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Abstract of Thesis
“If Skills Sold:” Understanding Contradictions in Rap Music
Scholarly research on rap music has produced surprisingly contradictory findings.
These contradictory findings include varying opinions on the economic background of
rappers, their recognition of social marginalization, their ability to unify members of the
rap community, and the nature of rap music's production. I assert that these contradictions
can be seen in relation to a theoretical economy, the Gangsta Rap Economy. Drawing on
the work of Pierre Bourdieu, I assert that this economy involves the political, social, and
structural relations and exchanges between members of the rap music industry in terms of
the accumulation, consumption, and production of various forms of capital. To show
these connections, I use a content analysis of the three main agents in the Gangsta Rap
Economy (listeners, artists, and record executives) in relation to the career of the rapper

Jay-Z.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Since its inception in the late 1970s in the Bronx, New York, rap music has become a
powerful force in popular culture. Rap is one element of the larger hip-hop culture that
also includes breakdancing, DJing, and graffiti (Chang 2005). As this musical form has
gained success over the years, “the precise meaning of rap’s significance as a cultural
form produced by African Americans and consumed by a multi-racial and multi-ethnic
audience has been and continues to be a subject of public debate” (Fenster 1995:224).
Scholarly research has reported contradictory findings on rap and the rap music
industry, which comprises listeners of rap music, rappers and their lyrics, and record
executives that facilitate the production of the music. For example, rap is often claimed
to be a voice against the marginalization of minority groups (Smitherman 1997; Delgado
1998; Stephens 1991), while it is also said to reproduce these very same inequalities
(Oware 2009; Quinn 1996). Chang (2005) also indentifies the ability of rap music to
unify individuals under a larger culture of hip-hop, whereas Watkins (2003) chronicles a
shift from unity to individualism in rappers such as Tupac Shakur, which has created a
bifurcation of the hip-hop community into distinct camps (e.g. East Coast vs. West
Coast). As another example, Basu (1998) argues that, despite its success, rap has
remained a black cultural art form, whereas Myer and Kleck (2007) demonstrate how the
commodification of rap has obscured its grassroots origins. And Rehn and Skold (2007)
simultaneously document rappers’ desire to boast of economic success and wealth
accumulation while at the same time representing those who come from disenfranchised

urban environments.



Clearly, the larger rap literature does not paint a uniform portrait of rap and the
rap music industry. It is not that this research has produced invalid conclusions, rather it
is that rap itself is so complex that multiple, and even contradictory, interpretations are
possible. These contradictory findings, I argue, are a reflection of major paradoxes that
are manifest within the industry. The goal of this study is to outline the divergent
findings in the literature in relation to larger contradictions in the rap music industry
itself. I posit that these contradictions can be understood using a theoretical framework I
call the “Gangsta Rap Economy.” By looking at the industry through the theoretical
framework of the Gangsta Rap Economy, these oppositions are attributed to the
formation and exchanges of capital between the key members within the industry.

Concerning the concept of the Gangsta Rap Economy, I argue the rap music
industry has become so intertwined with economic principles that it has developed a sort
of economy of its own. The breadth of economic ventures of the rap music industry is
unprecedented by the likes of other musical genres that focus mainly on concert revenues
and album sales (Greenburg 2008). This economy, the Gangsta Rap Economy, involves
the political, social, and structural relations and exchanges between members of the rap
music industry in terms of the accumulation, consumption, and production of various
forms of capital. Depending on the agent and situation, different forms of capital have
different values of desirability. These forms of capital, and the pursuit and use thereof,
place all members of the rap music industry in relation to one another in the field of rap
music. These concepts, adapted from Pierre Bourdieu and other theorists, I argue, can

help account for the major paradoxes of rap music.



In defining the “Gangsta Rap Economy,” it is a goal of this study to reveal the
intricacies of the paradoxes of rap and the rap music industry. These paradoxes are
explained through an application of the Gangsta Rap Economy to the career of Jay-Z, a
prominent rapper. Jay-Z began his career struggling to find a company to sign him and
has transformed into an artist who was recently asked to help revitalize concert and
distribution giant Live Nation in 2008 to the tune of $150 million (Leeds 2008). The rap
music industry has developed similarly from a quasi-underground music genre to an
extremely lucrative culture equipped with multiple venues for one to consume its
products'. The rap industry is bought and sold through CDs, online music files, websites,
magazines, ringtones, premium liquors, food, shoes, clothing lines, and video games.
Rap music is now a market that can be highly profitable to rap artists and the people who
represent them. Recently, feature stories in Forbes and USA Today have begun
chronicling the business ventures and successes of rap artists and executives (Greenburg
2008, 2009, 2009; Fetterman and Dayal 2007). One impressive individual that illustrates
this transformation is Jay-Z. While Jay-Z’s rapping career began in 1996 and continues
to thrive today, he also is widely known for being a founding member of a record
company (Roc-A-Fella Records), for developing a clothing line (Rocawear), for owning
of a chain of nightclubs (The 40/40 Club), and being a part owner of the New Jersey Nets
NBA team. Jay-Z is ideal as a focus for this study because he has come from a poor

upbringing and has achieved a great deal of success in the business world. His

! For an excellent analysis of this progression of rap music see Jeff Chang (2005) Can 't Stop Won't Stop: A
History of the Hip-Hop Generation. New York: Picador.



connection with the producers and consumers of rap music often places him in a
contradictory position, therefore embodying the aforementioned contradictions.

This study examines the economic relations of members of the rap music
industry, through a case study of Jay-Z, in order to understand and explain inherent
contradictions in rap music and in the literature written about it. My analysis focuses on
the various forms of capital in order to explore what is required of, and desirable to,
members of the Gangsta Rap Economy. These contradictions stem in part from these
capital negotiations. In section one, I discuss and document at length the various
contradictions of the rap music industry as evidenced in the academic literature. It is
important to profile the academic literature in this regard because the function of this
literature is to document and construct the academically acceptable images of rap music.
In the second section, I draw on the work of Pierre Bourdicu and other theorists to
delineate the concepts of the Gangsta Rap Economy. In section three, I present the
methods I used to collect data to examine how these concepts are manifested in the rap
music industry. Section four discusses and analyzes relevant findings on the prevalence
and intricacies of these concepts. The final section concludes with the implications and

future directions of this study.



Chapter 2: Major Contradictions of Rap Music and the Rap Music Industry

The academic literature on rap music brings forth many contradictions in its
conclusions. Ihave chosen four contradictions to represent the paradoxical nature of
research on this topic. The first contradiction focuses on wealth and its description in rap
lyrics, where rappers describe enjoying a life of luxurious success while simultaneously
succumbing to the perils of disenfranchised urban poverty. The second contradiction
focuses on the way rappers relate to marginalized groups in their audience by referencing
their own oppression, while reproducing these inequalities through themes of misogyny,
violence, and criminality. The third contradiction focuses on a hypothetical “Hip-Hop
Community” in the midst of a highly competitive and egocentric industry, which
encourages individualism and competition. The fourth contradiction focuses on claims of
the industry’s organic production amidst criticism of commercialization. These four
themes reflect contradictions inherent in the music and industry and represent the vastly
oppositional body of literature on rap by academicians and nonacademicians alike. These
contradictions were selected because they are sufficiently discussed in the literature and

are representative of the major participants in the Gangsta Rap Economy.

The Contradiction of Wealth

One of the most prevalent contradictions in rap music literature is grounded in the
treatment of rappers’ assumed and asserted economic statuses. On one hand research
shows that rappers claim underprivileged and impoverished communities as their homes.
They often speak of inner-city settings in minority communities where poverty is

common. In describing their origins, rappers discuss poverty, substandard housing (i.e.



the “projects” or the “ghetto”), having few personal possessions, and trying to feed
themselves and their families. Conversely, academicians also claim that images of
excessive materialism are found in rappers’ lyrics (Chang 2005; Rehn and Skold 2005,
2007; Jaynes 2000; Watkins 2001; Watkins 2003; Smitherman 1997; Rose 1996, Pinn
1999; Dyson 2004). Rappers’ discussion of materialism usually comes in the form of
bragging about their monetary worth. They reference the amount of money they have
made (“big stacks”), cars they own (“whips”), and careless spending. They physically
adorn themselves with elaborate jewelry (“bling-bling”) and fancy clothes (“fresh
threads”) (Rehn and Skold 2005, 2007; Negus 1999; Basu 1998). This paradox represents
a difference between the culture of poverty they claim and the commodified
commercially successful rapper who lives a simulated poverty.

Smitherman (1997) asserts that rap is “a contemporary response to conditions of
joblessness, poverty, and disempowerment, which continue to be the norm for the Black
[un-working] class” (5). These conditions often take place in the “hood” or the “ghetto.”
It is claimed that rappers attempt to expose these plights to the larger public and seek “to
move African Americans away from the underbelly of capitalism” (Pinn, 1999: 11). For
example, Young Jeezy points out in the song “100 Million” he is “from the ghetto, the
bottom, the hood, the slums/ there’s money out here we should try to get some.” Real life
in the ghetto is far from glamorous, as Young Jeezy points out. However, Young Jeezy
has the ambition “to try to get some” and therefore escape the confines of capitalism in
which he lives.

Rappers do not merely sympathize about the conditions faced by disenfranchised

inner-city youth; rather artists claim to “keep it real” and be members of this



demographic. This creates what Watkins (2001) describes as the “ghettocentric gaze.”
This “ghettocentric gaze [produces] insightful commentary on the lived experiences of
poor and alienated black youth” (389). The rapper is grounded in the ghetto, unified with
its inhabitants. The rapper is a member of the marginalized group and his view “is
shaped in gritty realism; he entertains no prospects for a really satisfying life” (Jaynes
2000: 133). However, as is often pointed out in the literature, rappers have achieved
unprecedented wealth and go to great lengths to brag about having done this.

Rehn and Skold (2005, 2007) indentify the contradiction that arises when
disenfranchised rappers transition to commercial success. Their main focus is on the
culture of “bling-bling,” a term that references the way light shines off of diamonds. This
lifestyle can be characterized as an excessively materialistic attempt by artists to
demonstrate their success through the blatant display of expensive possessions. In the
song that coined the term, entitled “Bling-Bling,” rappers B.G., the Hot Boyz, and the
Big Tymers, explain their new lifestyles that embody this culture. They speak of having
“so much ice (diamonds) you can skate on a nigga,” that they “bought a private plane,”
and that “diamonds [are] worn by everybody that’s in my clique.” The bling
phenomenon has created a fashion statement with members of the hip-hop community
attempting to outdo each other, which “shows us a narrative of life under capitalism that
is almost comically affirmative” (Rehn and Skold 2005: 18).

