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Chapter 1: Bigger ThomasisHip-Hop
“Native Son, speaking in the native tongue
| still got my eyes on tomorrow (there it is)
While you still try to follow where it is
I’'m on the Ave where it lives and dies
Violently, silently”
-Mos Def, “Hip Hop”

Midway throughNative Sonas Bigger Thomas seeks shelter from the harsh Chicago
winter and the thousands of cops and vigilantes looking to arrest him, he breaks intoyan empt
apartment. After eating some bread, he tries to sleep, but an anxiety akasréb&disturbing,
rhythmic throbbing” awakens him repeatedly (253). Subconsciously, his mindhakes
pounding beat and “[weaves] the throb into patterns of innocent images,” acting leetiaggal
but, “[t]he throb pulsed on, insistent, and he saw hundreds of black men and women beating
drums with their fingers.” Bigger realizes there is actual music beade somewhere nearby.
As Bigger looks out the window, he sees a church with parishioners seated insideraticehea
sounds and voices of a Christian hymn. The narrator states, “Would it not have bednrbetter
[Bigger] had he lived in that world the music sang of? It would have been easy toveawe li
it, for it was his mother’s world.” . The kind of comfort the music offers starkly contrasts with
the lies, schemes, and murders Bigger committed over the past few days.

He wants the song to ground him in what he feels is its “center, a corasaa haart,”
that would allow for hope, forgiveness, redemption, and inclusiveness—all qualgogey Bi
wished were involved in his life. Unfortunately, Bigger, because of the kind od Wwerl

experiences daily, those qualities exist only in his dreams “...unless BHefynead upon a



pillow of humility and [gives] up his hope of living in the world,” and by this point in his life,
“...he would never do that” (254). In resisting the soothing call of religion, Bigger al
recognizes the deep moral crevice existing between him and his mothernkndaisction to the
novel, Arnold Rampersand states:
Slavery and neo-slavery had led not simply to the development of a psychology of
timidity, passivity, and even cowardice among the African American mpasdes
but also to an ominous emerging element of which Bigger Thomas, the central
character of the novel, is a reliable if particularly forbidding examitex)(
Bigger’'s mother represents the older generation of African Americansoiiseand daughters of
former slaves who depended on negro spirituals and faith in Christianity rasotiiveie of hope
and salvation. The tremendous economic injustice of the sharecropping system conthined w
the reign of Jim Crow led her generation towards taking a passive role wifeonting racism
and poverty and believing that their suffering would be rewarded in heaven. Biggeneasber
of the younger, frustrated, and restless South Side Chicago generatiorsoraettsng different
and stronger than his mother’s religion. Rather than carry a shield agatasiedand
oppression, Bigger wants to strike back. He yearns for action and agency. Tlessiialkty of
the church music leaves Bigger further isolated from a society thatiglhas him feeling
marginalized. He yearns for something creative.

Perhaps what Bigger needed was hip-hop. Although at least forty yearframvay
developing, if what Bigger needs is an art form that could take his “throbbingéti@sxabout
being a young and poor African American male and provide an unyielding, resists#ga
that reflects his life in the slums of South Side Chicago, then the voice of hip-hop |seean

appropriate solution because it was born in the Bronx out of a need for a creative outlet under



similar socioeconomic conditions, and hip-hop music has provided an outlet for many to voice
their thoughts and respond to their conditions.

For example, sixty-eight years after the publicatioNafive Sonrapper Kanye West,
another son of the Chicago South Side, released a music video for the first sihngddamifth
album,808’s and Heartbreakhat seems to follow Wright's creative path. “Love Lockdown”
features a throbbing bass beat playing throughout the song that mimicsbadiearid when
West reaches the chorus, taiko drums appear, dominating the beat. The sound of the drums
evokes feelings of frustration, agony, and anger. The music video altebetteeen scenes of
West sitting on the floor of his apartment, looking hopeless, and the battle in West’s mind,
represented by scenes of thousands of what appear to be African tribesmdreananen
marching towards battle. Drummers, similar to Bigger’s “hundreds of blankamdwomen
beating drums with their fingers” lead the men and women in beat as they ovaactid their
enemy. The concept for West’s video echoes this same need to react agaisgiyader
isolation that Bigger Thomas finds himself struggling against as he sat althreeabandoned
apartment.

At first glance, the connection between Kanye West and Richard Wright seékedy
and downright dismissible other than them both being African American males fromuitie S
Side. Yet, on a broader scale, although at least thirty-seven yeatatadpea publication of
Richard Wright'sNative Sorand the birth of hip-hop music, both cultural products share
significant commonalities that produce productive discussions regardingphetiand
importance of African American art. First, both cultural products shocked natioiehaes and
exposed them to alarming social conditions prevailing in black inner-city neighdatsfand

communities across the United States. In 1940, a review iotlreal of Negro Historgtated,



“The status of the Negro treated in this book has been so long neglected by tieaAmpeople
until it has been thus suddenly forced upon public attention...” (251). It is this sense of outcry,
this voice thrust upon the unaware American public, forcing those who ignored depliotagle |
conditions in places like the Black Belt that also exists in hip-hop. In 1994, Micha&¥son
stated that gangsta rap, “[a]t its best, this music draws attention to gahimpknsions of ghetto
life ignored by many Americans [...] gangsta rap has most aggressivedyetbihe pains and
possibilities, the fantasies and fears, of poor black urban youth” [source Dysor). a4t
one considers rappers like Chuck D (of Public Enemy) or Ice Cube, who criticieecam
government and society through their anger-filled lyrics, then their useasd activism falls
under the same objective as Richard Wright's. The insight into the minds of yaakgidles
provided by hip-hop and Richard Wright offers a deeper, chilling image of thieghately,
the attitudes and thoughts developing as a result of living in the conditions both culturalgproduct
expose. Wright's portrayal of a young, angry, and violent black male like Bidgenas made
many readers feel they had an increased reason to fear black malésesimoeel seemed to
confirm perceived assumptions about the desire of African Americans folgeeagainst the
government and white Americans.

The critical praise, awareness, panic, and controversyNaithe Sorand hip-hop
created also created a buzz among consumers of both art forms, which ensunedccam
success. Wright's novel stirred reading communities and garnetiedlaecognition well
before its publication. The novel was so heavily anticipated that in its mgotdeom, it won
Richard Wright a Guggenheim fellowship (Poore 25). According to Hazel Rowkelitdrary
world spent much time discussing the novel, which made the question, “What do you think of

Native SoR” a common line within influential reading circles (194). Once publigdatiye Son
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became “a literary phenomenon,” selling 215,000 copies within three weeks of paoibjicat
skyrocketing Wright towards becoming the first African Americaridadieng author (193).
Many critics compared Wright's novel to the work of Steinbeck and Dostoyewsklg others,
like Lilian Johnson worried about the implications of presenting Bigger Thomas as a
representative of the African American community to a reading public @al®2). According
to Rowley, one of Wright's readers wrote, “They will believe him typafadll of us. They so
easily lump us into one classification” (193). It is this fascinatingioglship between writers
speaking from marginalized, oppressed communities in the United States, amgethediaglo
public that evokes important discussions of the nature and reasons behind the success of a novel
like Native Sonthat presents the opportunity for racial spectatorship and social voyeurism by
members of the white, middle and upper class readers. The question, then, is: Did a
predominantly white readership feverishly purchase copidatfe Sorbecause of Wright's
mastery as an author or did the thrill of peeking behind Bigger Thomas’s back ssatlers?
This same sort of reception anticipates a similar reaction for hip-hopjagpence it soared in
popularity starting in the late 1980s and early 90s.

Angry hip-hop voices, ranging from solo rappers and rap groups like Public Enemy,
Niggaz With Attitude, Snoop Doggy Dogg, and Ice-T, ignited similar nationa¢tes about
the perceived violent and dangerous nature of African American communities anebting
men. While N.W.A. rapped, “A young nigga on a warpath/ And when I'm finished, it's gonna be
a bloodbath/ Of cops, dying in LA,” politicians, journalists, and parents shouted an batcry t
N.W.A. promoted violence and reinforced stereotypes.Waahington Timeeditorial about
N.W.A. and other gangsta rap groups, Michael McMahon challenged the argumeaptha

artists were merely reflecting the realities of their lives in the ‘hood:



Great art [...] never disguises [reality], but neither does it ever surrenddiyt
merely vomiting up only the ugliness that reality contains. No one will much care
about the ‘inner me’ of Schooly D and his buddies if all that’s inside them is the
ugliness they brag about and all that comes out is the artistic equivalent of
diarrhea. After their novelty wears thin, they’ll be about as enduring as The
Beatles’ soup bowl haircuts in the early ‘60s. (F2)
The characterization of hip-hop as a detrimental, inadequate, and crude art fixeerhas
popular argument against it ever since hip-hop became perceived as a thietd, topper-class
morals and values. These arguments stem out of conservative ideologies that donpbtat
understand hip-hop, its function, or the mastery and artistry required to make gitaeap hip
music. McMahon focuses the brunt of his argument on a concept of “ugliness” he feels is
literally “inside” hip-hop artists that he feels qualifies a quick disatisEtheir art. It is these
comparisons of black art as “vomit” or “diarrhea” that also brings to mind the unédbet
tradition of degrading certain artists and/or works based on moral, ignorant, ishteracs.
McMahon was correct in that the novelty aspect of hip-hop did deteriorate, Hertttedn lose
popularity, hip-hop grew and developed into a larger, more dominant art form extending outside
of music and ingraining itself deeply in American society, and increasitinglyvorld.
A year after McMahon claimed hip-hop would soon lose its popularity, the “Ralanc
Desk” column of théNew York Timegseported that major music labels like MCA and Warner
Brothers were buying up the independent rap labels primarily responsible for pgpthesi
majority of hip-hop in the 1980s because the genre passed the $100 million mark imdates, a
anticipated “higher revenues this year [1990]” (D11). When questioning risk inimyesta

fringe style like rap,” the article states, “...rock-and-roll, soul andodisasic have followed the



same course.” Clearly, executives of record companies took note of thg eehding

popularity of hip-hop in urban neighborhoods; but, increasingly, hip-hop audiences expanded in

neighborhoods outside of the poverty-laden neighborhoods where it first developed. As hip-hop

rapidly received more media exposure, and rappers catapulted towards the spttiggilt,

much like an earlier generation of debate surrounding Richard Wright, the delramhetreer

hip-hop was dangerous to American society also grew. The following fyeatreeNew York

