challenged this and 

reinforced it at the same time. And even if a cat aint spent time in prison themselves, 

they’ve got a great deal of vicarious identification with those who have,” (p. 15). Many 

men have been peer pressured by other boys to break away from the teaching of a single 

mother and seek identity in the gangster lifestyle. Once a black man comes out of prison 

it is extremely hard for them to find jobs. Frustration is built up and many black men find 

comfort in sex, drugs, alcohol, criminal acts, and even rapping. Things like women, sex, 

and rapping become tools of power and an exertion of masculinity in a place where black 

men have little to no voice and are edger to be economically successful like white males. 

I cannot state all the reason why Hip Hop music is a consumption of black 

masculinity or why whites find rap music appealing. There is a growing fascination 

amongst whites music lovers who never experience the issues of blacks. Hip Hop has 

become a shift away from their boring life of white privilege. Rap’s language has eluded 

to the romanticized vision of the ghetto lifestyle for white audiences who may never 

experience being shot nine times, women who do not value themselves and sleep with 

any many who gives them attention, or freedom to live the life of reformed criminal who 
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makes millions by telling his story. Rappers seek must sell records well continue to sell 

black masculinity to whom ever will listen to their stories. Rappers seek the social, 

economic, and political change many of their black family members will not obtain. Hip 

Hop allows successful artist to become transparent and therefore become icons in popular 

culture. To the artist it does not matter if the message is good or bad in regards to their 

audience because rappers do not take personal responsibility in regards to the messages 

they assert. Instead, the responsibility of the interpretation of music becomes an issue left 

for white music executives and the companies who sponsor the artist. 

I believe it is important to encourage blacks to who strongly identify with Hip 

Hop music as a social identity to seek value in themselves outside of the black 

masculinity of the genre. They need to seek careers and personal insights from other 

areas within the music industry. Men need to see the value in hard work, changing their 

own misogynistic stereotypes, while black women need to shy away from becoming 

video models from which all men who consume hip-hop unload their insecurities. Hip 

Hop needs to fight for its social and political rights to voice the deep felt oppression that 

still exists today through as positive many avenues as possible. Education is where the 

gap can start to disappear. As Hip Hop introduces multiethnic and dual social 

indentifying rappers such as Drake and economically entrepreneur savvy rappers like 

Jay-Z I hope race would become less an issue and more jobs in entertainment will be 

sought out by young black males.  

My research offers a black rhetoric on culture and social identity in Hip Hop 

while examining Anglo American consumption of black masculinity. Identity is 

important in Hip Hop music because it appears to construct an identity for men and 
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women with the black community. Stereotypes are formed and exaggerated within the 

context of lyrics and music videos and therefore become an aliment to the community. 

Hip Hop’s rappers have become apart of an even smaller marginalized group both being 

taken advantage of by record label executives and also Hip Hop consumer sponsors for 

product promotions. Hip Hop music is used as a subvert structure that I believes holds 

people down with the use of misogyny. Not only are musicians conveyers of meaning but 

also so are listeners who consume the messages. Hip Hop is no longer just music but a 

powerful tool in which creates realities. It is not just an art form of personal expression 

but a way to influence a group of listeners into mimicking the unreal projections of Hip 

Hop culture.  
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