Of course, as Rehn and Skold (2005) point out, “most rap artists...exist in a
culture where economic hardship is seen as a characteristic for lived experience...having
achieved financial success is not necessarily something one would keep quiet about”

(22). However, this contradiction is not as simple as being representative of rappers’



rags-to-riches stories. The artist instead is entrenched in a contradictory class location,
celebrating the successes of a capitalist system that is oppressive to their community.
There is often “code switching” (Anderson 1999) between these conflicting personas and
“in rap culture the signaling of poverty and affluence seems to be performed in extremis”
(Rehn and Skold 2005: 23). This code switching allows for rappers to highlight the
oppressive conditions of a capitalist system while simultaneously glorifying its ability to
oppress. The crux of this contradiction is that rappers often assert their story as “real”
and that they are representative of a larger social problem of poverty, while they boast of
their extraordinary financial success, often in the very next line of a song. In his song,
“Billionaire,” Rick Ross asserts that he is a “hood billionaire.” This paradoxical moniker
allows Ross to be “married to the projects” while having his “daughter’s college pre-
paid,” an idea that is likely alien to those currently living in public housing projects.
Similarly, Jay-Z’s album, Vol. 2...Hard Knock Life, contains the song “Hard Knock Life
(Ghetto Anthem)” where the chorus of the song has children from the musical Annie
singing that “It’s a hard knock life for us,” referring to life in the ghetto. This theme of
this song is contradicted at the end of the album with the song, “Money Ain’t a Thang,”
where Jay-Z raps about a carefree lifestyle where he can literally throw his wealth around
because, “money ain’t a thang” (or, money is not a problem). The perils of impoverished

lives, while highlighted in some songs, seem absolutely foreign in others.

The Contradiction of Marginalization
Aside from celebrating their own economic alienation, rappers also engage in a

contradictory discussion of marginalized groups. As previously stated, rappers see



themselves as members of marginalized groups, specifically racial minorities and
members of lower socioeconomic status. They discuss social inequalities that exist
including (institutional) racism, profiling, and gender inequalities in their music. This is
said to have created an oppositional culture, whose goal is to act, according to Chuck D
of the pivotal rap group Public Enemy, as “Black America’s CNN” (Smitherman
1997:20).

Likewise, manifest in the scholarly literature is the idea that rap represents “black
consciousness,” or realizations that current structural constraints negatively affect the
hip-hop community (Kitwana 2002; Stephens 1991; Rose 1991; Smitherman 1997; Herd
2009; Pinn 1999; Oware 2009; Delgado 1998; Fenster 1995; Chasteen and Shriver 1998;
Martinez 1997; Basu 1998; Iwamoto 2003). Rappers are said to be “utilizing a bold form
of oppositional culture in protest and condemnation of perceived racial formation,
institutional discrimination, and urban decay in the inner cities” (Martinez 1997: 266).
Effectively, rap music is used as a medium through which the perils of black urban life
can be voiced. It is seen as one of the best arenas through which these messages can be
heard. Along these lines, the literature asserts that the rappers are “hostile toward those
institutions and environments that reaffirm [the marginalized] aspect of their reality”
(Rose 1991: 283) and that “the socially constructed class consciousness of African
Americans in poverty was heightened by rap music” (Watkins 2003:58).

Rapper Kanye West speaks to the marginalization of the black community in his
song “Heard ‘em Say” rapping, “Before you ask me to get a job today, can I at least get a
raise on a minimum wage?/And I know the government administered AIDS/...But they

can’t cop (purchase) cars without seeing cop cars/I guess they want us all behind bars”.



West attacks many aspects of society, attempting to shine light on the conditions that he
feels are harmful to his community.

The flip side of this contradiction is represented through a lengthy discussion of
the harmful potentials of rap music. Scholars point to rap’s tendency to create and affirm
negative stereotypes. The literature echoes cultural critics who claim that rap is saturated
with images that paint black youth as violent drug-dealers who often objectify women
(Smitherman 1997; Wenner 1996; Stephens 1991; Rose 1991; Herd 2009; Iwamoto 2003;
Oware 2009; Kitwana 2002). One need not look further than the study of the gangsta rap
genre to see that artists like Ice-Cube, Ice-T, and N.W.A. (Niggaz Wit Attitudes)
controversially blasted on to the scene with their depictions of gun violence and “Cop
Killa” (the name of Ice-T’s most contested album) attitudes (Chang 2005). The literature
does acknowledge that rap music should be seen in a wider scope than just the potential
harms (Herd 2009; Kubrin 2005; Pinn 1999). Yet, these studies still recognize a social
backlash in rap music that marginalizes the artists themselves and audience. In her
analysis of rap lyrics, Herd (2009) claims that, from 1979-1997, violence has decreased
in rap music. She admits, however, “the political and criminal justice attacks on rappers
have polarized artists and further alienated young people already marginalized by
ghettoization, racial profiling and criminalization” (403).

One of the most striking contradictory facets of this analysis of rap music lies in
the discussion of women and female rappers. Iwamoto (2003) chronicles the career of
Tupac Shakur, who took the position of a hyper-masculine, womanizing “thug” in some
songs and played the role of a compassionate male who is aware of the struggles of

women in other songs. According to Iwamoto (2003), Tupac’s “sexual prowess,
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displayed in song and in life, showed not only how manly he was, but was also a symbol
of his social status” (46) and effectively added to the sexual objectification that is equated
with rap music. Yet in other instances, Tupac sympathized with women in bad
relationships and “felt that these women needed to break out of being dependent on this
type of relationship, and that they could find significant and positive people” (Iwamoto
2003: 47). For example, Tupac’s song, “Dear Momma,” depicts the struggles of his own
mother as she attempted to raise her children without the help of a father. While Tupac
characterizes his mother as a “crack fiend,” he also points to her strength and persistence
in aiding his development. As he points out, “for a woman it ain’t easy tryin’ to raise a
man” and his mother deserves recognition for her positive involvement in his life. In rap
music, women can find encouragement in artists like Tupac, while they also find
themselves in a contradictory, objectified position.

Messages of female rappers contribute to this contradiction. Oware (2009)
explores this through his discussion of female rappers during the years of 1992-2000.
While artists like Salt-N-Pepa encourage women by rapping, “Let’s keep it moving
forward, girls, never look back,” Oware (2009) argues these messages are undercut by
overtly sexual lyrics and frequent reference to other women rappers as “bitches,” often in
a derogatory manner. His conclusion that “although female rap artists articulate a
feminist approach in their narratives...many of them also reappropriate the sexist and
misogynist tropes that present women as hypersexual beings” (Oware 2009:797), shows
that women utilize the same structure that fosters their own oppression. As Rehn and

Skold (2005) note, rap is “the marginalized celebrating that which marginalizes” (21).
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The messages of empowerment for women, or any other marginalized group discussed in

rap, will only go as far as the self-exploitation will allow.

The Contradiction of Competition

The illumination of social inequalities discussed in the previous section leads
many scholars to claim that rap music is often used as an attempt to collectively unify
under a rhetoric of resistance. The messages of this cultural-political agenda are often of
anger and distrust, and they are used to promote action against a society that rappers see
as racist and discriminatory. It is important to note these messages are directed at people
and institutions considered outside of the rap community, like the police, the government,
and institutionalized poverty. Yet, this attempt to politically unify the rap community is
undercut by the pervasive imagery of internal competition amongst rappers, who see
respect and success in the industry as a zero-sum game. Rappers frequently engage in
“dissin’, ” or disrespecting, other rappers in order to make claims to legitimacy. In so
doing, they subvert attempts to unify through a redirected emphasis on individual skills,
achievements, and goals.

It is well documented that rap has a component of resistance that could be used in
social movements aimed at oppressive structures (Chasteen and Shriver 1998; Kitwana
2003; Martinez 1997; Rose 1991; Stephens1991; Watkins 2001; Watkins 2003). The
forms of these social movements may vary slightly, but ultimately all expose the fact that
rappers feel that life currently lived is inadequate, and the structures must be changed.
Typically, the literature equates this oppositional culture with literature on Black

Nationalism or with grassroots social movements. Rather than simply acting as a stage
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for which the conditions of the black community can be voiced, it is asserted that rap
impels members of the hip-hop community to unify and challenge current hegemonies.
Rose (1991), along with others (Chang 2005; Kitwana 2003; Pinn 1999), draws on
“political” rap groups such as Public Enemy, asserting that they “ushered in a new rap
aesthetic: gold chains are out, African medallions in; pride in oneself is pride in Black
unity” (276). The emergence of rap groups like Public Enemy symbolized that
something needed to be done about the conditions of the black community, and it was
thought best to do this as a unified front.

Chasteen and Shriver (1998) examine rap music as a primary basis for new social
movements. The authors analyze the Wu-Tang Clan, an eight-man rap group, in relation
to the collective action advocated for in new social movement (NSM) theory. Through
NSM theory, ideas of consciousness and solidarity are coupled and given “a new
analytical twist for explaining contemporary collective action” (Chasteen and Shriver
1998: 3). The authors describe how the Wu-Tang Clan engages in practices that bring the
rap community together: “Through their rhymes, the Wu-Tang seeks to give a new body
of ‘knowledge’ to the masses and ‘recruit’ ‘Wu-Soldiers from their midst,” which is
representative of rap music’s desire for mobilization against oppressive institutions
(Chasteen and Shriver 1998: 14).

The authors also demonstrate that critical in the unification of the rap community
is the use of a common language. Chasteen and Shriver (1998) discuss African-
American Vernacular English, or “Ebonics,” in relation to Smitherman’s (1997)
description of the importance of communicative practices in rap music. Aside from overt

expression of solidarity through words like “brothas” and “sistahs,” Smitherman (1997)
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believes that an important aspect of hip-hop language works to “flip the script” on
oppressive hegemonies. The distinction between “nigger” and “nigga” is illustrative:
“Encoded within the rhetoric of racial resistance, nigga is used to demarcate (Black)
culturally rooted from (White) culturally assimilated African Americans” (Smitherman
1997: 19). Through the utilization of a common language and “flipping the script” the
hip-hop community asserts a unified “us” that attempts to “fight the power” against an
oppressive “them.”

Contradictory to aspects of cohesiveness and group solidarity are the conflicts that
occur between rappers, which are highly focused on individual recognition through peer
exclusion. Researchers have found that rap music contains an emphasis on individual
advancement and self-critique, which undercuts the group empowerment and prevents
rap from developing a unified front (Kitwana 2002; Oliver and Leffel 2006; Oware 2009;
Rehn and Skold 2005, 2007; Stephens 1991;Watkins 2001; Watkins 2003). This is
exemplified in rappers’ involvement in one of the most highly publicized feuds in
popular culture. The East Coast/West Coast rap feud pitted rapper against rapper, with
messages of unity only coming with loyalty to a particular coast, and not against societal
institutions like the government or the police, as had been the case in previous years.
These feuds occur on a large scale with rappers taking the sides of the territorial
allegiance, but individual rappers also “have beef” (feud) with other individual rappers.
Rappers Jay-Z and Nas had a long term beef that has recently been laid to rest.