Timesarticle, David Samuels declared:
Neither side of the debate has been prepared, however, to confront what the
entertainment industry’s receipts from this summer [1991] prove beyond doubt:
although rap is still proportionally more popular among blacks, its primary
audience is white and lives in the suburbs. And the history of rap’s degeneration
from insurgent black street music to mainstream pop points to another dispiriting
conclusion: the more rappers were packaged as violent black criminals, the bigger
their white audiences become. (24-25)

White, middle-class, and young consumers increasingly became the mairs pdthip-hop,

which at first glance would signify a positive moment for the relationship keetimack and

white Americans and the adoption of hip-hop music into the national conversation. Yet, what

Samuels identifies is a troubling relationship between the motivation and allinemirchase

and consumption of certakindsof hip-hop. Artists like Public Enemy and KRS-One, who

wrote songs infused with political protest, righteous anger, and acted dsldseendants of the

Black Panthers sold less records as hip-hop increased in popularity. Thes# tapeers, who

would now be classified as “Conscious” rappers, typically do not appeal to broadcasdien

despite their focus on producing songs meant to create positive change. Meanpyels, Iike



Snoop Dogg and Too Short, who glorified the pimp and thug lifestyle, while appearing to be the
direct descendants of Huggy Bear, saw their record sales increasechiyndeffrey Ogbar, in
his analysis of KRS-One’s song, “My Philosophy,” shows how KRS-One pointshaut “
insidious practices of the record industry, which cultivates problematic inoatpésckness”
(19). The song works as a hip-hars poeticawhere KRS-One explains his reasons for rapping
and the differences between good and bad hip-hop. KRS-One raps:

But | don’t walk this way to portray

Or reinforce stereotypes of today

Like all my brothas eatin’ chicken and watermelon

Talk broken English and drug sellin’

[...]

But they don't care ‘cause the company is sellin’ it

It's my philosophy on the industry
He explains that some rappers extend stereotypes and act as modern-dalg muhstie
ensures them success, but sadly plays into the hands of record executives whaewaottt
and extend damaging stereotypes in the name of profit. Extending the relatiomsieignbleip-
hop and African American scholars of the earlﬁ?l 2entury, Ogbar qualifies KRS-One in the
same conversation when he states, “Much like black intellectuals of the 19203)dwethey
white-controlled businesses would rather promote tired black stereotypesCld&)y, the
nature of the popularity of a novel containing a character like Bigger Thomas ahdgngca
Snoop Doggy Dogg album point at the what portrayals of blackness are not only preferred, but

also the racially-charged motives behind these preferences.



Utilizing the publication oNative Sorand its story helps the reader understand the issue
of mass exposure and reception and their effects by an American audrenisepsimarily
Anglo and lives under hegemonic structures favoring whiteness and white valiees whi
maintaining its control over attitudes and perceptions of blackness and black valuesll Afte
according to Ogbar, “White supremacy, of course, is based on a system thadsleoidical,
economic, and social marginalization of black people and other people of color” (19). Thus,
while a novel as important as Native Son may have exposed mass audiences to thelBlack B
and the attitudes of its inhabitants, at the moment of mass consumption, the novel and its author
give up their intended purpose, which becomes transformed according to what those in power
determine. Hip-hop music belongs in the same conversation because it fumctsisiilar
manner. While a song like “Murder Was the Case” by Snoop Dogg shows what a Bigger
Thomas-type would be thinking while on trial, the fascination of the song by populaneesli
falls along the lines of promoting the black criminal type. Hip-hop provides ancadditi
perspective by males living under similar conditions as Bigger Thomast|mi@cy rappers are
the descendants of Bigger Thomas: still growing up in poor, crime-ridden neighbqgrstibds
subjected to unfair, racist practices; and still harboring angry, violent thougtitstthe rest of
society. If Bigger Thomas grew up in Bedford-Stuyvesant, he would probablyel8ichaas a
terror since the public school era” like Biggie Smalls (Notorious).

A study combiningNative Sorand hip-hop also encourages the need to view literary
studies under different interdisciplinary lenses that create important ¢cimmseas in this case,
that bridge gaps between generations, helping readers understand the deduosr@ataeen
seemingly unconnected, or barely-connected cultural works. Michael Warhés,description

of the aims of New Historicism, states:



New Historicism has a motto: “The text is historical; and history is teX{liae
first part means that meaning does not transcend context but is produced within it;
the second part means that human actions and institutions and relations, while
certainly hard facts, are not hard facts as distinguished from language. &hey ar
themselves symbolic representations, though this is not to say, as many old
historicists might conclude, that they are not real. (7)
Under Warner’'s parameters, badtlative Sorand hip-hop music produce their own ideas and
conclusions about the state of African Americans within their own specificxtentde South
Side of Chicago in the early ®@entury created the conditions for a character like Bigger
Thomas who felt his only recourse against racism and oppression to be violent thought and
action, while rappers found their recourse in making music since the late 1970sedinag
behind both cultural products belongs exclusively to the context of their respeungvand
place; yet, the connections described previously bethaéme Sorand hip-hop echo Warner’s
idea of the “textuality,” meaning that the similarities between battti@s share much in
common and are facilitated under a continued tradition of African American respons
oppression and the white reception of black cultural products. In other words, Richaintl, Wrig
his work, and hip-hop serve as symbolic representations and bridging theset@milari
historically and thematically explain why Richard Wright and Biggemid@® serve as
precursors to hip-hop, and help inform why current issues in hip-hop culture ekisy aot
Building off the framework New Historicism provides, Brook Thomas provide&itee
of categorizing the relationship between literary works and other cultorés in the form of a

chiasmus in order to provide new, creative ways of producing scholarship. He states:

10



To rely on chiasmus to extend literary analysis to cultural analysisrngoty a
different relation of literature to a culture. It no longer speaks for—or
represents—culture as a whole. Instead, chiasmus allows the criticao plac
literature in relation to another specified cultural practice. (9)
Thus, just like a rapper in the middle of a freestyle may create unlikelyammseand bridge
gaps between genres, history, politics, street slang, etc, my argumeaka/lright's novel
and hip-hop to show how both cultural works can work together within what Thomas calls, “a
dynamic sense of cultural interaction,” but help readers and listeners maalgestconnections
between the voices of the inner city of South Side Chicago of the 1940s and the voiocaagtill
in the same or similar areas (12).

In addition, placing a novel likdative Sonthat has achieved the prestige of belonging to
the American literary canon, with hip-hop, an art form still strugglingdspect within many
critical circles, offers the possibility of elevating hip-hop in importeeroe validity in American
cultural history. My study will prove how hip-hop music and its artists share, éiquat similar,
artistry, message, and intent towards the same, if not similar, intelléetel as Richard
Wright's. In fact, an explicit negotiation of the connection between tegisaand Bigger
Thomas helps promote the importance of the message sought by Richard Wright kiisoug
character: the need for creative outlets and reform in impoverished conas@citoss the
nation.

The discussion betwedative Sorand hip-hop ultimately boils down to a discussion of
several questions surrounding the subject of the black, inner-city male. How dotidese
function in their neighborhoods and American society? Why are Americans afraghafdand

yet, fascinated at portrayals of their lives? Often, inner-city ma¢earalyzed, characterized,
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and discussed as lost, misdirected, unfortunate, and inherently flawed. Countlessisave
portrayed young, urban males as an archetype lacking the ability towaaddumwability, often
placing the blame on the males themselves. In 1939, a year before the ubdtEative Son
E. Franklin Frazier publishethe Negro Family in the United Stateghich “argued that
urbanization was undermining the ability of men to provide for their families"téS@&®0). Less
than twenty years later, Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 report imamfkmerican
families cited inadequacies in males as the main explanation for the Isg&i@f mobility for
many black families in poverty. Frequently, the problems within the Africanridare
community are often centered on its young men and their lack of agency. Wisatdlyis
attempts to do is use Wright's work and rap music and videos to explain how young, black men
living in the nation’s ghettos create meaning, relationships, and ultimdtelyanity needed to
survive oppressive, racist conditions existing both in Bigger's and Biggie’s eras.

What makes this study particularly timely is the recent discourse surnguthe African
American community since the ascendance of President Barack Obasider®bama’s
election again unearthed national anxieties about the dangers of the bladk Auaerican
society. One only need to think about Rev. Jeremiah Wright, worries Obama ist Vsestira,
and his Kenyan roots to see that many attacks against President Obama relaad tiat a
black man is incapable of running the nation. In fact, just like Mr. Dalton and Brittadfear
Bigger was a communist, opponents of President Obama continue raising fedrs thated
States is fast becoming a socialist state. According to ChristinesQacently as April 2009
major newspapers and journals “have—respectively—lamented, heralded, anealise
coming rise of socialism” (21). Dick Morris believes Obama’s brand oabsiaci will emulate

FDR'’s policies, and “Obama’s record will be similar, although less widerare destructive”
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(74). These anxieties connect back to a fear of black males as inadequé#tetuathl inferior,
and/or dangerous to American society.
On the other end of the spectrum, the academic and political success of Olmama als
fueled the “bootstraps” discourse calling for African Americans livmgaverty to work their
way out of the ghetto while ignoring the effects of environment Richard Wrightea the
American public to recognize. One of the most critical and vocal public figures pustsing
philosophy is comedian Bill Cosby. Over the past few years, Bill Cosbadtagly participated
in political discussions, criticizing parents and children of the hip-hop generatiamét he
believes is a mass culture of apathy, lost morals, and victimhood in the inner city.
In 2004, Cosby received an invitation to deliver an address to the NAACP during its
fiftieth anniversary commemoration of tBeown v Board of Educatiodecision. Cosby took the
opportunity to address his concerns in the African American community. Throughoutdth,spe
Cosby repeatedly concluded that males were the root issue towards impineviingg of
African Americans living in the inner city. He stated:
I’'m talking about these people who cry their son is standing there in an orange
suit. Where were you when he was two? Where were you when he was twelve?
Where were you when he was eighteen, and how come you don’t know he had a
pistol? And where is his father, and why don’t you know where he is? And why
doesn’t the father show up to talk to the boy?

