
Hip

Commercial Appeal

On many levels I’m proud of Hip-Hop in its various 
forms. But, I’m sure you can sense there will be 
vexation in this effort. Eschewing hip-hop into the 
world’s commercial market has not been an easy task. 
Not like I was personally there, but it  seemed tough. 
Noticeably it did not happen absent  public backlash. In 
all honesty, hip-hop has created 
financial success for thousands 
stateside and millions worldwide 
and even more, it  has given a 
voice to the voiceless. Hip-hop 
in the early ‘90s imitated images 
of Hollywood: sex, violence, 
and hyper-masculinity4. Racy 
content  has, in general, 
massaged itself into the fabric of 
our society and into the “bars” 
of our beloved Hip-Hop. The 
aggressive and misogynistic 
lyrics really took on a life of 
their own, giving life to the sub-
genre called Rap. Some of the first “rappers” like Ice 
T, NWA and 2 Live Crew continued the hip-hop 
tradition of speaking truth into the music. At the other 
end of their artistic spectrum the same artists were 
contributing to a seemingly deliberate effort  to oversell 
gratuitous violence and salacious sexual images. This 
became a very hard reality for hip-hop purists to come 
to terms with. 

Enter the era of GANGSTA RAP. A term coined by a 
conservative American media structure whose motive 
was to bring attention to this increasingly popular 
brand of musical expression, and then quickly dismiss 
it as threatening. Though gangsta rap was caught often 
glorifying the violent lives of men and women living 
fast, dangerous lives commonly termed as “street  life,” 
there were also tid bits of cautionary warnings to the 
audience. A rapper used this moment to drive home a 
can’t-win that inevitability accompanies 
“gangsterism.” The allure of popular rap was taking 
images as grotesque and volatile as any blockbuster 
action movie and putting it in audio format for public 
consumption. Like a mirror of the Hollywood movie 
model, record companies were able to hook consumers 
young and old into buying front row tickets, tapes and/
or CDs to the “gun show.” The record companies grew 

increasingly wealthy with intellectual royalties, 
production, and distribution successes in their pockets. 
Artists would soon try to emulate the corporate model 
of their presiding record companies by attempting to 
build their own corporate brands. The common 
example is Roc-A-Fella Records, featuring Hip-Hop 
tycoon Jay-Z with partners Dame Dash and Kareem 
“Biggs” Burke, who became innovative leaders with 

their ambitions in major music 
mergers. Parent  recording 
companies giving artists the 
ability to set  up their own 
business vehicles to be 
recognized as corporate entities 
was a sight foreign to everyone’s 
eyes, including those within the 
industry. A leap of faith on both 
the artists’ parts and on the 
recording companies behalf’s 
provided a path to moderate 
f i n a n c i a l s u c c e s s f o r 
disenfranchised blacks and 
browns inside or in association 

with the music industry. At  the same time, raps’ fan-
base extended from the close-knit  communities of 
minority-laden cities, to a demographic of white 
suburbanites. This culminated into white suburban pre-
teens to young adults becoming the number one 
consumer of hip-hop music. Essentially meaning that 
the most  commercially relevant  consumer of the art 
did not literally identify with the artists creating it. The 
corporate giants that  wrote the checks to print  CDs, 
book studio time, secure marketing budgets, and 
schedule media appearances, didn’t identify either. The 
success and relative direction of the artist has been out 
of the hands of the constituency that hip-hop was 
created to serve for almost twenty years. Nevertheless, 
the increased fan-base meant more capital and 
notoriety for Hip-Hop, the corporate entity. 

Organized Confusion

So, to the fans and loyalists I pose this question, how 
do you view hip-hop? What  was it to you as you were 
growing up? Does it  hold the same significance? Many 
are frustrated by the surface level, tough guy personas 
and degradation of black and brown women. Those 
same perpetuated creeds were producing statistical 
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!There is no compelling 
reason for the consumer or 
the financial backer, both of 
w h i c h a r e g e n e r a l l y 
Caucasian, to be concerned 
in the least with Hip-Hop’s 

integrity."

The legendary, Argentine born, Cuban revolutionary Che Guevera once said, “In war, words and propaganda are just 
as important as the guerilla himself.”

I

8                    H.A.S.MAGAZINE                   