Watkins (2003) examines how Tupac Shakur symbolized and advocated both
cohesion of the black community and his individual, elite status. Tupac was seen as a

pioneer of rap music that attempted to emerge as a voice against the oppressive structures
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rappers witnessed. However, Watkins (2003) describes Tupac’s other side, where his
“sense of collective social consciousness had turned from being nationalistic or
movement oriented to being personal” and his targets in his music “were no longer the
system, the White man of the government, but...other African-American rappers” (64).
As Tupac turned his attacks from perceived oppressors in the social structure to his peers,
he generated an intense battle within a group attempting to unify. This is emblematic of
the East Coast/West Coast feud where rappers from the West Coast record label
Deathrow battled the East Coast record company Bad Boy for rap supremacy. This feud,
to some, is what ultimately led to Tupac’s murder and the murder of his East Coast rival,
Notorious B.I.G.. While Tupac was immensely influential in rap music, the nature of his
impact is unclear. His outwardly focusing ideas that may inspire the “political” rappers
of today may be drowned out by the lasting impacts of his “insurgent internal war”
(Watkins 2003: 64). The attempts of rappers to unify are in strict opposition to those who
wish to exert their dominance at the expense of other rappers. Unity appears unlikely in a

group with such internal competition.

The Contradiction of Rap Music’s Production

Rap music began with a strong emphasis on localized cultural production. The
music was centered in the inner-city (mainly black) culture and reflected the lifestyles
that were present in these areas and cultures. Rap music focused on representing rappers’
neighborhoods and “keeping it real” or keeping the music authentic, local, and organic.
By organic, I mean that the music comes from within, from the streets. My “organic”

definition refers to this quality of rap music. “Inorganic,” in this regard, would refer to
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outsiders injecting artificially created aspects, or aspects that do not come from the rap
community, into rap music. Despite the importance of “keeping it real,” rappers must
sacrifice a portion of their locality in order to permeate a larger market. Rap music has
thus become a manufactured commodity that can be sold and resold in many forms.
Record executives and rappers themselves find ways to turn the organic cultural
representations into products consumed by and sold to a large market. The consumers of
rap have shifted from engaging in the production of culture to having a culture sold to
them. In the 1970s and 1980s, when rap music began, it was an underground art form
that originated with MCs grabbing the microphone in parties and rapping to the crowd in
their neighborhood (Chang 2005). Now rap music has become a commercial enterprise
where rappers push, and consumers are able to purchase, clothes, shoes, magazines,
ringtones, cars, video games, food, specialty liquor, and more, all related to their
branding. As previously mentioned, Jay-Z has branded himself in several of these types
of ventures, from a clothing line to vodka distribution.

Much research underscores rap as an organic cultural creation (Basu 1998;
Delgado 1998; Fenster 1995; Oliver and Leffel 2006; Negus 1999; Rehn and Skold 2005,
2007; Watkins 2001). In this sense, rap originates from the “hood” and the content found
within is a product of the culture. For example, in his song “I Do It for Hip-Hop,”
Ludacris raps, “I don’t do it for the money, I do it from the heart/...I spit it for the hood, I
spit it for the block.” Ludacris asserts that his music is not about making money, but
rather is for the fans. His creative inspiration comes from his community, not from a
boardroom. Holding on to the creative process is essential in the rap community. As

Basu (1998) argues, “the cultural codes and badges of cultural authenticity embodied by
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the hip hop credo of ‘keeping it real’ can survive the circuits of commodification,” or
more succinctly rap can survive the process of “selling out” (372).

Ludacris’ claim is curious in light of other claims made about the industry in
which he works. This industry is said to have commodified the music?, turning it into a
formulaic piece of popular culture in order to make as much money as possible (Basu
1998; Chasteen and Shriver 1998; Fenster 1995; Negus 1999; Oliver and Leffel 2006;
Rehn and Skold 2005, 2007; Watkins 2001). Of course, these assertions put the integrity
of the whole genre into doubt by challenging the essential rap credo of “keeping it real.”
Basu (1998) asks, “Is rap’s code of blackness being exploited for commercial purposes
by the white-dominated culture industries?”” (371). She ultimately concludes that rap’s
sense of “realness” can maintain, “even as [rappers] oil the wheels of commercialization”
(Basu 1998: 385). However, it seems that this “oiling” would be antithetical to an
organic production, because one would effectively be working to make their “realness”
mechanically accessible.

Negus (1999) explores this contradiction by examining both how “industry
produces culture” and “culture produces an industry” in rap music (490). The “black
experience” voiced in the music could have been easily calculated by industry executives.
Negus (1999) argues that the “actions of recording companies are a direct intervention
into and contribution to the way in which different cultural experiences are separated and
treated unequally” (488). That is, what it is to be “real” is often fabricated. Myer and

Kleck (2007) employ a political economy perspective to show that rap music has fallen to

? Hip-Hop’s business endeavors are vast in scope and complex in nature. I do not wish to flesh out the
entire nature of rap music as an industry and all of the ways it is consumed. To better understand these
complexities, see Oliver and Leffel (2006) and Rehn and Skold (2005, 2007).
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commodification. Because of their large surplus of economic capital, four major
companies (Universal Music Group, Sony/BMG, EMI, and Warner Music Group) are
able to keep many of the independent labels out of the market (Myer and Kleck 2007:
144). This corporatization has taken control of the cultural product that Basu (1998)
suggests still lies in the hands of its artists. Myer and Kleck (2007) discuss this shift,
noting, “Music has long served as a form of cultural resistance to mainstream values and
beliefs, but as corporations gain more control, true diversity in music suffers for the sake
of multiplicity and homogeneity” (147). The literature presents contrasting viewpoints
regarding the extent to which this has occurred in rap music.

These contradictions do not make up the entirety of discrepancies that can be
found in the literature on rap music, or in the industry itself. Yet I argue these are
especially interesting contradictions because they focus on topics that define the
importance of rap music as a cultural product. I argue these inconsistencies result from
contradictions apparent in the structure of capital accumulation and creation embedded in
rap music and its industry. This structure, which I call the Gangsta Rap Economy, guides
our understanding of the linkages and oppositions between and among the musicians,
their fans, and the industry that produces the music. In the following section, I discuss

the theoretical framework that comprises the Gangsta Rap Economy.
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Chapter 3: The Gangsta Rap Economy

The contradictions present in rap and the industry can be considered
representative of the structural contradictions present in and among various forms of
capital. Capital can be understood as the physical or symbolic form of labor and status
that is produced in a society and used in the process of gaining or assessing a position in
the social hierarchy. These forms of capital create a capitalistic economy within rap and
facilitate the aforementioned paradoxes. To understand the contradictions found in rap, it
is important to understand this theoretical economy, the Gangsta Rap Economy, and how
various forms of capital exist within it. I use the works of Bourdieu (1983, 1984, 1986)
to define the forms of capital and ideas related to the “Culture Industry” of Adorno
(1998) to understand how they are related.

The Gangsta Rap Economy is a structure that is formed through the accumulation,
consumption, and production of various forms of capital by agents in rap music. This
economy works similarly to Bourdieu’s (1986) conception where capital “is what makes
the games of society—not least the economic game—something other than simple games
of chance offering at every moment the possibility of a miracle” (83). In other words, the
economy has rules and rationality that create tendencies toward likely outcomes. The
Gangsta Rap Economy rules the outcomes of rap and helps engender contradictions
mentioned above.

In the Gangsta Rap Economy, all members of the rap community are placed in
relation to one another through their relations to capital. Members of the rap community
include, but are not limited to, the listeners of rap music, rappers themselves, and the

organizations or individuals responsible for the production and distribution of the music.
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These three groups represent, respectively, the consumers of a product (in this case, rap
music), the workers who create it, and those who largely fund the production, marketing,
and distribution of the product. Focusing on the relations of these three agents will allow
me to detail the intricacies of the most significant actors in the Gangsta Rap Economy.
Bourdieu (1986) asserts, “it is in fact impossible to account for the structure and
functioning of the social world unless one reintroduces capital in all its forms™ (83). In
order to understand how these three groups are interconnected, it is necessary to
understand the notion of capital as it pertains to Bourdieu’s concepts and to the Gangsta
Rap Economy.

More specific forms of capital (economic, cultural, and social) more intricately
depict the Gangsta Rap Economy. The first, economic capital, generally refers to that
which is “easily converted into money and may be institutionalized in the form of
property rights” (Bourdieu 1986: 84). Cultural capital is determined by assessing the
qualifications, skills, education, and credentials that are attributed to an agent. Social
capital consists of the connections to social networks that are available and utilized by the
agent. These three forms of capital create the base of the relations that exist among the
members of the Gangsta Rap Economy.

The pursuit of capital by members of the Gangsta Rap Economy would seem to
be perfectly suited for an analysis from a Marxian perspective (see Marx 1992). In that
perspective, members of the Gangsta Rap Economy would be seen as agents attempting
to maximize the surplus value of their product. The connections formed by the these
agents would serve no other purpose than maximizing the economic capital of the agents.

In light of the aforementioned contradictions, this type of analysis would prove highly
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unsatisfactory. I have chosen to use Bourdieu’s analysis because it brings a more
complete analysis of capital in various forms. Bourdieu’s complexity in forms of capital
in connection with social relations goes a bit further than the simplicity of Marx’s
reduction of economic capital negotiations. Below, I discuss the forms of capital as they
are presented in Bourdieu’s (1986) analysis and use that discussion to explain how these
forms of capital would manifest in the Gangsta Rap Economy.

At the base of Bourdieu’s conceptions of capital lies economic capital. While it is
important to understand that all forms of capital are “disguised forms of economic
capital,” they are “never entirely reducible to that definition” (Bourdieu 1986; 91).
Bourdieu focuses more on the other forms of capital, cultural and social, in crafting his
framework. The conceptions of economic capital are largely based in the ideas of a
capitalistic structure and previous authors on the political economy (see Marx 1992) and
it largely gains significance in its relation to the other forms of capital. Bourdieu (1984)
points to income, owning a home, owning a luxury car, and the like as indicators of
economic capital, something that is also applicable in the Gangsta Rap Economy (117).

Because of its conceptions of capital, Bourdieu’s framework is necessary for the
Gangsta Rap Economy because it adds complexity to relations between members of the
rap industry. Rather than simply looking to capitalize on the pursuit of surplus value, as
in a Marxian analysis, members of the Gangsta Rap Economy seek to gain and modify
relationships that are more adequately explained by adding the more symbolic forms of
capital pertinent to Bourdieu's framework. Through adopting these conceptions, my
analysis is not limited to a simple relationship of exchange values found in a simple

producer-consumer relationship. Instead, by adding forms of symbolic capital, my
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analysis is able to add a depth of social complexity into this exchange that highlights the
relationships of members of the rap industry. The role that economic capital plays in
relation to other forms of capital will facilitate a better understanding of the factors at
work in the major contradictions of rap music.