Cosby often talks about the embarrassment of so many young black men beiregl @md

incarcerated and reminisces that older generations instilled a healthvasea on responsibility

on their children that he feels no longer exists. In this speech, he questions the loubtiher

problem ultimately falls on the assumed absence/inadequacy of fathersCbiaxt,seems to

13



share Bigger’s frustration with religion discussed at the beginningsothiaipter. He says, “And

you can't keep asking Jesus to ask doing things for you. You can’t keep asking thatl@ad wil

a way.” What is interesting is that although Cosby wants to criticizeiggeBThomas type, he

believes these men need something beyond the hope religion traditionally offers.

Understandably, what Cosby wants is action, and his speech challenges miseatadie

heed the call. He belongs to what Ta-Nehisi Coates refers to “the populistvednrseblack”

philosophy that believes “...the idea of the Great Fall—the theory, in this basppst-Jim

Crow blacks have lost touch with the cultural traditions that enabled them to perdeeegh

centuries of oppression” (57). As he continues his speech, his anger beginsgdvigetiop

more and more explicitly. He alludes to fashions associated with hip-hop, such gsn@un

“putting on their clothes backwards,” and “with their hat on backwards, pants down around the

crack.” Cosbhy scoffs at these forms of self-expression and clearlgiseve target when he

describes young men hanging out at the corner:
It's right around the corner. It's standing on the corner. It can’t spedisknly
doesn’t want to speak English. | can’t even talk the way these people talk: ‘Why
you ain’t where you is go, ra.” I don’t know who these people are. And | blamed
the kid until I heard the mother talk. Then | heard the father talk. This is all in the
house. You used to talk a certain way on the corner and you got into the house
and switched to English. Everybody knows it's important to speak English except
these knuckleheads. You can’'t land a plane with, ‘Why you ain’t...” You can’t be
a doctor with that kind of crap coming out of your mouth. There is no Bible that
has that kind of language. Where did these people get the idea that they’'re moving

ahead on this. Well they know they’re not; they’re just hanging out in the same
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place, five or six generations sitting in the projects when you're just supposed to
stay there long enough to get a job and move out.
This argument appears often whenever Cosby gives speeches. Cosbyandrigestration is
understandable because he wants to see people in his shared community angebapstthe
cycle of poverty afflicting generation after generation. The probleim st tirade is first, that
he further strips the humanity of people living in ghettos across American.ySnpalling
young men “It,” he refuses to recognize their worth, which fuels the songef &igger Thomas
and rappers share. Next, he insults colloquialisms and slang inherent in the hip-hop ¢@mmuni
that have served as a form of empowerment and creativitizzle. He clatrttsetlséang spoken
on the streets is an obstacle towards social advancement, claiming doctotstarsph@ak
standard English. Certainly, Bigger, who tells a friena,cuild fly a plane if | had a chance”
(emphasis original), would take exception to Cosby’s claim.

Ta-Nehisi Coates responds to Cosby’s argument by turning his ideas on their hea
Cosby is fond of saying that sacrifices of the ‘60s weren’'t made so thatsappe
and young people could repeatedly use the wagder (emphasis original). But
that’s exactly why they were made. After all, chief among all individgals
awarded Americans is the right to be mediocre, crass, and juvenile—in other
words, the right to be human. (62)

It is this right for a sense of self-respect and humanity that Bigger Thdtmaately seeks from
the moment he looks around his neighborhoods and sees constant reminders of his impoverished
state to the moment he stares at the reader with “a faint, wry, bitlef §Native Som30).

Rather than seen as an “It” or a societal ill, the contributions of writer8Miight and MCs in
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hip-hop expose audiences to the ways black young men strive for a sense of belbiegitigey
have experienced marginalization in many aspects of their lives.

My argument does not seek to absolve African American males of having to work
towards achieving social mobility. Like anyone else part of a margathtommunity in the
United States, there is certainly a need for a local, home-grown eff@tdswromoting family,
hard work, and education in order to move people out of poverty and into a better, self-gustainin
socioeconomic status. My study does not contradict those ideas, but it does refsseatian
by many that African American males have laid dormant and/or complacent. Gonthery, my
study demonstrates that these malesworking and attempting alternative stratagems that seek
to serve the same emotional, intellectual, and aesthetic needs as asgonaelation driven by
capitalism and patriarchy. Because socioeconomic conditions in places like Blmu@hgago,
the Bronx, and Compton provide few opportunities for social advancement, these malgs simpl
go about achieving their goals in different ways based on available means@ndes, of
which few exist. In other words, like the break-dancer using an old refragerardboard box,
black males living in the ghetto made do. The violent, misogynistic nature ofek@sssions
shock audiences once they reach the national conversation, which in turn createsntied fuot
significant social capital. This is important because this social capitas with it the potential
towards leveraging it in order to make social change. If the public is aldoynBigger Thomas,
then it follows the nation should work towards saving the other Bigger Thomasesniving i
ghettos across the nation. Instead, as will be discussed in further chapsarsytinks are
commodified and exploited for financial gain, which then strips these cultural psaafubeir
original intent. Recipients of these commaodified products no longer purchase workatike

Sonor rap music in order to understand. They buy for the thrill of violence, misogyny, and
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criminality. With the market set in place, other acts mimicking the saaradiers, attitudes, and
content appear, but under the intent of profit.

When hip-hop elder statesman and legend, Nas, declared, “Hip-Hop is Dead” in 2006, the
debate over whether the art form still retained its roots raged among the hip-lmapragmin
the song, Nas laments:

Went from turntables to mp3’s

From ‘Beat Street’ to commercials on Mickey D’s

From gold cables to Jacob’s

From plain facials to Botox and face lifts.
Nas recognizes the significant change hip-hop underwent from its days assibefithe streets
to advertisement background beats. He sees that the money created a diffdrehhig-hop
artist. If Nas is correct, then perhaps Bill Cosby’s anger should be airttezba who alter and
change the intent of African American cultural products at the moment theyheffpotential
for profit, rather than at those young people creating art in order to exggeapge, and survive
crime, poverty, and racism. After all, it is these products that allow mahg ightetto to feel a
sense of connectedness and humanity.

To continue the discussion betweédative Sorand hip-hop culture, an exploration of the
socioeconomic conditions present in Richard Wright's South Side Chicago and DJ Kdel Her
Bronx will provide the context and explanation of why these artists chose to poriray the
neighborhoods in a realistic manner that reflects poverty, crime, anddigcianination. In
addition, by showing how similar conditions existed despite being more thapddtyg apart,
ties between Wright and hip-hop will appear clearer, which will then fateild deeper

discussion into how both cultural products reflect masculine expressions in theityiner ¢
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Chapter 2: Sociopalitical Conditionsin the American Ghetto

“Sitting at home scratching off serials eating cereal
The way we find a way to survive, shit is a miracle
We got mice in the crib and roaches in the toasters, rice in the fridge
Bread in the oven by the roaster”
-Talib Kweli “Around My Way”

The above quote illustrates the paradoxical nature of the American inner-aity. M
people living outside the ghetto have a vague understanding of winghitentail (poverty,
crime, welfare, and a majority population of ethnic minorities) without everngpa true idea
of what it actuallyis. This superficial idea of the ghetto stops short of a deeper, more adequate
understanding of the adverse conditions existing in these communities. Depending ficiauper
ideas leads to imposing stereotypes regarding the nature, appearancepasdautdividuals
living in the inner-city. Voices coming out of these communities, such as Talil’&vpebvide
this deeper understanding through cultural works such as rap music and videos that provide
visual images and lyrics. These works provide a context that goes beyond tbe supfieovide
insight into the sights, sounds, and people of a place like the Bronx, Compton, or the South Side.

Additionally, if an audience understands the complexities of the ghetto, the possibility
opens up towards understanding the often violent, misogynistic nature of culttsgrtekuced
by African American males. This chapter attempts to show how sociopatitiodltions
existing in poor, inner-city communities influenced the development of the subjeet arad
intent created by both Richard Wright and hip-hop.

Part of Richard Wright's intent in writinjative Sorwas to provide a sociological

argument describing why real males existed that shared the sameifnustnath Bigger
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Thomas. One of Wright's major goals in creating Bigger Thomas was to ctitiguessumption
that all African Americans held a passive attitude when confronting lasistand practices.
Early in the novel, during an introspective moment, the narrator states, “Thesthevenythms
[Bigger’s] of his life: indifference and violence; periods of abstract brooalagperiods of
intense desire; moments of silence and moments of anger—Ilike water ettithgnang from
the tug of a far-away, invisible force” (29). Bigger and his friends constsintlggle with the
oppressive forces existing in their community. The periods marked by pagsiditierence,
brooding, and silence are the times where oppression makes Bigger feel weddiygpoverty,
and racism. The periods marked by reaction: violence, desire, and antier tarees where
Bigger wants or takes agency. Wright wants the reader to understand that indivkéuigder
feel a sense of restlessness and frustration as a direct result of hawiagrtaHe ghetto. He is
in no way content in his environment. The narrator continues when stating, “[Bigger] wa
bitterly proud of his swiftly changing moods and boasted when he had to sufferulte aés
them,” which shows the sort of nature someone may adopt when living in the ghetto. Hee phra
“bitterly proud” evokes the idea of desperation—of attempting to find somethinglatttat
justifies self-worth/importance. Wright wants to bring his reader into the mitieeafhetto
youth while providing external reasons behind why it functions as it does.