The members of the Gangsta Rap Economy are all placed in relation to one
another through Bourdieu’s (1983) notion of a field. Bourdieu (1983) conceptualized the
field of cultural production as the “site of struggles in which what is at stake is the power
to impose the dominant definition of the writer and therefore to delimit the population of
those entitled to take part in the struggle to define the writer” (296). In other words, the
field is the space of positions that are taken by the agents in the cultural production and
their relations to one another while they attempt to define themselves. The Gangsta Rap
Economy is a field that is working within the larger field of rap music’s production and
cultural production more broadly. Aspects of the definition of what rap music is, who
can make it, and what that means is all at stake in this field of the Gangsta Rap Economy.
Bourdieu (1983) offers a challenge that is vital to the aims of this study:

The boundary of the field is a stake of struggles, and the social scientist’s

task is not to draw a dividing-line between the agents involved in it...but

to describe a state (long-lasting or temporary) of these struggles and

therefore of the frontier delimiting the territory held by the competing

agents (296).

The boundary of the Gangsta Rap Economy field can be seen through the analysis of the

relations between its members in respect to various forms of capital. Moreover, it is

through the field concept that the contradictions found in rap music can be understood.
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It is important to bring social relations into the analysis of processes of economic
exchange because it allows for an analysis that is more informative on the agents at work
and the complex processes they go through to enhance their position in the Gangsta Rap
Economy. One way of doing this is to introduce cultural capital to represent the
knowledge and educational qualifications possessed by an agent. Cultural capital
manifests itself in embodied, objectified, and institutionalized states. The embodied state
of cultural capital is linked to the agent’s physical capacity “insofar as it implies a labor
of inculcation and assimilation, costs time, time which must be invested by the investor”
(Bourdieu 1986: 85). Embodied cultural capital cannot be given or delegated to an agent
and must be acquired, much like physical strength. In the same regard, it is nearly
impossible to separate the embodied form of cultural capital from the agent, making the
exchange of this capital also an exchange of the possessor. In other words, embodied
cultural capital is directly related to the agent’s physical ability. Cultural capital in its
objectified form is made up of the products of talents of the embodied form of cultural
capital. Bourdieu’s (1986) conception of objectified cultural capital takes cultural goods,
such as paintings, writings, and media, and shows that they “can be appropriated both
materially—which presupposes economic capital—and symbolically which presupposes
cultural capital” (87). Cultural capital takes its institutionalized form through academic
qualifications or other certificates of cultural competency. The three forms of cultural
capital provide a clear relation: an agent may only produce objects within their embodied
ability and these abilities and objects gain legitimacy through institutions deeming them

worthy.
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In terms of the Gangsta Rap Economy, cultural capital takes some distinct forms.
This form of capital is mainly exercised by rappers and recognized by the audience.
Rappers have cultural capital in the form of demonstrated and perceived skills because
“ability or talent is itself a product of an investment of time and cultural capital”
(Bourdieu 1986: 85). Rappers in the Gangsta Rap Economy must utilize cultural capital,
as well as the other forms of capital, in order to out-perform other rappers and gain fame.
While rappers may not be able to demonstrate cultural capital in the institutionalized
form because there are no formal qualifications for becoming a rapper, cultural capital is
vital to creating distinction from other rappers. Even without formal credentials, rappers,
producers, and consumers deal with cultural capital by recognizing the rapping abilities
and techniques of artists as well as demonstrating knowledge of rap’s history. I am
choosing to focus mainly on the perceived and asserted skills and traits deemed important
to rap music. These may include things like lyrical creativity, lyrical delivery,
performance style, and could be embodied through things like race and gender. How
well a rapper can follow a beat and sound vocally appealing to listeners is embodied
cultural capital insofar as the agent must utilize and perfect their personal, physical
abilities. They use these skills to produce songs, or, objectified cultural capital. While
qualifications similar to college degrees do not exist, rappers can obtain institutionalized
cultural capital in the form of awards and critical recognition (e.g. a Grammy Award).

The last form of capital important in the Gangsta Rap Economy is social capital.
Social capital can be understood as the social connections between individuals and
groups of individuals that are established through institutionalized relationships like

group membership, or through relations of geographic proximity. Social capital, like
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cultural capital, contains a bit of complexity. The connections of social capital are not
necessarily as quantifiable as they may seem. Those with extensive social capital “are
sought after for their social capital and, because they are well known, are worthy of being
known...they do not need to ‘make the acquaintance’ of all their ‘acquaintances;’ they
are known by more than they know, and their work of sociability, when it is exerted, is
highly productive” (Bourdieu, 1986: 90). In the Gangsta Rap Economy, fame and the
notability of peer groups are important sources social capital.

Upon entering the field of the Gangsta Rap Economy, the agents involved
(producers, consumers, and rappers) carry with them varying amounts of the three forms
of capital. The agents then assert these forms of capital or the other agents in the field in
some way recognize them. The very nature of this capital creates exchanges and
relations between agents, because all forms of capital gain value through their social
recognition. The assertions of capital are dictated by the depositions set forth by the
agent’s habitus. Habitus is a “system of dispositions which acts as a mediation between
structures and practice” (Bourdieu 1973: 72). In the field, habitus then acts to “help to
determine the properties expected and even demanded of possible candidates” (Bourdieu
1983:301). For example, a physician who has gained an M.D. through an established
institution will have more success practicing medicine than will an uneducated person
attempting to practice medicine out of their home. This, according to Bourdieu, is due to
the habitus surrounding medical care, which is why more patients will find the credentials
(cultural capital) of the first agent desirable. With the habitus involved in the field, the
members of the Gangsta Rap Economy are able to recognize and place value on different

forms of capital. Through these selective offerings of capital, multiple and contradictory
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images arise from a single agent. I argue that understanding the ways in which the
various forms of capital are asserted and recognized by the members of the Gangsta Rap
Economy can help explain in part the contradictions of rap music and the contradictory
findings noted in the scholarly literature.

It is important to study the producers of rap music, the rappers themselves, and
rap music listeners because they, collectively, represent the larger agents acting in the
field. I have chosen to include these groups because they play the most prominent role in
Adorno’s concept of a “culture industry.” Adorno (1998) argues, “the whole structure of
popular music is standardized, even where the attempt is made to circumvent the
standardization” (197), which signifies that rap music would follow a set plan despite any
slight individualization that may be found. While other agents may be involved, I am
simplifying this process by only using those three groups, which I feel make up the
majority of the productive process.

This standardization may come from record companies because they have the
economic capital to back certain artists which follow a certain form: “The production of
popular music is highly centralized in its economic organization, but still ‘individualistic’
in its social mode of production” (Adorno 1998: 201). Adorno claims that the division of
labor does not come into industrialization until after the creative process. The music
becomes standardized through the imitation of previous success, an idea that can be
linked to cultural capital: “As one particular song scored a great success, hundreds of
others sprang up imitating the successful one” (Adorno 1998: 202). In order for a song to

be considered a great success, it needs the recognition of the audience and must therefore
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gain social capital in the form of fame and popularity. These industry standards come
about as the:

final results of a competitive process, rigidly enforced upon material to be

promoted. Noncompliance with the rules of the game became the basis

for exclusion. The original patterns that are now standardized evolved in a

more or less competitive way. Large-scale economic concentration

institutionalized the standardization, and made it imperative. As a result,

innovations by rugged individualists have been outlawed (Adorno 1998:

202).
In order to gain access to the field, one has to adhere to the rules that have been
established by those who are successful. The record companies exist in relation to artists
because they provide cultural capital to a possibly ill-equipped artist regarding what the
standards for a successful rapper are, and the initial economic capital to distribute the
material. In turn, this increases the social network and social capital of the rapper by
exposing more people to his/her music. This exposure comes through the consumption
patterns of the audience. Where this cycle begins can vary. A culturist would place the
audience as the dictators of the standards and therefore the cultural capital an artist must
possess in order to be successful. A structuralist would say that the record companies are
the ones that clearly establish the standards of cultural capital necessary for a successful
artist (Bennett 1998). Either way, this process places the artist in the middle, and the
audience and record companies dictating the desirable cultural capital. Adorno’s
conception of a “culture industry” that is responsible for the standardization of popular

music helps show the relations between the members of the Gangsta Rap Economy in

terms of their exercising of capital.
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Chapter 4: Methodological Approach

To examine the theoretical framework of the Gangsta Rap Economy, I analyze the
ways in which its members conceptualize the aforementioned forms of capital. I have
chosen to conduct a case study on the career of rapper Shawn “Jay-Z” Carter in order to
capture these ideas. I chose to focus on the career of Jay-Z for several reasons. Jay-Z had
a relatively long career, which provides ample data. He released his first album in 1996
(Reasonable Doubt) and has been steadily producing music throughout the years until as
recently as 2009 (The Blueprint 3). As a solo artist, he has released 11 albums while
making countless guest appearances on other artists’ albums and on collaboration albums.
Jay-Z has sold over 33 million records in total’ (according to the website operated by his

record company, http://www.islanddefjam.com), has won many awards for his work, has

helped launch the careers of other rappers (e.g. Memphis Bleek, Ja Rule), and has a
laundry list of businesses, endorsements, and philanthropic endeavors as discussed in the
introduction. Jay-Z’s biography contains cursory examples of the various forms of
capital and shows an intimacy between himself as an artist and the consumers of rap
music and its industry. His record sales indicate both cultural and economic capital while
also highlighting his relationship with consumers. Throughout most of his career, Jay-Z
has been at the top of the record company, Roc-A-Fella Records, a major record label,
only leaving to pursue a $150 million deal with Live Nation in 2008 (Leeds 2007, 2008).
Myer and Kleck (2007) highlight that Roc-A-Fella Records was recently purchased by

one of the major four companies, Sony/BMG, which places Jay-Z in a sticky position in

3 Not included are the sales of Jay-Z’s newest album, The Blueprint 3, which was also extremely
successful.
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terms of the organic and industrial production debate. In essence, Jay-Z embodies a great
avenue to study the ways in which the members of the Gangsta Rap Economy signal and
recognize the various form of capital in relation to one another.

Data.

I conducted a case study of Jay-Z using three data sources (data from listeners, the
artist, and the record executives) in order to uncover the nuances of the Gangsta Rap
Economy. I have chosen to collect data from each group within the Gangsta Rap
Economy because each data source provides only a singular understanding of the way in
which the groups understand the different forms of capital. There is no reason to believe,
for example, that the ways that rap artists perceive and signal capital are the same as
either the music industry representatives or the consumers. For this reason, I decided to
collect data from all three groups in order to see how capital is understood across the
Gangsta Rap Economy as a whole.

To study the consumers of rap music, I look at user-generated data in the form of
album reviews taken from the popular online marketplace, Amazon.com

(www.amazon.com). Amazon.com was chosen because it is very well known, has all of

Jay-Z’s albums available for purchase, has a significant number of reviews on these
albums, and allows for the user to give an open-ended response of any length in a
provided text field. By searching each of Jay-Z’s 11 albums for sale on Amazon.com and
gathering the reviews on each album, I was able to collect consumer-generated data that
specifically addressed the career and works of Jay-Z. In total, this search produced 3,330
reviews that ranged from just after the beginning of Jay-Z’s career (September 3, 1998)

to fairly recently (December 14, 2009). Since reviewers are given an unlimited text field,
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reviews ranged in length from one sentence to nearly 3 pages of text. From the 3,330
original reviews, I drew a random sample of 167 reviews, or 5% of the total. The reviews
were put in sequential order by album and date of creation and a random number was
generated to be used as a starting point. I copied each review and, when available,
relevant information about the review (location of the reviewer, general rating, date
created, etc.). In all, these 167 reviews yielded 53 pages of written text to be used in a
content analysis described below.

Lyrics from Jay-Z’s albums were chosen as data representative of the artist’s
point of view of the various forms of capital. Jay-Z’s work spans over 10 full-length
albums, and one double-album (The Blueprint 2: The Gift & The Curse) containing a
total of 171 songs. I chose to look only at songs Jay-Z placed on his own albums (rather
than those appearing in compilations or songs with him as a guest artist) to better ensure
that the ideas found in those lyrics were directly reflective of his work. As with the user-
generated reviews, I placed all songs on a continuous timeline and randomly sampled
25% of the songs (n =43). After selecting the sample to be analyzed, I copied lyrics

from each song from The Original Hip-Hop Lyrics Archive (www.ohhla.com), a database

that has a very strict submission policy in attempts to garner the most accurate lyrics®.
This generated 88 pages of lyrics that I then analyzed using content analysis.

In order to gain insight into the ways in which the rap music industry and its
executives recognize the Gangsta Rap Economy, I chose to look at journalistic accounts
from two hip-hop focused magazines: Vibe and The Source. Both magazines are popular

and center their focus distinctly on rap music and the rap industry. These articles are an

* OHHLA s submission policy can be found at http://www.ohhla.com/add_lyrics.html.
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attempt at gathering data on a seemingly reclusive part of the Gangsta Rap Economy,
record executives. While these executives typically work behind the scenes, they
frequently talk to various media outlets. Both Vibe and The Source investigate all aspects
of the rap music industry, including the role that record executives play in the process of
the creation of music. This may be problematic in that one would not expect to find
record executives admitting to a formulaic creative process. However, these magazines
also have interviews and stories on the rappers themselves, which would seem to provide
both sides of the story. I searched the database of each magazine for articles pertaining to
Jay-Z (N = 29) and ended with a sample of 15 articles. I eliminated all articles that were
reviews of albums, articles that dealt with sightings of Jay-Z out in public, and articles
where Jay-Z was not the central focus. The majority of this sample consisted of articles
pertaining to Jay-Z’s establishment as an artist, with two articles written by Jay-Z
himself. This sample contained articles from varying time points in his career. Articles
varied in length from several page feature stories to small snippets only a few paragraphs
long.

Analysis.

I performed content analysis on data from all three sources. Content analysis is
ideal because I am able to quantify just how prevalent the various forms of capital are in
each data source, while also allowing me to make qualitative assessments of the use of
these forms of capital. Content analysis “requires a thoughtful handling of the ‘what’ that
is being communicated. The analysis of data in this mode...addresses the ‘why’ and ‘with

what effect’” (Babbie 2007: 321). Content analysis of three data sources provides a more
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in-depth and comprehensive analysis that addresses many facets of the Gangsta Rap
Economy.

Each data source was coded for the three forms of capital as part of the content
analysis. I treated each song, user-generated review, and industry article as an individual
unit of analysis and determined whether or not each discussed the various forms of
capital. The forms of capital were examined in terms of the conceptualizations I
delineated earlier. For example, if a journalistic article mentioned the amount of money
Jay-Z has acquired, it was marked as economic capital; a song discussing Jay-Z’s “crew”
would be coded as referring to social capital; and a reviewer speaking about Jay-Z’s skills
and awards would be coded as cultural capital. While I was not attempting to determine
how frequently these were mentioned in each song, article, or review, I still coded the
entire unit of analysis to mark each mention of each form of capital in order to facilitate a
better qualitative analysis. I then created an SPSS database for which I coded each song,
review, and article as to whether or not each form of capital was present (0 =no, 1 = yes).
Later, I revisited the data to examine the specific mentions of each form of capital in
order to create subthemes and examine, in more detail, the ways in which capital is
signaled and recognized in the Gangsta Rap Economy.

In my findings, I present both quantitative and qualitative data to help understand
the intricacies of capital in relation to the members of the Gangsta Rap Economy. The
quantitative analysis is used to answer the question of how prevalent each form of capital
is amongst the different members of the Gangsta Rap Economy. This understanding
helps make assertion as to the importance of each form of capital to each group. By

finding out which form of capital is more prevalent in which data source(s) I can more
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easily assess the importance of the forms of capital to the members of the Gangsta Rap
Economy.

The qualitative portion of my analysis identifies the ways in which different
members of the Gangsta Rap Economy conceptualize these forms of capital. Important is
to determine how the forms of capital are signaled and understood by the different
members. [llustrative examples taken from each source allow for rich data to help
partially explain these topics and to create subthemes that link them together, further
identifying the connections that capital brings between the artists, the consumers of their
music, and record executives in rap music.

Below, I begin by briefly discussing how the four aforementioned contradictions
are represented in rap music. Next, I discuss each form of capital separately in
quantitative terms and in terms of subthemes that arose from the data, providing a more
qualitative analysis of the content. The findings not only address the forms of capital

separately, but also link them in the various subsections.
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Chapter 5: Economic Capital in the Gangsta Rap Economy

All three groups in the Gangsta Rap Economy discussed economic capital in their
description of Jay-Z’s career. Jay-Z’s songs had the most mentions of economic capital
with nearly two-thirds (65.1%) of his raps mentioning it in some capacity, such as Jay-Z
rapping that his “cup runneth over with hundreds [of dollars]” (Dead Presidents). Over
half of the articles (53.3%) discussed Jay-Z’s economic capital, whereas only 15.7% of
user reviews mentioned it. Overall, Jay-Z’s songs and the articles about his career
discussed his economic capital in a distinctly positive manner, whereas the user reviews
were highly critical of it. As expected, the members of the Gangsta Rap Economy discuss
economic capital in terms of the possessions and monetary worth of Jay-Z. While there
is no disagreement in the data on the fact that Jay-Z is considerably wealthy, there is a
disagreement as to whether his wealth is a positive or negative aspect of his life.

The music industry often discusses Jay-Z’s accumulation of economic capital in
terms of his successes and business ventures. While this is not directly referencing his
economic capital, it is certainly alluding to it. Jay-Z himself often refers to the expensive
products he owns and his ability to spend as much money as he wants, whenever he
wants to. Whether he is “drivin’ some of the hottest cars New York has ever seen,”
(“Hard Knock Life”), driving in the “Double R (Rolls Royce) flashin’ the rings/with the
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window cracked, holla back ‘Money ain’t a Thang,”” (“Money Ain’t a Thang”) or talking
about his “watches, chain (necklace), front row [seats] at the game” (“Hola’ Hovito”),

Jay-Z can afford most anything he desires. Jay-Z’s listeners, however, often discuss how

Jay-Z’s assertion of economic capital is detrimental to his image. One reviewer
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expresses this by pleading, “Can we get some songs that don’t involve millions, platinum,
clubs and women, diamonds, and cars?” (Reviewer 93). These topics, seen as trivial by
listeners, are common in Jay-Z’s songs and lead listeners to place the moniker of “sell-
out” on Jay-Z (as discussed in the following sections).

My discussion of economic capital follows two distinct subthemes, which were
revealed in the qualitative portion of the analysis. While there were straightforward
mentions of economic capital in strict terms of financial wealth and assets, many items
coded for economic capital were much more nuanced. The subthemes presented below
reflect the complexities found across the three sources. The first subtheme encompasses
the concept of “hustling,” in comparison to the concept of “selling out.” The second
concerns Jay-Z’s establishment of himself as a commodity.

Is Jay-Z Hustlin’ or Selling Out?

A major point in the data is that the accumulation of economic capital and
signaling thereof by an artist will cause them to lose their authenticity or “realness.” In
order for Jay-Z to “keep it real,” he must refrain from reaching a moniker of being a
“mainstream artist.” While this moniker also has relevance in cultural capital, it plays a
large role in the ways in which the members of the Gangsta Rap Economy qualify Jay-
Z’s economic capital. To be considered “mainstream” is to be a recognizable artist no
longer fighting for radio play and record sale recognition. For example, Jay-Z announced
that The Black Album would be the final chapter in his musical career and reviews of this
album reflected on this assertion:

[Jay-Z] was so popular at the time that almost anything he put up worked

anyway. 3 years ago in 2003 after the release of "The Black Album" he

decided to call it a day and retire as a rapper. And who could blame him?
He retired on top after having sold millions of albums, he had one of the
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hottest girlfriends in Music biz, Beyonce Knowles, he made a deal with

Reebok and he became president of Def Jam. Life was good for Shawn

Carter. He really didn't need to record new albums since money was

rolling in anyway. (Reviewer 33)
Being “mainstream” can be related to being “popular,” as this reviewer points out, which
is distinctly linked to economic capital, as evidenced in the reviewer’s mention of Jay-Z’s
wealth and business ventures (Reebok and Def Jam). Having the ability for “almost
anything [you] put up” to be successful can lead to dissention in listeners because this
may hinder quality: “He must really need money or something because I wouldn’t
release this [album] unless I had a dire need to get some cash, cash that will have been
taken from DISAPPOINTED MUSIC FANS! Jay-Z should be banned from releasing
albums after this pitiful display of music” (Reviewer 133). Upon becoming popular or
mainstream, some consumers perceive the artist as simply using music as an avenue for
gaining economic capital, rather than producing quality goods, or objectified cultural
capital. Jay-Z’s perceived and demonstrated economic capital, I believe, is the cause for
this concern in the consumers. For Jay-Z and the rap music industry, making it into the
mainstream of the music business is a direct indicator of success. The more one is
recognized by the mainstream, the more records one sells, and the more profit one makes.
However, upon entering the mainstream of the music business, rappers like Jay-Z are
confronted with the challenge of balancing their newly acquired economic capital with
the cultural and social capital they previously displayed.