Although the novel is a fictional account, Wright's intention was to write a novetl base
on a real setting and realistic events according to what he witnessed growircgoialig to
Cynthia Tolentino, “By making fiction behave like sociology, Wright is able toitewdominant
sociological narratives that assign particular social roles to winiteridans, other Americans,
and non-Americans” (381). Wright is able to provide his own sociological study of Sdeth S

Chicago and is able to use his work to prove that many people living in ghetto cormsunit
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reacted against living in those conditions despite stereotypical notions tleanAyimericans
passively accepted their conditions.

In addition to rewriting social roles, Wright also provides a charactey sfuahat he
calls the many “Bigger Thomases” he met while growing up in Mississippi andgchiany
conversation regarding Bigger Thomas as a character and type should congjtiés \@8say
“How ‘Bigger’ was Born.” Although, as Wright himself states, this estayikl not determine a
complete analysis of Bigger’s origins; nevertheless, the author provides kgt inso male
figures on which Wright based his character, and according to Tolentino, “The gerigigigesf
Thomas... is conveyed in a ‘personal’ account of the process through which [Wrightjeachie
racial and class consciousness” (382). By using life experiences as tharirtgpiration for
creating Bigger, Wright justifies the sociological aspect of the novel. idddity, “Wright’s
investigation into ‘what made Bigger and what he meant’ considers the optiorsbke/tnl black
men for challenging racism, as well as the consequences of such a@R)s'Rresenting
available “options” and “consequences” provides important insight into why a peksdidiger
would feel powerless and isolated in the South Side, which would explain the extnemes i
thought and action Bigger experiences in his life. The assault on Gus in order to avoid robbing
Blum’s store and the decision to murder Betsie both are explained by this sengeedtdes

In “How Bigger was Born,” Wright states, “The birth of Bigger Thomassgoack to my
childhood, and there was not just one Bigger, but many of them, more than | could count and
more than you suspect,” meaning that growing up in both Mississippi and Chicaght Wok
note of men in his community subjected to the oppression created by racist pracheesarly
twentieth century (434). Wright lists six archetypal figures, and heradrtheir resistant resolve

towards the face of racism. As a result, each Bigger also met tragedy andrighs r&¢alls:
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The Bigger Thomases were the only Negroes | know of who consistently violated
the Jim Crow laws of the South and got away with it, at least for a sweet brief
spell. Eventually, the whites who restricted their lives made them paryideter
price. They were shot, hanged, maimed, lynched, and generally hounded until
they were either dead or their spirits broken. (437)
For Wright, the figure of Bigger Thomas represents a violent, desperate e$poasds racist
injustice. In a 1945 interview, Wright asserts, “I was not trying to showeadf/Negro, but even
more than that—a human being reacting under pressure, reacting the only way hecause b
of his environment” (Kinnamon 84). Adding to Wright's idea, Tolentino states, “Not ynanel
inventory of available black subject positions, however, Wright's essay is alsguemeant for
the ways in which knowledge of racist conventions can either substitute for or joirowithals
a means to challenge Jim Crow laws and social practices” (382).Né&tine Sorargues that
anyone placed under the same conditions as low-income African Americanshsi@@ut
Chicago could develop a Bigger-like mentality, which fosters feelings ehteent, hate, and
disassociation from the rest of a society that could potentially lead to diestmesults.

When Wright arrived to Chicago, he was part of the large migration of African
Americans from the South to Northern cities occurring during the early pidue diventieth
century. Blacks moving to Chicago during this time experienced extreme atibjugnd
isolation from the rest of the city. Thomas Lee Philpott tracks how populationhgrates from
1910 to 1920 shot up 146 percent, which prompted white homeowners, politicians, and
businessmen to ensure a strict segregation of the black community using bothahd {aolent
force (121). The segregation grew so extreme, that “In 1930 two out of three black @hgago

were packed into tracts where the population was 90 percent black, or more. One blackperson i
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five lived in a tract where 97.5 percent or more of the people around him were also blagk” (132
Philpott also states that the influx of white, European immigrants simultaneotislyg to
Chicago never experienced the same kind of segregation and violence. Additibeaihgjority
of the black population lived in extreme poverty.
In Chicago, employment opportunities were few for African Americans. Tisey al
received lower wages than other workers, which coupled with disproportionately higgnices
in the South Side, made life increasingly difficult for black families. When Bigdading from
the police, he remembers “that his mother had once made him tramp the streets foolevo w
months looking for a place to liveN@tive Sor248). Then the narrator states, “And [Bigger] had
heard it said that black people, even though they could not get good jobs, paid twice asntnuch r
as whites for the same kind of flats.” With no money, families struggled in fitainging, food,
and other basic needs. Since the majority of African Americans in Chicagdonesd into
crowded neighborhoods, very few places for recreation existed, which meant young people
lacked places to hang out. Gareth Canaan states:
In addition to the poor quality of housing, the African-American neighborhoods
had little to offer in the way of parks and recreational facilities. Thesdittia
relief for those living in overcrowded apartments. [...] Rood’s study notednrthat
the neighborhood between"2&nd 52° Streets along Federal Street, most
backyards were filled with shacks, accumulated garbage and refuse, junk
collected by junk collectors, and even ‘an occasional pig.” Consequently, there
was no room for children to play there and they had to go out in the streets for
lack of a nearby playground or park. [...] The average population to each acre of

public park area in that [second] ward was 8059.9 people per acre. (163)
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Less than eight total acres of park space existed in areas populated by Afmeecans. Living
under a constant state of overcrowding and having severely inadequate spaisgréoot
recreation increased health problems and juvenile delinquency. Young mendresbdaging
out in the streets and pool halls, which are clearly displayed by Biggereatienal habits in
Native SonAccording to Canaan, because many of these men lacked employment, they joined
gangs and eventually found trouble with the police whether they committeds@rmet. Lack
of employment also promoted stereotypes regarding African Amerisanadequate and lazy,
which made it increasingly difficult for those arrested to defend themsélaesan states, “By
1930, African American youths accounted for 21.2 percent of the arrests while blacall
accounted for 6.9 percent of the total population” (163). This disproportionate rate @& arrest
shows both how youth without places for recreation are more likely to resort to delingumency
that racist practices also made black youth more susceptible to trouble Wétvthe

In his essay, Wright explains how these isolating, ghetto conditions he experifaced a
the mind. “In Dixie,” he states, “there are two worlds, the white world and thie Wiartd, and
they are physically separated” (437). This barrier between white aridrbédes social
distinctions regarding success, privilege, progress. Wright arguesdties on
disenfranchisement creates modes of control over people. He believes Jinx(Sted/te “build
up a vast, dense ideology of racial superiority that would justify any act ohgetaken against
him to defend white dominance; and further, to condition him to hope for little and to receive
that little without rebelling” (438). These same ideas still circulateray people living in
ghettos today. During the 1990s, Sudhir Venkatesh studied the Chicago South Side as part of a
sociological study on ghetto communities, poverty, and gangs. While interviewindSolater

Side Chicagoans, Venkatesh found men such as Leonard “Old Time” Combs makingrdtatem
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such as, “We live in a city within a city. They have theirs and we have ours. Ao dayn
understand that it will never change, you'll start understanding how this aikgiv@). The
emphasis on boundaries separating what part of Chicago belongs to black and whiaates
beliefs towards who deserves social and economic development and advancement. While
interviewing Charlie Butler, a much younger man, Venkatesh finds:
You got blacks who are beating their heads trying to figure out a way to live
whereyoulive! Don’t ask me why. And then you got a whole lot of black folk
who realize it ain’t no use. Like us. We just spend our time trying to get by, and
we live around here, where it ain’t so pretty, but at least you won't get gsur a
beat. At least not by the police. (7)
After Butler’'s statement, Old Time adds, “That’s how it's been since btdklcAme to the city,
and it's not going to change.” These two native sons of the ghetto still maimeasame
attitudes Wright witnessed in his community. Although no longer acknowledginGraim,
these men still exhibit the same fears towards racist oppression.

Old Time and Butler show how the constant presence of racist oppression can lead people
towards adopting alternative coping methods in order to survive. Butler is the prodemtiaf s
generations of South Side Chicagoans who developed the belief that staying put ensures, a
minimum, avoidance of harassment by the police, which infers that he and hiskaawl all
too well the history of abuse by the police in ghetto neighborhoods. Although Bigger woul
identify more with the “blacks who are beating their heads” Butler mentionsbdte
understand the message of futility constantly visible in their neighborhoods. Bfigéris
friend Gus, “They [white people] do things and we can't. It's just like living inlalf the time

| feel like I’'m on the outside of the world peeping in through a knot-hole in the fence...” (20)
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Bigger’s resentment towards being limited echoes Old Time’s comments different worlds
with significant differences existing for two different races.
Wright expands his analysis of ghetto isolation through two main psychologicaktact

First, through some quirk of circumstance, he [Bigger] had become estranged
from the religion and the folk culture of his race. Second, he was trying to react to
and answer the call of the dominant civilization whose glitter came to him
through the newspapers, magazines, radios, movies, and the mere imposing sight
and sound of daily American life. In many respects his emergence as a distinct
type was inevitable. (439)

These two forces emphasize identity and place. Without religion or folk cultggeBacks

spiritual grounding to find and/or develop a source of hope or relief. In contrast, hisr it

holds a spiritual and cultural connection to her racial identity. When Bigger goes horde to pi

up his gun in order to rob Blum’s, he hears his mother singing over and over, “Lord, | want to be

Christian / In my heart, in my heart” (35). Through singing a prayer, Bigg@tlsenconnects to

African American traditions, namely the function of Christian songs. Additygriedr identity

as a seeker of Christianity connects her to a community of others sdekisegme spiritual goal.

Finally, she grounds her religious goal in an imagined space. Because slhie #isociety

oppressive to her race, Bigger's mother knows the only place where she maydoedfemin

her reality is in the one she creates in her heart. Singing the song makmscthpassible

through the act of song and prayer. Bigger's mother sings in the comfort of her own hoche, w

shows how private spaces also allow expressions of hope and identity.