Jay-Z signals his wealth by describing success in his “hustle,” or anything that he
can do to generate revenue. In a song not included in this sample, “No Hook,” Jay-Z

describes this attitude rapping, “Hustle ‘caine (cocaine), hustle clothes, I hustle music/But

hustle hard in any hustle that you pick.” To Jay-Z, it does not matter what business one
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takes up, as long their work ethic is strong enough to make them successful. He
frequently equates his current profession as a rapper with his previous “hustle” of selling
drugs. For example, Jay-Z’s song “Dope Man” places him as the defendant on fictional
trial for “traffickin’, racketeerin’ audio crack.” He also raps that he “turned crack rock
into a chain of 40/40’s,” (Jay-Z “Pray”) highlighting his transition from illegitimate
business to legitimate business. These “hustles” to Jay-Z are about producing a product
(music or crack cocaine) and maximizing the profit one can gain from them. The
similarities of this imagery in his depictions of “hustles” show Jay-Z’s ability to conform
to what has been called, “The Russell Simmons/Puff Daddy era, [where] hip-hop’s focus
is increasingly to make money and push product... [which is] a far cry from the days
when concert flicks were the essential link between the fan, musician, and moment” (Oct.
’00 Vibe: 148). He even informs listeners himself that “[his] plan is not to leave this
town ‘til ’'m rich” (Jay-Z “Paper Chase”), and that he “wouldn’t expect y’all to
understand this money” that he is earning (“Bring it On”). Instead of Jay-Z treating rap
music as a capitalistic enterprise where his goal is to maximize profits, it seems that
listeners would much rather have him produce quality music rather than songs that can
easily translate into record sales. This is seemingly contradictory in that the
“disappointed music fans” described in the previous section have purchased the album,
satisfying Jay-Z’s goal to “hustle” music and sell records.

The transition from a drug dealer to a rap star is a complicated transition for
others in the Gangsta Rap Economy to understand. To members of the Gangsta Rap
Economy, Jay-Z’s discussion of economic capital is in contradiction with his assumed

identities. In an interview with The Source magazine, rapper Black Thought of rap
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group, The Roots, discusses his take on the rap music industry: “[Jay-Z is] definitely
mainstream, though. That’s who’s setting the standards right now—people that just come
out the box with any type of formula” (174). Black Thought distances himself from that
formula later in the interview, positing it as something that is problematic in the rap
industry. That formula, for Jay-Z, is the analogy of his rap hustle to his drug hustle.
Listeners take a similar negative stance on economic capital’s role in the production of
rap music. One reviewer notices the redundancy saying, “Nowadays he just raps about
money, ice, fashion, etc. in all different ways” (Reviewer 61). Jay-Z, according to the
data, has become part of the “culture industry” where ideas of what are acceptable and
lucrative themes control what gets produced (Adorno 1998). Jay-Z continues to assume
the identity of a “hustler” because that is what initially brought him success. By
following this formula, it is tough to say whether or not Jay-Z is really a “hustler” or
simply assuming that persona in order to achieve greater success.

Jay-Z is perceived by members of the Gangsta Rap Economy as adhering to a
formula that revolves around economic capital. It is fairly safe to assume that many of
Jay-Z’s fans come from modest means or at least have not experienced the financial
success that he has. As discussed earlier, rap artists have the ability to connect with their
audience by identifying the similarities in their lifestyles. Jay-Z has said that his music is
“not for white suburbia or nothing, just for regular fuckin’ people” (Source Jan 00: 167).
In other words, Jay-Z is consciously making music in order to relate to those who are not
very well off. However, the constant signaling of wealth has Jay-Z sending the clearly
contradictory message of, as one reviewer puts it, “I’m a millionaire and [you’re] not”

(Reviewer 30). This perceived disconnect in lifestyles leads to assertions about the
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negative effects of Jay-Z’s acquisition of economic capital: “Jay-Z has gone ‘soft,” he
[is] rapping about his wealth, his opulent lifestyle rather than spitting obligatory lyrics
about the dope game and the corner, muses that simply aren’t part of his lifestyle
anymore” (Reviewer 40). Naturally, it seems a bit contentious to boast of your
possessions and financial achievements for an audience that is largely living in economic
peril. Jay-Z continues on this topic by rapping that he has “been about the dough since I
was a day old” (Hola’ Hovito). Again, Jay-Z is comparing his different hustles, asserting
that regardless of what he was involved in, his goal has always been to obtain as much
economic capital as possible.

The idea of being a “hustler” or a “sell-out” is very important in the recognition of
economic capital by members of the Gangsta Rap Economy. Listeners understand the
“hustler” as someone experiencing struggles and attempting to simply attempt to get by.
To them, once someone reaches a lifestyle of excess, they have lost contact with these
struggles and fall into the “mainstream” or “sell-out” category where artists are “worried
about the number of CDs [they] will release...rather than the quality of their music”
(Reviewer 125). In the industry, “there was a transition period for Jay-Z, a time when he
had to try to apply the hustle of the streets to a high-stakes, winner-take-all hip-hop music
industry that likes to describe itself as a ‘game’” (Source Jan '00: 169). While the goals,
at base, seem similar in that a hustler and a sell-out both want to expand their economic
capital, it appears the motivation behind these goals makes the difference. Rather than
curbing the struggles of being underprivileged that is the goal of the hustler, the sell-out
is merely attempting to add to his already excessive amount of economic capital. The

hustler’s goal is to work in the business while only maintaining his or her status, whereas
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the sell-out is attempting to (and must) constantly grow in scope and financial success.
This transition to a business-like entity in Jay-Z’s career is discussed in the section that
follows.

Jay-Z as a Commodity.

Key members of the industry including rappers, listeners, and producers are in
agreement on the idea that Jay-Z has amassed his economic capital through becoming a
successful and multifaceted entrepreneur. Jay-Z has used his economic capital to begin
numerous business ventures. Often in the data there are references to Jay-Z’s career as
being “Strictly Business” (Vibe Oct *00, Vibe Sept. *97), or that Jay is using a “[business]
plan” (“Paper Chase”; Reviewer 55) and numerous references to the products and
companies that he has a stake in. The most notable aspects of Jay-Z’s economic capital,
to the members of the Gangsta Rap Economy, are the ways in which he has used this
capital to expand himself from just making rap music to becoming an economic entity
himself. In Kanye West’s song, “Diamonds from Sierra Leone,” Jay-Z raps, “I’m not a
businessman, I’'m a business, man,” making a clear distinction (West and Jay-Z, DATE).

Jay-Z distinguishes between being a “businessman,” or a worker in the music
industry, and being a “business, man,” or the product of the industry. The data were
largely concerned with the ways in which Jay-Z generated his economic capital in
regards to his businesses. Through song, Jay-Z indicates his production of various forms
of economic capital by reminding us that “you know what I’m sittin’ on/50-50 venture
with them S-Dots kickin’ off/Armadale poppin’ now only bring a nigga more” (Jay-Z,
“Excuse me Miss”). Jay-Z describes his shoe line, S-Dots, and the premium vodka he

distributes, Armadale, as examples of his varied entrepreneurial undertakings.
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Unlike his braggadocio of wealth, members of the Gangsta Rap Economy are
seemingly unified on how impressive Jay-Z is as an entrepreneur. The journalistic data
on the rap music industry were usually centered on the fact that Jay-Z was able to create a
record company and turn himself into a multifaceted and highly marketable artist. The
industry is seen as having a focus “to make money and push product” (Vibe Oct. *00:
148), and Jay-Z is the epitome of being successful in that endeavor. As one reviewer put
it, “Jay-Z is the definition of a Hip-Hop Entrepreneur. He’s [an] executive producer,
President and CEO of Def Jam Recordings, co-owner of the New Jersey Nets, the 40-40
Club, Rocawear Clothing, but the question is, is Jay-Z still a rapper?” (Reviewer 30).
This review is confirming that Jay-Z is not merely a businessman concerned with
working inside an industry to produce a product. Rather, Jay-Z is a capitalistic enterprise
seeking to expand into as many areas as possible. The most complex business venture
that involves Jay-Z is the rap music industry itself, where he works in conjunction with a
few others to maximize their profits through their abilities to utilize their other forms of
capital. Social capital and cultural capital are far more nuanced, and bring complexity to

economic capital and the workings of the Gangsta Rap Economy.
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Chapter 6: Cultural Capital in the Gangsta Rap Economy

While cultural capital is not as easily recognizable in the Gangsta Rap Economy
as economic capital, it is still often alluded to by its members. While descriptions of
cultural capital were present in all data sources, the listeners and the artist discussed it in
greatest detail. Overall, more than two-thirds (67.4%) of songs analyzed, nearly half
(47.6%) of the user-generated reviews, and 40% of journalistic articles sampled were
coded for cultural capital. With economic capital, groups disagreed on whether or not the
possession capital itself was a positive or negative characteristic of Jay-Z. However,
cultural capital is not as easily recognized as is the amount of wealth and possessions one
has, which led members of the Gangsta Rap Economy to conflict on their perceptions of
Jay-Z’s cultural capital. My discussion of cultural capital will follow in line with the
three forms that Bourdieu (1986) distinguishes between. The first form, embodied
cultural capital, or cultural capital linked to Jay-Z’s physical abilities, was most often
discussed in the data. The second form, objectified cultural capital, pertained to the
quality of material Jay-Z had put in the market (i.e. verses, songs, or albums). The last
form, institutionalized cultural capital, is brief in mention, but reflects the awards that
Jay-Z has earned from notable organizations.
Jay-Z and Embodied Cultural Capital.

A considerable portion of the material coded for cultural capital focused on Jay-
Z’s cultural capital in its embodied form. In other words, members of the Gangsta Rap
economy recognized the physical abilities and skills of Jay-Z in assessing his legitimacy
as an artist. The data mainly discussed Jay-Z’s ability to “flow,” or how well he was able

to marry his raps with the beats, and his ability to write lyrics. The industry articles and
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artist data consistently signaled Jay-Z’s cultural capital. However, the user-generated
reviews showed that recognition of this capital varies.