In contrast, upon arriving at the house, Bigger quietly slips into the house to retrieve his

weapon. He prefers his mother not know about his presence, first, for obvious reasons, but
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second, because he does not feel comfortable in the private space of his home.lHensenal
and family represent the failure of his role as oldest male, which only cantirhen he enters
the public where “the call of dominant civilization,” mentioned earlier workscasmstant
reminder of what Bigger may never achieve. Wright presents a cleaplexatmen Bigger and
Jack watch newsreels of young ladies who “[represent] over four billion dofl&merica’s
wealth and over fifty of America’s leading families...” (31). The physssgaration shows how
the only way these poor, young black men can see these wealthy, young, and whitasvame
the screen. Also, after Jack expresses desire to experience a vacation actlihBigger
answers, “But you'd be hanging from a tree like a bunch of bananas...” (32). In’'Bigujed,

the possibility of participating in a bourgeois activity, vacationing, is implesdt is an activity
reserved for the rich and white, such as Mary Dalton. It seems as iintferidrrator speaks
directly to the men because he staté€,“boy, don’t you wish you were down here in Florida?
and “Ah, the naughty ricfi!(sic). Watching those scenes only reinforces the perceptions of race
and class that, as Wright argues, would inform the actions and views of the Bigger @&homas
the world.

A study done by the Center for Urban Research and Poverty Studies as thsityrover
lllinois found that children growing up under ghetto conditions feel so isolated thatH¢hanly
peer group open to them is composed of other outsiders and deviant youths,” which inceeases t
likelihood for aggression, violent behavior, and criminal acts (255). Those who make it out of the
ghetto usually feel support from at least one member of the family and finddandgpe of
social support and structure outside the family” that features “a typewsadt activity” (266).

For Richard Wright, writing provided a space for escape—a space that, for,Bigger

unreachable, but became accessible for a later generation of hip-hap artist
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The function ofNative Soras a novel that provided a sociological insight into urban
communities populated primarily by African Americans also served as faicalvareness to an
ignored community. In his 1940 review Native SonMalcolm Cowley wrote Wright's central
message was:
Listen, you white folks [...] he [Wright] seems to be saying over and over. | want
to tell you about all the Negroes in America. | want to tell you how they live and
how they feel. | want you to change your minds about them before it is too late to
prevent a worse disaster than any we have known. | speak for my own people, but
| speak for America too. (38)

Wright's novel signaled an aggressive call for change and reform thadettesentiments of

black militants and nationalists. This is partly because of the novel’'s gh#ttmsAccording to

Robert ButlerNative Soris an important work of American fiction because “it boldly presented

a new black hero who was radically different from any of his predecessormia faerature”

(8-9). Wright presents “a fresh literary point of view” allowing readersaane into a world

once only known to those living in a community like Bigger’'s (Butler 9). Wright understood the

importance in presenting this perspective because in his “Blueprint for NegnogWihe

criticizes African American writers for being “confined to humble naovaetems, and plays,

prim and decorous ambassadors who went a-begging to white America” (97). Heskelt the

writers catered too much to the expectations of white audiences, which he fellawde

authors look like “French poodles who do clever tricks.” When wrilagve Sonhe admitted

to confronting the same pressures that forced the conditions under which his poedecess

worked. Rather than fall into the same role Wright criticizes, he persistadtimg a character

and story he felt reflected reality. In “How ‘Bigger’ was Born,” he cants, “l| knew that |
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could not write of Bigger convincingly if | did not depict him as he was: that is, resentful
towards whites, sullen, angry, ignorant, emotionally unstable, depressed and uradtgount
elated at times...” (449). For Wright, deciding to present South Side Chicagotabyctodis
audience was a vital, conscious, and deliberate choice.

Butler highlights that the American city was an important subject in taaiaeteenth
and early twentieth centuries, but “none of the many urban novels written by diniteg these
times focus on black people in any sustained or meaningful way” (9). When conshiackg
fiction prior toNative Sonit “is also noticeably lacking in detailed, realistic portraits of the
impoverished masses of urban blacks.” Authors like Charles W. Chesnutt, Pauideaure
Dunbar, and James Weldon Johnson all focused on issues primarily affecting the msddle cla
which preponderantly exclude the plight of Bigger Thomas.

This is why Wright begins the novel by immediately placing the audience hetre of
South Side Chicago, where Bigger and his family live under miserable conditiong.ofine r
where Bigger, his mother, and his two siblings all live is small, cramped, antlen3tiae
immediate concern of the day forces Mrs. Thomas to say, “Buddy, get up froml thetra! big
washing on my hands today and | want you-all out of here” (3). Above rest or breskfast
making a living. After getting up, Vera and her mother salvage their sengmiaf diy asking
Bigger and Buddy to look away while they change because there are no other rooms.

Wright adds a heavier element of misery by introducing a large, black rérioaizes
the room. Bigger must use a skillet to kill the rodent, and once he hits the rat, he finigbbs the
by smashing its head with a shoe (6). The brutal killing of the rat cerjarslthe nerves, but the
reader also gets the sense that this is just another day in the ghetto. Gitcatioa settles

down, the family reverts to annoying, arguing, and fighting with each othesh\also seems
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routine. Bigger receives most of the insults. His mother complains aboutkts kamployment,
his aggressive nature, and his mischievous activities. Out of frustration, Mothead ktates,
“Bigger, sometimes | wonder why | birthed you” (8). Rather than a soureamiidl love,
Bigger represents regret and a burden. A few lines later, she warns “If youtdpnitirsning
with that gang of yours and do right you’ll end up where you never thought you would” (9)
Stuck with his own feelings of futility, Bigger must also deal with his mothessntment,
which adds to the audience’s understanding of Bigger’s feelings of hateatinrsaand isolation.

It is no coincidence that as soon as he steps out of the house, he encounters the State
Attorney’s large, white face staring at him from a billboard that sta¥€3{)*CAN'T WIN”

(13). The narrator describes the poster as “show[ing] one of those faces that lcangbt at

you when you looked at it and all the while you were walking and turning your head td lbok a
kept looking unblinkingly back [...].” The atmosphere is hopeless and oppressive for Bigger
because at home he receives judgment for being an inadequate male figure, @tioeostteets,
he feels the constant reminder of his socioeconomic status and subjective éonacgyatv in
which he is already presumed guilty.

The conditions described by Richard Wright in his novel and the sociological informati
presented thus far prove that the majority of African Americans living ina@bitved under
crowded, miserable conditions caused by racist and oppressive laws and.dolitiesecond
half of the twentieth century, similar conditions prevailed in urban centerssatre country.
Young black and Latino males saw similar conditions in the Bronx. According to efigC
during the 1950s-1960s, white, middle-class families moved out of the Bronx as black and

Latino families moved in (12). During the 1970s, conditions in the Bronx, particularuitis s
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side, only grew worse. This was where the next crop of Bigger Thomases wouldadive
create hip hop music and culture. America was witnessing the birth of anothersuweati

Groups like the Black Panthers, Young Lords, and the Five Percenters, who developed as
a direct result of voices like Richard Wright's, suddenly found themselves compatingireet
gangs who formed in response to the Jewish, Italian, and Irish youth gangsrahpeter
African Americans and Latinos (Chang 12). According to Chang, “The optimisne af\il
rights movement and the conviction of the Black and Brown Power movements gave way to a
defocused rage and a long exhaustion. [...] Heroin dealers, junky thieves and costrastsa
filled the streets like vultures” (12-13). Once again, the same conditions Wreginitas, the
same feelings of isolation, entrapment, and frustration among young men inttioegglre rise
to a response.

After furious gang wars throughout the 1960s and early 70s, young men in the Bronx
began hosting the block parties that would eventually lead to the monumental eveninglwhen D
Kool Herc would host the party many credit as the official birth of hip-hop (C&@nhdip-hop
aligns with Wright's ideas because both give voice to those living in the mazguh&liack
ghetto, and both elicited the same fears from the dominant, white community. Wigstagan
rappers N.W.A. (Niggaz With Attitudes) released, “Fuck Tha Police,” thegrstnt against
police brutality in Compton, California, the aggressive message scared peaptbé suburbs
to the federal government. The FBI released a warning to the group’s ragekthiat stated the
song “encourages violence against and disrespect for the law enforcement’affrich echoed
a backlash against the group from politicians and advocacy groups worried thensesggge
would provoke resistance and retaliation against the police (Chang 325). Somenittiiic the

African American community also spoke against N.W.A. out of fears that the group pdesent
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images hurting the black community (Chang 325). Similarly, Wright answenddrsoutrage
from other African Americans. As also stated earlier, many critics tddgight’s novel
reinforced stereotypes and added to hate and trust issues between diffeseint Aaerica. In a
1941 interview, he answered his critics by stating, “You see, certain ekeareohg Negroes
conceive of literature as a cultural achievement rather than as an indtproteng for truth”
(Kinnamon 45). Wright felt his critics’ negative reviews came from aresetiithin the African
American community regarding success. The idea of “literature asuaatalthievement”
implies that only certain kinds of works and content should reach mass audiences, such a
Ellison’s Invisible Man with a likeable protagonist. Because Wright immediately presents
Bigger as bitter, angry, hateful, and violent, the idea of a character likerBegrhing mass
audiences whose interaction with African Americans may be limited tderstandable why
certain critics would find issues witllative Son If Wright's novel presents a realistic portrayal
with an aim at exposing audiences to knowledge suppressed by the isolating naieighetto,
thenNative Sorserves as the “tool” Wright states a work of literature could be. In spite of how
the novel is received by readelgtive Sorshows the ghetto’s effects on individuals and
communities. Arguably, hip-hop artists such as N.W.A. also sought to challengéedcce
notions and attitudes while presenting their own perspective on the truth.

Both Native Sorand hip-hop culture gave voice to marginalized people living in urban
ghettos. Specifically, Wright and hip-hop produce cultural texts emphasizistrtiggle of
young, black men and the ways they function under these conditions. A closer look at black
masculinity and the way black ghetto males express themselves revealplaasis on male

homo-social relationships, groups, and networks that create frameworks &od$a&tcoping

31



with the oppressive conditions previously discussed. To combat feelings of futéipgideand
powerlessness, black males depend on each other for support and survival.