The October 2000 article from Vibe Magazine, “Lyrics to Go,” exhibits the
industry’s clear recognition of Jay-Z’s embodied cultural capital by highlighting the
practice of ghostwriting in rap music. The article describes Jay-Z’s work as a
ghostwriter, or someone that writes songs for use by other artists. The importance of
embodied cultural capital is discussed, saying, “Unlike R&B, where the vocalist’s
inflection and voice are what stamp a song as his or her own, hip-hop has always counted
original lyrics, as well as vocal flow, in the measure of the artist’s worth” (Byrd 2000:
62). Rappers must display a form of lyrical competency, which is directly related to their
ability to understand and manipulate language in the field of rap music. This linguistic
ability is acquired, in Bourdieu’s (1990) conceptions, as “a function of the distance
between the type of symbolic mastery demanded by the School and the practical mastery
he owes to his initial class upbringing” (116). Through time and understanding of rap’s
lyrical requirements, one can embody the characteristics necessary to effectively
communicate cultural capital. For rappers who may not have this understanding,
ghostwriters like Jay-Z can use theirs in attempts to hide this deficiency. Listeners
identify this lyrical competency as well:

[Jay-Z] sighs at the beginning of the next verse because he knows more

effortless flow is to come. He's versatile - he can flow all the way from the

projects of Marcy to the big money of Madison square Garden. And he's

not just talking about rapping there. He's talking about his versatility in

everyday life in being able to converse with people from all different

walks of life. I like how he slows down and speeds up towards the middle
of the verse (Reviewer 15).

43



This reviewer recognizes Jay-Z’s cultural capital through his ability to effortlessly exhibit
competency in various subject matters as well as his ability to effectively communicate
these subjects to an audience. Jay-Z’s mastery of linguistic capital is one way in which
the Gangsta Rap Economy recognizes his embodied cultural capital.

Not only can Jay-Z say the right thing, he can also say it in a way that is
stylistically pleasing. Jay-Z’s “flow” and ability to “drop verses” link his proficiency in
writing lyrics to his overall rapping skill. Most of the data established Jay-Z as having an
abundance of embodied cultural capital in this regard by praising his abilities to rap.
Reviewers sometimes briefly highlighted Jay-Z’s embodied cultural capital through
statements such as, “Amazing beat, great lyrics and flow” (Reviewer 12) and, “There is
no way [ will question’s Jay-Z’s skills,” (Reviewer 30), while others made far more
elaborate statements. For example, one reviewer wrote, “For a while now, Jay-Z has
been making CD’s with lyrics that just seem to flow out of his mouth like water from a
tap...he has outperformed many, and with this track, is bound to surpass many more”
(Reviewer 83). This reviewer sees a remarkable amount of cultural capital embodied in
Jay-Z’s rapping abilities and also sees this ability as unique. Through the reviewer’s
analogy and comparison to other performers, it is clear that Jay-Z is seen by some as
having a great deal of cultural capital. Jay-Z himself also believes that, in comparison,
his cultural capital is in abundance. As he raps in “Hard Knock Life (Ghetto Anthem),”
that he is “droppin’ some of the hottest verses rap has ever heard” and he has the ability
to “flow infinitely.” Jay-Z and his listeners recognize his ability to construct raps and

deliver them as signals of his cultural capital and as cornerstones of his success.
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However, industry data counters, “there’s no way to explain why the public connects
with certain artists” (Carter 2004: 75).

As this quote hints, cultural capital can have different levels of desirability,
creating disagreement on whether or not Jay-Z exhibits an adequate amount of it. While
it may be true that it is always necessary for a rapper to exhibit cultural capital, to what
extent they must do that is determined by other members of the Gangsta Rap Economy.
While it is certainly not limited only to them, listeners were the only group in the data to
place different levels of desirability on cultural capital. To the reviewers above, Jay-Z
exhibited an amount of cultural capital that either equaled or exceeded the level they
preferred. Other listeners hold artists to a higher plateau of cultural capital, making them
more critical of the capital that Jay-Z presents. For example, one reviewer wrote:

Jay-Z's flow is dead tired on most songs. He's not even riding the beats.

He gets lost on the beats. (Kingdom Come, Show Me What You Got, Dig

A Hole, Trouble, Oh My God, I Made It)... for a man with many flows and

impeccable lyrical dexterity... this is totally unacceptable. This makes the

product sound rushed AND like he's not fully into it (Reviewer 32).

While this reviewer believes that Jay-Z contains embodied cultural capital in the form of
his “lyrical dexterity” and “many flows,” the reviewer does not believe that Jay-Z does a
sufficient job of signaling that capital. In essence, different agents have different
conceptions of what is considered desirable cultural capital. For some, “the endless ways
in which [Jay-Z] finds to discuss [certain] topics, often while employing double and triple
entendres in the process, continue[s] to be fascinating” (Reviewer 44); while for others,
Jay-Z can be characterized as having albums that are “really weak and pathetic because it
sounds just like all the rest of his albums...accompanied by weak beats and weak

rapping” (Reviewer 3). These contradictory statements from the reviewers are indicative

of the contradictions present in the process of capital recognition. That is, what is
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considered a desirable level of cultural capital is not uniform across agents in the Gangsta
Rap Economy.

The ways the data presented the process of acquiring embodied cultural capital
are very similar to Bourdieu’s (1986) conceptions. While Jay-Z has what he feels is a
natural ability to “rhyme quicker than any other rhyme spitter/Every crime nigga that
rhyme or touch a mic because [his] mind’s quicker,” (“Hola Hovito”’) his embodied
capital can still be increased and more finely tuned. Just as a body builder or scholar
gains strength or knowledge through training or study, rappers can gain embodied
cultural capital in a similar fashion. Reviewers believe the dedication and effort exerted
into perfecting an artist’s craft is highly admirable. One reviewer explains that “[Jay-Z’s]
skill is that of a scholar” (Reviewer 51) hinting that Jay-Z has learned and perfected ways
to effectively display his embodied cultural capital. Jay-Z has been able to utilize his
natural abilities to learn effective rap techniques and to demonstrate those techniques to
his audience. These skills have allowed him to create verses, songs, and albums that
collectively build his objectified cultural capital.
Jay-Z and Objectified Cultural Capital

Jay-Z has used his knowledge of rap and embodied skill to produce nine albums,
which help comprise his embodied cultural capital. For Jay-Z’s embodied cultural capital
to fully be realized, it is necessary for him to display it in tangible, objectified states.
Reviewers often point to specific songs or albums as evidence of Jay-Z’s talent, just as
one would point to a novel or work of art to exemplify the talents of the writer or artist.
One reviewer signals Jay-Z’s objectified cultural capital by saying, “He’s recorded

classics like Reasonable Doubt, In My Lifetime, and The Blueprint. In fact, he’s never
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released albums that were bad” (Reviewer 33). Jay-Z’s “worth” in the Gangsta Rap
Economy is partly due to the fact that he has created products deemed worthy, or
“classic,” as the reviewer states. Jay-Z himself understands that his success is not merely
based on his individual ability, but he must be able to assert his cultural capital in an
objectified form. In “Hard Knock Life (Ghetto Anthem)” Jay-Z raps:

As far as progress/you’d be hard pressed, to find another rappers hot as

me/I gave you prophecy on my first joint, and y’all lamed out/Didn’t

really appreciate it until the second one came out/So I stretched the game
out, X ’ed your name out/Put Jigga on top, and drop albums non-stop for

Here, J g;;Z shows awareness of his skills by referencing how “hot,” or talented, of a
rapper he is. But, he realizes that his ability to produce prophetic albums continuously is
what will allow him to surpass other rappers in the industry, and “put Jigga on top.”>
The Source commented on Jay-Z’s ability to distance himself from other rappers by
highlighting that “he’s the only artist who sold over 5 million copies of his latest album”
(“King Hova™: 162). Jay-Z’s objectified cultural capital is not only present, but members
of the Gangsta Rap Economy recognize that it is unprecedented. Not only does Jay-Z
have the skills to rap, he can produce cultural capital in an objectified form that is
remarkably massive.

While it is necessary for rappers to have a certain amount of knowledge, or
embodied cultural capital, they must also have the ability to form this knowledge into
objectified cultural capital. Reviewers realize Jay-Z’s cultural capital in its objectified

form through the product they consume: “Nevertheless, like the true champion that Jay-Z

is, he showed his street-smart brilliance in songs like ‘Streets is Watching” and

5 Jay-Z has a plethora of nicknames with “Jigga” being one of them. He also is referenced as “Hov,” “Jay-
Hova,” “Young Hov,” and “Mr. Carter” among others.
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‘Imaginary Player’ (Reviewer 61). Cultural capital begins, to a certain extent, with the
embodied skills and knowledge of the agent, but equally important is the ability of that
agent to convert those skills to objectified forms. Further legitimacy is also important,
which comes through the institutional recognition of the objectified capital.
Jay-Z and Institutional Cultural Capital

The objectified cultural capital of Jay-Z is a product of his embodied cultural
capital and, when recognized by authoritative entities, gives Jay-Z institutionalized
cultural capital in the form of awards and formal recognition. A formal recognition that
was most commonly discussed in the data was the platinum record, which is distributed
by the RIAA in recognition for selling 1,000,000 records®. Reviewers see this
accomplishment as a positive affirmation of Jay-Z’s skills and abilities. For example,
after praising the skill of Jay-Z and highlighting songs that are “classic,” one reviewer
wrote, “This album [Reasonable Doubt] just recently went platinum and for a good
reason” (Reviewer 55). The institutionalized form of cultural capital is made possible
through the display and recognition of the other forms of cultural capital. The awards or
recognition are given in light of the objectified cultural capital, which is the product of
the agent’s embodied cultural capital. Jay-Z also shows an understanding of this process
in his song “Money, Cash, Hoes” when he raps about having a “platinum and gold
touch.” Jay-Z understands that he has the embodied ability to create products that will
receive institutional recognition. In the Gangsta Rap Economyj, it is important to have all
three of these forms of cultural capital so that one can be “rapping/stacking/Platinum
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plaquin’” (Hollywood). Not only does the ability to rap allow rappers to continue

6 For more information, visit the RIAA’s website at http://www.riaa.com/goldandplatinum.php.

48



rapping as a career, but they can earn institutional recognition in the form of a Platinum
Plaque, and, perhaps most importantly, the rapper can start “stacking” money.

The forms of cultural capital distance Jay-Z from other rappers. In the embodied
form, cultural capital can be compared through ability to act and perform as a rapper.
The practice, rehearsal, and revisions that the artist must engage in build their embodied
capital. The products of this knowledge and ability, their verses, songs, and albums, give
rappers objectified cultural capital. Listeners and members of the music industry are able
to consume these products, and make their own value judgments. When an artist
successfully exhibits their embodied cultural capital through their objectified capital,
consumers purchase the product. When this is done on a grand scale, they can earn
institutionalized capital in the form of Platinum Records from the RIAA. Institutions
themselves, like the National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences can make an
artist like Jay-Z a “Grammy [Award] Winner” (Reviewer 75). Also, The Source
magazine recognized Jay-Z’s embodied cultural capital by awarding his album, 7he
Blueprint, a 5 mic (the magazine uses microphones instead of stars) rating (Reviewer
112). Cultural capital can give artists the ability to distinguish themselves from one
another in a hierarchical fashion, collecting accolades that are not given out freely. The
last form of capital in the section that follows, social capital, allows us to look at the

social network that is created in the Gangsta Rap Economy.