For example, in Jay-Z's music video for the 1999 hit, “Big Pimpin,” the emphasis is on
male friendship and dominance over women. Jay-Z and his friends board a luxury yaaht, wher
they drink champagne, dance, and bask in a sunny paradise. Women in bikinis dance in the
background who interact only when the males approach them for a dance, a drinationtlir
The yacht approaches an island where the party continues on the beach, anddatoma
conveniently located within walking distance. During the first beach sdem&ur males in the
video each receive one camera shot depicting sexual dominance over women. JasAdanc
in arm with a crowd of women; Damon “Dame” Dash, Jay-Z’s former businesepartd co-
founder of the Rock-A-Fella brand, is tackled and dragged into the ocean by seveeal. Wom
guest voices on the song, Texas rappers Bun B and Pimp C untie the bikini tops of women in
thongs and massage them as they lie on beach towels.

Further south in the Atlanta hood, rapper T.l. presents his song, “Rubber Band Man,”
which focuses on drug dealing culture in the ghetto. The rubber band man commonly is a drug
dealer, and his money clip is a rubber band. Since the rubber band man carries so much cash on
hand, a rubber band is the only suitable means for keeping the roll of dollar bills in his pocket.
The song and video use the rubber band man as a metaphor for T.1.’s ability to selbtbfse
album. The video features T.l. hanging out on street corners, in his friends’drdet gnd in an
underground factory where women in silver hot pants and bikini tops manufacture the CDs.
Various camera shots throughout the video feature scenes of a crowd filling ¢t axtick
following T.I. to a final shot where they dance and stand behind their community hese T

people represent T.l.’s neighborhood, mainly those living in the area surrounding teie Bow
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Homes public housing projects, one of Atlanta’s poorest neighborhoods. Some shots show the
crowd dancing to the beat of the song, and others show the crowd standing still iaith def
looks aimed at the audience. In these defiant scenes, only males appear, white scdaes,
including one where T.I. dances surrounded by four women, feature a mix of both genders.

Although Jay-Z and T.l.’s videos contrast significantly in their choice ohggtbioth
emphasize male dominance, homo-social relationships, and hypermasculinityRbse
argues, “Over most of its brief history (...) rap video themes have repeatenigrged around
the depiction of the local neighborhood and the local posse, crew, or support system” (10). Many
critics argue these depictions highlight how hip-hop music can degrade gensl@niigromote
a modern-day minstrelization of black performers. Blues and Jazz musicahas never
received this sort of criticism, although these genres and hip-hop began ongée dfisociety
and eventually became adopted by the mainstream. According to Jeffrey Wigaiar
distinguishes hip-hop from other African American cultural products is that “mucip-tiop’s
core expressions have been boldly centered on a black masculinist identity that has
unapologetically insisted on both racial and gender markers” (72-3). While Ogbattimait
feminist hip-hop voices and perspectives exist within the culture, a “hyfgetrope” oftentimes
dominates hip-hop discourses.

The importance of focusing on the male-dominated discourse within hip-hop culture, and
specifically, music, is that a unigue relationship exists between young, urbesliviag within
the conditions present during the genesis of hip-hop and its continuing growth. Oghléshesta
three criteria that help define manhood within a hip-hop context:

In the expression of this masculine discourse, manhood is typically reduced to

three very common core points of reference to (male) authenticity: (1lwillf

33



ability to inflict violent harm on adversaries, (2) willful ability to have seth

many women, (3) access to material resources that are largelyssiate¢o

others. (75)
These three qualities instrumentally define for many living in black @hethat it means to be a
man. Many young, black males strive for all three qualities as a wayrohgaespect and
position within their communities, and namely, with respect to other males. lagée af Jay-Z
and T.l., both artists and their videos exemplify this need to assert male dagniwanothers,
and this is especially evident when the ubiquitous shots featuring the artistgdanpbsing
appear. Usually these shots angle from the ground up, expressing enoremgythstand
dominance. The artists and other males do not smile. Rather, they must look intimidating
towards any potential threat. Their appearances also suggest acquisitiotttobweaffluence.
This also helps explain why organized crime figures, such as Al Capone, Pablo Emttbar,
John Gotti, serve as icons in hip-hop.

Ogbar also roots hypermasculinity in the historical treatment of blacksnmellbe United
States. In a male-dominated society where many times, “black men cj@meee called
‘boys,” and denied basic rights and opportunities, these men “[compensated] for thei
powerlessness by creating the hypermale” (76). Focusing intensely @omag a male identity
along the lines of violence, sexual dominance, and power respond to feeling weak and
emasculated within a broader societal context.

Violence often serves as a tool towards asserting power. The ability toffemnolent
attacks and the ability to suppress others asserts control of the neighborhood, anddara broa
sense, the community. Guns symbolize both the presence of power and the ability tb asser

Michael Eric Dyson specifically addresses the iconography of the gbhmaihip-hop context
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when he states, “Too many young black and brown men view their sense of strength and
industry, and machismo, and manhood through the lens—and sometimes literally through the
scope—of a gun” (92). Dyson specifically focuses on gangsta rappers and howethtey us
symbol of the gun in their lyrics. A gun offers instant power, and its violent fotseacross

race, class, and location because anyone with a gun can kill. It is also the wssamosted with
figures responsible for maintaining order such as the policeman or the soldiennTthes
possession of the ghetto, black male, the gun becomes a volatile threat toaherdeci while

also implying the existence of an alternative order. A gun allows ntateaftrange power
structures within their neighborhood. This represents a fear within suburban comsnwhéiea
black ghetto youth goes beyond his neighborhood. Dyson goes on to state, “The guntés at
the merchandise of manhood and the means of its destruction. The gun is the most&ethal me
of undermining the masculine stability that many rappers desperatkfy(82¢ Guns also
emphasize the importance of material wealth. Those with the most gunsmefredsetter
equipped, stronger groups, which in turn can contest space and property such as neighborhoods,
allegiance with other males, and women.

Dyson continues his discussion of the gun by stating its increased importance when
considering “the postindustrial urban setting where young black and brown mest corte
another over smaller and smaller living and recreational spaces” (92)a@aioethe feeling of
isolation the ghetto maintains comes into play. Within the space of a ghetto,lése ma
controlling the most space control the social power structure of the communitg. Mhtes

ensure a stronger sense of safety, material goods, and women.
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Under this context, the gun also symbolically serves as a hyper masculine aied phall
symbol of power. In privileging the male, hypermasculinity also developsenmesting “tension
between homophobia and homoeroticism in hip hop” (Dyson 117). Dyson states:
First, when hip hop artists speak about M.O.B. (money over bitches), they are
emphasizing the crass relation between commerce and misogyny. But there’s
another element to M.O.B. as well: placing “homies” above women, because men
make money with men—or take money from them. In any case, the male relation
becomes a fetish in hip hop circles: hanging with “my boys,” kicking it withh “m
crew,” hustling with “my mens and them,” and dying for “my niggas.” There is an
unapologetic intensity of devotion that surely evokes at some level homoerotic
union. (120)

In both the Jay-Z and T.I. videos, the emphasis on male relationships is not only visibty evide

by the placement of males in the foreground and the females dancing in the backgroaisd, but

the depictions of unity and camaraderie among men.

Ironically, the first collaboration between Jay-Z and T.I. occur on the’®®004 song,
“Bring ‘Em Out,” in which the phrase, “Bring ‘em out/ Bring ‘em out/ It's hargéd with the
barrel in your mouth” loops over and over during the song’s hook. The person rapping the phrase
is a sample off Jay-Z’s song, “What More Can | Say,” out of his 2003 albaenBlack Album
If the gun serves as a symbol of the phallus, T.l.’s use of Jay-Z’'s phrase q@higstres the
symbolic meaning behind sticking the barrel of a gun in an enemy’s mouth. In theldon
primarily boasts about his reputation as the king of his hood. In the third versealldnghs
his opponents by specifically making reference to his collection of guns withngiieation of

his virility. He raps:
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If you knew what | knew then you’ll be hittin’ the deck

Got a tool and a vest | can get some respect

I’'m a make it hard for a sucka nigga to flex

Show ‘em this ain’t the squad for a nigga to test

Pimp, my nuts too large and we way too fresh

Work well with nines, AK’s, and techs.
T.1.’s ability to undermine others from asserting their power and magguhnthe hood places
him as the alpha-male. The final two lines specifically make referencevtaroudisplays of
virility, his crew’s attractiveness in being “fresh,” and his dexteritph\guns. An intimate
connection exists between social and sexual status. The one who can control the most
guns/phalluses is also the one that commands the strongest reputation as the king of the

neighborhootl

Dyson’s second point about male homoeroticism informs the nature of some male,
homosocial groups in hip-hop, which also applies to Bigger Thomas:
Second, there is great exaggeration or even mythology about sexual conquests
performed in the presence of one or more participating men. “I hit it, then my boy
hit it,” some young men brag, while others boasts of multiple men having
consensual sex with a woman. One assumes that males expose their sexual organs

in such conquests, especially as they mimic the sexual gestures adaptdwfrom t

' In the music video, T.l. is wearing a t-shirt with the album cover of Jay-Z's first album,
1997’s Reasonable Doubt, as both homage and a symbol of brotherhood between both
rappers.
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pornographic tapes that are increasingly popular in certain hip hop circles. This is

surely a heated and heady moment of homoerotic bonding. (120).
Immediately the rising popularity of “Uncut” videos over the past ten yeEanes to mind,
especially Nelly’s infamous music video for “Tip Dfill which features the hook, “I said it ain't
no fun unless we all get some,” while Nelly and his crew provocatively touch andwidimce
women in bikinis in what epitomizes misogynistic behavior. Elizabeth Farrellides¢he video
as, “includ[ing] images of topless women gyrating as Nelly and fellpweis throw money at
them, and of a man [Nelly] sliding a credit card between a woman’s bare buttock27)” (
The relationship displayed between all the men in the video is reminiscent oflyheheaed
masturbation scene between Bigger and Jack. Bigger and Jack, in masturbatingogi¢he
theatre, engage in a shared erotic moment. The way Bigger “glanc[eatkaard their shared
laughter suggests this activity occurred several times before (3@)eFuaore, while committing
the act, they talk to each other, further connecting their homoerotic bond. Their coonersat
revolves around the hardness of their penises, sexual prowess, and the acknowledgment of
orgasm and ejaculation. In discussing the desire for Bessie’s and Claralscpreaggests the
shared erotic experience Michael Eric Dyson described earlier, and iagbistice males
involved actually expose their genitalia. Additionally, when Jack discusses what he &inowt
rich, white women, he says, “Ah, them rich white women’ll go to bed with anybody, from a
poodle on up. They even have their chauffeurs” (33). The suggestion is that Mary DH&lton wi
probably have consensual sex with Bigger. Then Jack offers, “...if you run acytsa@itoo

much for you to handle at that place, let me know,” which expresses the desiregif@ sha

2 «Tip Drill” is a slang term referring to a woman considered attractive with the exception
for her face. The music video caused controversy in 2004 at Spellman College when
women protested and prevented Nelly’s visit on campus to promote a bone marrow
drive.
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women. Both ifNative Sorand rap videos such as “Tip Drill,” shared homoerotic experiences
between men show a ritualistic attitude towards money, women, and weapons foptsepof
emphasizing control and status towards the rest of the community. Those who own tbe most
all three own the neighborhood.

For the hip-hop artist, the quest for alpha-male status begins with the estahtistma
reputation among others based on the ability to rap. Under this context, a rapperguitisout
money, or women may challenge others by using those themes in a freestyle Qutmg|
critic Rafael Perez-Torres argues, “Rap and hip-hop use sampling, mixistiygoavordplay,
punning, and personal affirmation—indeed, creation—of self. These are maifestdta
formal and thematic mestizdjeor use of hybridity to create a new space (89). Perez-Torres
continues, “Rap and hip-hop as postmodern art forms evoke a simultaneous placement and
displacement,” which offers a space where poor, ghetto males may degdtsyiand meaning.

At the heart of hip-hop culture are two “primary thematic concerns: identtyogation” (Rose
10). Because the art form demands a posse of homies, competition, and an audienias, & crea
community that draws males to each other in order to establish their hip-hop spaassdrhien

of identity and space arrives through the ability to utilize and express onets voi

This need for voice relates back to the previous discussion of isolation within ghetto
conditions. Having the ability to assert and express one’s identity in a broader,comlbdixt
means the individual asserts and maintains her/his space on a national level. Tieuscaént

a male in the ghetto feels inclusion, he belongs to the nation. If not expressed thraagiva cr

® Mestizaje refers to the blending of races, white Spaniard, American indigenous, and African,
inherent in Mexican and Mexican-American culture. In this case, PemegsTigses the term and
its underlying concept that mestizaje to the Chicano represents a push andtpell fhexican
nor American) that ultimately serves as a space for the development dfyidedticritical
consciousness.

39



outlet, such as hip-hop for rappers and writing for Richard Wright, the tendencylisen f
towards violence. This also explains why the iconography of the gun is so intportguetto
communities.

In Native SonBigger discovers the empowering effects of voice, especially after he
murders Mary Dalton. Bigger begins thinking about the implications of his actibmnsh then
develops meaning through experience. While at the breakfast table with histfadiay after
the murder, Bigger discovers his actions “formed for him for the first tinigsifear-ridden life
a barrier of protection between him and a world he feared. He had murdered and hddicreate
new life for himself” Native SorlL05). As the murderer of a white woman, Bigger feels self-
affirmation because he now embodies the black male as threat to white, sebergas that
label was merely imposed on him. He owns something “others could not take from him” (105).
Although morally wrong, the act in and of itself opens a new realm of confidadgaoasibility
for Bigger Thomas. He realizes:

There was in him a kind of terrified pride in feeling and thinking that some day he
would be able to say publicly that he had done it. It was as though he had an
obscure but deep debt to fulfill to himself in accepting the deed. (106)
The idea of rupturing the public space with a declaration presents an extobaggd act: the
assumptions and stereotypes representing African Americans maleg asdacomplacent,
fears of black males as violent and dangerous, Bigger taking agency ondbéinaléelf and
others in his community, the reputation Bigger would acquire in his community and &tex gre
Chicago area, etc. A public declaration ensures the attention of the cityailas an identity

and space for Bigger among the mainstream, although it also entitles him tonpemivy the
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law. The importance must not be missed. The simple act of transcending the cortiiees of
ghetto is so powerful that it keeps Bigger fascinated.

The connection between actual murderer and hip-hop cop-killer appears later when
Bigger further contemplates his actions. After Bigger offers his éaseunt of the previous
evening’s actions to Mrs. Dalton, he thinks about “rare moments when a feeling amd fmmgi
solidarity with other black people would take hold of him” (114). His dreams circle tfrmaki
stand against that white force,” but he soon finds his aspirations deflated balittegtiosn of the
futility of his dream based on the unlikelihood of uniting so many people with different
perspectives. Bigger comes to the conclusion that “Only when threatened athicdeld that
happen; only in fear and shame, with their backs against a wall, could that happeweBut ne
could they sink their differences in hope” (114). What Bigger longs for is an onggufizce
that could galvanize the resentment, frustration, and anger towards being an Afniedacan in
the United States, and fight for change—and it is a fight he believes it must be. indishe
catalyst for change will only arrive through intimidation and murder, which sn@eesolution
equally violent and threatening. Harnessing the potential of violence, much likéramap.|.
or N.\W.A., appears to be what Bigger feels will yield the best results, but thenrastingg
change of opinion occurs.

Bigger considers the nature of the relationship between him and his friends. Aftey havi
fought his friend Gus in order to avoid robbing a local shop, Bigger wonders whether violent
action would solve poverty and racism. The narrator states:

Ultimately, though, [Bigger’s] hate and hope turned outward from himself and
Gus: his hope toward a vague benevolent something that would help and lead

him, and his hate toward the whites; for he felt that they ruled him, even when
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they were far away and not thinking of him, ruled him by conditioning him in his
relations to his own people. (115)
The phrase, “benevolent something,” calls for something productive and crbaticetld
counter negative forces and conditions placed upon Bigger and his community. One could argue
that Bigger’s thoughts, and perhaps Wright's, foretell the coming of a massigk soci
phenomenon like the Civil Rights Movement. The development of hip-hop culture also belongs
in the same conversation because hip-hop served to unite ghetto youth under the expression of
art. Hip-hop culture essentially fulfills all these needs Bigger expde3de purpose of the M.C.
is to move the crowd, to bring people together. It allows for that “common binding” rBayues
for that would bring his community together. The positive message infuseghi mp-hop
songs calls for that fusion of “gnawing hunger and restless aspiraiatiV¢ Soril14). The
need to assert identity and space through voice by black, ghetto males living aradlgr ra
oppressive and isolating conditions signals the need to create valid spacesaleermay
challenge and explore these issues.

As discussed in this chapter, living in a place like the South Side isolates the peopl
living in that community from the rest of the city, and broadly speaking, the natiortickadly,
deplorable housing, overcrowding, and lack of public places for recreation cedatgd®f
depression, frustration, anger, and hate towards themselves and others, whichesfieatinto
violent thoughts and actions. The dehumanizing effect the ghetto has on individuals dgédels pe
to develop coping mechanism and systems in an effort to assert their claimrémdsshuman
beings. One method by which males in the ghetto cope is by creating homadat@iships
that serve as spaces they may control and manipulate, which contrasts lmigfs fefefutility

and powerlessness associated with the actual place in which they live r@leigicfriends most
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notably occurs within the phenomena of the “cipher” in hip-hop communities, where repsitati
are made, knowledge is shared, and momentary escapes from poverty and injustidéeccur
following section shall explore the development of the cipher and its function as thequtef

physical and intellectual space for ghetto males.
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Chapter 3: Cultural Capital and the Cipher
“The Corner was our magic, our music, our politics.
Fires raised as tribal dances and war cries
Broke out on different corners.
Power to the people!
Black power!
Black is beautiful!”
-Dead Poets (featured in Common’s “The Corner”)

When Bigger Thomas reaches trial, Max, his lawyer, delivers an impassioned speec
aimed at convincing the jury that Bigger’s sentencing carries majoicatiphs beyond the case.
Max wants to prove the opportunity exists to reconsider and examine what would leekl a bla
male like Bigger to commit a murder against a seemingly-innocent white wda stresses
how poverty and racial oppression led Bigger to murder out of lack of power over his own life
Max argues “[i]t was the first full act of his life; it was the most megful, exciting and stirring
thing that had ever happened to him” (396). Bigger found significance and power through
murder because it validated his existence as a human being. His act ¢reatad of ripple the
entire city of Chicago noticed. Max goes on to state that Bigger accepted tns asticrimes
because “it made him free, gave him the possibility of choice, of action, the oppotbusct
and to feel that his actions carried weight” (396). To Bigger, the actadanications beyond
a single murder.

Throughout the speech, Max returns to the importance of recognizing the reasoning
behind Bigger’s crimes as: lack of creative outlets (377); crime as a farpession (391); the

“backwaters of religion, gambling and sex” as inadequate outlets (394)aA#imericans
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being “stunted, stripped, and held captniénin this nation(emphasis original)” (397); and
finally, urging the jury to consider “[t]he actions that resulted in the deatioeéttwo women
were as instinctive and inevitable as breathing or blinking one’s eyes. #nnas otcreatiorl
(emphasis original)” (400). Max’s speech and its emphasis of the lack oksxgreutlets are
important for two reasons. First, Max recognizes that Bigger sharesleeasabitions and
desires for self-actualization as any other human being living in the Uniéegs SHe wants to
live a meaningful life. Second, Max’s highly-eloquent speech is able to expgess’B
thoughts and emotions to an audience comprised of both white and authoritative individuals.
James A. Miller points out that many critics such as Irving Howe, Roloe,Eand Dan
McCall argue Max’s speech “leads to the conclusion that Bigger Thomas hisnsaliticulate,
incapable of negotiating conflict between ‘thought’ and ‘feeling’ which dsfine emotional life
for a great deal of the novel, incapable of telling his own story and, therefaiefjrohg
himself’ (501). Miller adds that the use of a third-person narrator “who is gleane politically
informed and verbally articulate than Bigger himself” is central to proving Bjtgek of
voice. The argument that Bigger is inarticulate is certainly valid when coimgjdes “yessuh”
and “yessum” responses to the Daltons and the various moments when he fails responding t
guestions or gestures early in the novel. For example, when Jan states, ‘{dicBligger and
you’ll call me Jan. That's the way it'll be between us. How's that?” Bigges not know how
to answer and feels confused when Mary assures Bigger thah&hrst (emphasis original)”
(66). Having never been approached by a white person in such a friendly mannsrBigfféx
and makes him wonder throughout the evening whether Mary and Jan are in the middle of
playing some sort of practical joke. He feels so insecure before a whieneaidnat he avoids

conversation and fumbles with words when forced to speak.
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In the last section of the novel, while Bigger is in jail contemplating death, tregorar

states:
But Bigger wanted to save his own life. Yet he knew that the moment he tried to
put his feelings into words, his tongue would not move. Many times, when alone
after Max had left him, he wondered wistfully if there was not a set of words
which he had in common with others, words which would evoke in others a sense
of the same fire that smoldered in him. (364)
Bigger wishes to express to others what he felt were the reasons behind the, vwnilkers
asserting his humanity to those seeking vengeance against him. He figuielsdltauld
express his thoughts to other people, they would understand the frustration and hase he feel
towards the world. Critics arguing for Bigger’s inarticulateness wowald tiee latter passage as
proof, but those critics miss the importance of Bigger’s desire to communicatdéos:” While
Bigger is searching for words with which to express his thoughts and emotions to a white
audience, he is articulate within his own community.

If, as established in the previous chapiative Sorand hip-hop each function as
sociological lenses for studying the conditions of ghetto communities and hoaffisetymany
males living in these places, then they also provide insight to how males relatk tihesa.

Many times, they adopt coping strategies through homosocial relationships.titeeafdhe
relationship Bigger Thomas shares with his friends serves as a precutsoatoval of the
“cipher” in the hip-hop community because it reflects the desire and ambitiogagesin
intellectual activity despite the educational disadvantages Biggenrsl§ suffer as a result of
living in the South Side. BotNative Sorand hip-hop also demonstrate the reclaiming of public

space, which is best explained through Pierre Bourdieu’s theories behhabthes practice,
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and social capital. Bourdieu’s work helps reveal that male, homosocial relgt®nskhe inner-
city create their own circles that provide outlets meant to ensure intellantlamotional
survival.

Pierre Bourdieu’s views on language, and his sociological experiencengamkhlgeria,
provide a theoretical context appropriate to the experiences of many AfricancAns in the
United States, specifically, those living in hip-hop communities. Bridget Fandees
Bourdieu’s childhood in the “peasant area of Béarn” coupled with his anthropologicalnwvork i
Algeria “shaped his analysis of the transition from pre-capitalist toadispitorms and of the
distinctive patterns of domination associated with modernity” (13). A similaexaatt, situation
existed as many African Americans from the post-Civil War South mayredeghwards and
settled in cities such as Chicago and New York. Additionally, black Americarsfareed to
live in segregated, socially stratified communities affordingl@gpportunities for economic,
social, or political advancement.

What Bourdieu withessed in Algeria was the colonial introduction of capitalsimeb
French government into Algeria. What he also saw was how communities éhlgeiies) that
were subordinated by a dominant community (France) functioned. His thoughtssroferm
language, culture, and cultural capital correlate with the African isareexperience and bring
definite insight into how African American communities have responded toitheq |
conditions since modernity.

For example, Bourdieu shows that the “peasant Kabylia” tribe follows “the ¢dgiocial
honour or symbolic capital which takes the place of the accumulation of economitioapea
Kabylian life-cycle” (Fowler 14). Bourdieu uses this to refute againstlpopotions of the

Kabylia and other tribes as being stereotyped as primitive or barbartefolack of adjustment
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within the imposed capitalist system. With little opportunity for economic aévaeut, the
Kabylia instead took the Western preference for “self-expression”doypted a “dialectic of
distinction” (16). Thus, where once a member of the Kabylia assumed a commuoakappr
towards his/her society, there arose a new need to distinguish oneself, theatibg @and
accumulating cultural capital, which then ensured status within the commumitsdiBu finds
that the confrontation between Algerian and French culture yielded “a small meatipe, a
new culture,” which led to the development of a new Algerian poetic form that codnfsosgs
of resistance composed anonymously during the war against the French” (16). Thesegh t
experiences, Bourdieu conceives of the idea that one of the results of beingecbbord/or
dominated by a stronger, capitalist community creates the need for atsagréd aesthetic
sphere” (16). It is here that the strong connection to African Americanaypaducts of
protest occurs.

The development of hip-hop primarily in the Bronx by gangs rather than trilled is t
exact “sacred aesthetic sphere.” People living in the poorest neighborhoods in Neand or
other ghettos were commonly referred to as barbaric or other similar wésdsbAcause these
neighborhoods (and Richard Wright's) lacked the economic means for advancement in a
capitalist society, they searched for alternative ways of creaitat In other words, the
development of hip-hop culture can be read as the attempt by youth in the inner @ateo cr
forms of social and cultural capital, thereby developing a structure thid abow the building
and development of status, one of the important motivators in a capitalist system.

The ways people in the hip-hop community created social capital depended lartjedy on

nature of what category (breaking, djing, rapping, and graffiti art) of hipshahich they
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worked. For my purposes, | want to focus on the “cipher” because of its continued use and
relevance in hip-hop communities, from street corners to backstage areasmafareerts.

The “cipher” is a hip-hop term defining the cyclical space between two or nppersa
who are engaging in a freestyle rap sessidbiodun Oyewole, of the Last Pogtdescribes the
cipher as the same sort of phenomenon that occurs in school-yard fights, where suddenly a
spontaneous circle forms, and the fighters are in the middle. He states, “...but nae yoe s
circles [and] the same energy is there, but it's like somebody is doing a peigrgéfald). The
cipher does take on the poetic nature of spontaneous free verse, and it privilégemgoe
clever rhymes. Oyewole also mentions that the “circumference” ofpherccreates “...a
protection, and at the same time, it's an expression, so the circle is there fmedhs to be
almost claustrophobic, but everybody’s free and they want to be tight like that etolgeth
that.” The space promotes unity to all involved, from the rappers competing againstheach ot
to those creating the beat, and all the other spectators who shout and applaudavwgreat f

Because the space promotes unity, it is considered sacred for seasvakrd-irst,
because ciphers usually occur in public places, its location becomes meeckanid redefined
space. In an interview, rapper Mos Def describes what ciphering meamt vehile growing up
in Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn:

Hip-hop for me was always a way to, like, kinda stay outta trouble, it was
moments when it was just sublime you know you was just standing in the cipher,

[and] it would just form [...] you be three or four other MCs, and ya’ll bump into

* Ciphers are also created and used in break dancing, but again, for the purposes of this work,
will concentrate on rapping.
® The Last Poets are considered one of the major precursors to hip-hop. By amii
performing poetry on street corners and performing works based on growing uglrette the
Last Poets are heavily respected by the hip-hop community. They lasteappearsong and
video in Common'’s “The Corner,” off of the 2005 albuBe,
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three other MCs and the cipher would just start, and the people around you would
just start looking. (Fitzgerald)
Mos Def’'s comments on the cipher being a sort of “sublime” activity ptesea next reason
why it is considered sacred. Because freestyle sessions require spontaeatius,rapping,
and a sort of brotherhood among MCs, many believe the actual ritual of the cigltes ere
moment of transcendence, which many equate with the sorts of experiencesessoth
religion. Toni Blackman, founder of the Freestyle Union, and the first hip-hop dultura
ambassador appointed by the State Department, believes the cipher is “abouti@omwiple
thought and a circle of unity” that theoretically may last infinitelyAgerald). When the
conditions are correct, when the participants and their rhymes all fall intg Blackman
argues the cipher feels “...like next level spirituality.” Under this viewgtpker serves as a
powerful cultural site where black males unite to create meaning, powenyajyj and
transcendence literally out of thin air.
Richard Wright observed the need for the creation of spaces like the cipheressay,
“Blueprint for Negro Writing,” Richard Wright argues, “There is, howeveunlauce of the
Negro which is his and has been addressed to him; a culture which has, for good ordltdelpe
clarify his consciousness and create emotional attitudes which are conduatrerto(89). He
names two sources for this culture: “(1) the Negro church; and (2) the folkltre NEegro
people” (sic). Here, Wright makes his own connection to hip-hop music and culture. He states
It was, however, in a folklore molded out of rigorous and inhuman conditions of
life that the Negro achieved his most indigenous and complete expression. Blues,
spirituals, and folk tales recounted from mouth to mouth; the whispered words of

a black mother to her black daughter on the ways of men, to confidential wisdom
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of a black father to his black son; the swapping of sex experiences on street
corners from boy to boy in the deepest vernacular; work songs sung under blazing
suns-all these formed the channels through which the racial wisdom flowed. (99)

This use and need for orality in order to exchange information, to understand eacs atliee i

basis of hip-hop culture. The previous statement alludes to the ability of Afriroanidans to

create and develop culture by making due with available resources, whiclchistdras been

the oral tradition.

Most notably in hip hop culture, the oral tradition exists within the cipher. Those who
make up the core of the cipher must participate, which makes the practiceaaysowards
strangers, and yet, a cipher may occur spontaneously. Because of its nature and detelopm
the streets, any group of rappers may start a cipher on a random street coheescbiod|
playground, or anywhere they deem the occasion appropriate for a freesgptmsin Wright's
latter statement, it seems that “the swapping of sex experiencesaircstreers from boy to boy
in the deepest vernacular” occurs often within ciphers as well as the shanfaymfation,
wisdom, attitudes, etc.

In Native Sonalthough 