49



Chapter 7: Social Capital in the Gangsta Rap Economy

In the previous two sections, [ have focused on the interactions of members of the
Gangsta Rap Economy that pertain to the exchange of capitalistic, monetary value, and
how members recognized the abilities and talents of the artists. In this last section, I will
explore the importance of the social network in the Gangsta Rap Economy by discussing
social capital and how it is manifest in the career of Jay-Z. Social capital is intriguing
because it directly involves the relations between all members of the Gangsta Rap
Economy. Social capital was discussed quite heavily in the data. Nearly three-quarters
(72.1%) of songs, one quarter (22.3%) of reviews, and one-third (33.3%) of magazine
articles discussed social capital to some extent. The qualitative review of this data
reveled that social capital was discussed in a few distinctive ways. In this section I use
quotes from the three different data sources to show the complexities and importance of
social capital in the Gangsta Rap Economy. The first theme discussed will be how
members of the Gangsta Rap Economy reference those with whom Jay-Z associates and
the capital that comes with these associates. The second theme concerns Jay-Z’s
perceived fame and the social network that comes out of his fans and admirers. The third
and final theme deals with the many references of Jay-Z as a figure of royalty in the rap
music industry.
Jay-Z and his Peers

Members of the Gangsta Rap Economy are well aware that there is more to the
“worth” of an agent than merely his or her economic value and cultural knowledge or
skills. Jay-Z realizes that “if every nigga in you clique is rich, then your clique is

rugged” (Feelin’ It). The association of agents with others containing considerable
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economic capital helps increase the social capital of all. While Jay-Z’s reflection on how
the capital of his peers affects him is very sophisticated in terms of a Bourdieuian
understanding of social capital, most mentions of social capital focus on the peer group of
which Jay-Z is a member. For example, reviewers typically highlight that Jay-Z is “on
one of the greatest rap labels in America, Roc-A-Fella! With a team of producers like
Kanye West and Just Blaze...the music is so hot you cannot beat it” (Reviewer 2). Jay-
Z’s cultural capital, his music, is positively affected through his collaboration with other
artists deemed worthy. Jay-Z also feels that producers Kanye West and Just Blaze share
in his success: “Shout out to Just Bleezy and Kan-yeezy/See how we adjusted the game,
so easy” (The Bounce). According to Jay-Z, this group of three artists, when combined,
has the ability to not only survive, but to set the standards by which the rap “game” is to
be played.

Jay-Z’s peers, according to the data, considerably help his status in the Gangsta
Rap Economy because of the social capital they generate. One reviewer sees the
improvement in Jay-Z’s cultural capital through his connections with others, saying,
“[Jay-Z’s] beats are much better thanks to the like of Kanye West and Just Blaze”
(Reviewer 111). Jay-Z’s objectified cultural capital is positively affected by the skills
that are brought in by his social capital. These collaborative efforts, which are so
common in rap music, are significantly improved in value when viewed as a sum of their
parts. The success of one can significantly impact the success of others. Jay-Z
recognizes this in his song “Moment of Clarity” rapping, “See, in my inner circle all we
do is ball/Until we all got triangles on our wall.” For Jay-Z, it is essential that he and his

peers work together to get “triangles,” which is in reference to the platinum plaques
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previously discussed in terms of institutionalized cultural capital. Jay-Z’s audience
recognizes the value of his collaborations and also other artists with whom he is
associated. One reviewer sees his success as stemming from his previous relationship
with the late rapper The Notorious B.1.G., a prominent figure in the development of rap
music: “Some reasons he is as big as he is [are] because he’s the ‘successor’ to the most
popular Brooklyn rapper ever” (Reviewer 160). This previous relationship gave Jay-Z
access to the social network of Notorious B.I.G. It also helps fans equate the skills and
talents of the Notorious B.I.G. with Jay-Z through the mentoring role that B.L.G. played
in Jay-Z’s development.
Jay-Z and Perceptions of Fame

In addition to Jay-Z’s peers’ social capital helping his success, his lyrics suggest
that he is an asset to others’ social capital. The previous examples mainly focused on the
ways in which social capital affects cultural capital. Another major connection involves
the impacts of Jay-Z on the economic capital of others. In his song, “Paper Chase,” Jay-
Z raps, “Now all the little soldiers want to roll with my team/cause I ain’t sold’em a
dream, I showed’em the cream.” By associating with Jay-Z and taking in his social
capital, other agents are able to have access to “cream,” or money. Also, when Jay-Z
describes this social network he raps, “We keep our pockets fully blown, Roc-A-Fella
clique” (Bring It On). The economic capital possessed by the “Roc-A-Fella clique,” of
which Jay-Z is a part, is a constant reminder to the tangible benefits of Jay-Z’s social
capital. There are also very few social groups that offer this advantage as is evidenced by
Jay-Z’s question, “Who else you going to run with? The truth is us/only dudes movin’

units—Em, Pimp Juice, and us” (Excuse Me Miss). Jay-Z is quick to point out that the
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profitable social groups in the rap music industry, the ones who can “move units” (sell
records), are very limited. In 2002 when this song was released, rappers Eminem (“Em”)
and Nelly (“Pimp Juice”) and Jay-Z all had albums reach the top of the Billboard Top
200 list’, keeping them in relatively exclusive company.

Additionally, Jay-Z entered the rap music industry with a knowledge of the
necessity of social capital. While learning some things from the Notorious B.I.G., Jay-Z
also needed to surround himself with individuals who could aid him in the process of
reaching a larger audience. Jay-Z began Roc-A-Fella Records with the help of two
friends, Damon “Dame” Dash and Kareem Biggs after not experiencing success
elsewhere. Jay-Z’s thought behind doing this was summed up in the article “Jay-Z:
Thinking of a Master Plan” in Vibe Magazine: “So with the record company being a
bridge to the people, I was, like ‘Man, we gotta build our own bridge” (Mao 1996:63).
Without a record company to help Jay-Z gain fame, which is the topic of the section that
follows, he would be devoid of the social capital necessary to be successful in the rap
music industry. After Roc-A-Fella Records was created, “All three would make
decisions together, with Jay focusing on the music, Dame handling the business affairs,
and Biggs taking on the role of the intimidating road manager” (“Background Check”
2004:72). With the collaboration of this social network, Jay-Z was able to expand to

enormous fame and financial success.

7 Eminem reached the top for both The Eminem Show and for the soundtrack to his movie 8§ Mile. Nelly
reached the top for his album, Nellyville. For more information, visit Billboard’s website at
http://www.billboard.com/#/.
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Fame and the ability to pursue and acquire more capital are both certainly at stake
in the Gangsta Rap Economy. The 1998 Vibe article, “Lyrics to Go” summed up this
idea, saying, “The genre generated an estimated $1.2 billion in profit in 1997—the stakes
for performers are greater than simply winning the respect of folks on the block” (62).
The process of “winning the respect of folks on the block” and effectively gaining the
social capital that this represents was extremely present in the data.

One way that the Gangsta Rap Economy conceptualizes social capital is through
fame and the ability to be recognized by a massive audience. Again, Jay-Z makes the
case that he has the ability to provide this for himself and his peers: “You wanted to gain
attention new dudes/I can get you BET and TRL too/You wanna be in the public, send
your budget/Well, fuck it, I ain’t budgin’” (Encore). Jay-Z’s fame allows him to be
known by a great deal of people, fitting into Bourdieu’s (1983) conception of social
capital where agents “are worthy of being known...[and] they do not need to ‘make the

29

acquaintance’ of all their ‘acquaintances;’” (90). Fame lies at the crux of social capital
whereby being known is a valuable asset. Jay-Z shows that he has the ability to be
known through various television outlets (BET and MTV’s now defunct Total Request
Live) and his general presence in the public. Jay-Z establishes the fact that he is known
often in his music, with lyrics such as, I'm thorough, in every borough my name be
ringing” (Feelin’ It) and “When I go, all the Harlem playas wall my picture” (Money,
Cash, Hoes). Jay-Z’s fame, according to him, has helped him become a household name
and image with his portrait adorning the walls of many fans.

While Jay-Z certainly has a positive opinion of how the public views him, the

data from listener reviews provide some contrasting viewpoints. When Jay-Z’s perceived
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cultural capital does not meet the standards of his audience, he has the potential of losing
the social capital of that fan base. One reviewer, commenting on Jay-Z’s album /n My
Lifetime, Vol. 1, felt that this album did not meet the audience’s standards and “Jay-Z’s
street audience took their money elsewhere or threw his CD down in disgust” (Reviewer
61). This example shows all three forms of capital working together in the Gangsta Rap
Economy. When Jay-Z’s fan base does not approve of his cultural capital, it will
negatively affect his social capital by diminishing his fan base and negatively affect his
economic capital through the loss of record sales. Another reviewer comments on the
frustration that this could cause for Jay-Z: “The Black Album finds Jay-Z seemingly fed
up with rap and feeling more than a little betrayed by a fickle fan base” (Reviewer 11).
This reviewer believes that Jay-Z wishes his fans would remain faithful to him, but also
recognizes that they will not always remain loyal. This could be why Jay-Z feels the
need to include lyrics in his songs such as “I wanna thank everybody out there for they
purchase/I surely appreciate it” (The Ruler’s Back) and “Thanks for coming out
tonight/You could have been anywhere in the world, but you’re here with me/I appreciate
that” (Izzo). Jay-Z’s attempts to appease his audience may come from a realization as to
the importance of the social and economic capital that they bring.
Jay-Z as Hip-Hop Royalty

When analyzing the data on social capital, one last and very interesting theme
presented itself. Jay-Z’s fame has an almost imperialistic nature to it and places him as a
figure of royalty. In Jay-Z’s song, “Oh My God,” he describes his overwhelming fame,
rapping, ““I got crowned king down in Africa/Out in Niger, do you have any idea/Sold

out shows out in Seoul, Korea/Jo'burg, Dublin, Tanzinia/Lunch with Mandella, dinner
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with Cavalli/Still got time to give water out to everybody.” This seemingly banal piece
of braggadocio where Jay-Z talks of being crowned a king gains much more weight when
looking at the other data. While Jay-Z may have no formal crown, reviewers often say
that his is the “King of New York” (Reviewer 160), or that “Jay-Z proves that he is the
King of Rap in the Blueprint 2” (Reviewer 138), or that he is “the unofficial King of New
York” (Reviewer 98). The 2000 article from The Source, simply titled “King Hova”
poses the question, “Does Jay-Z rule Hip-Hop? Five Million fans say so. More
importantly, the streets do too” (162). Jay-Z even refers to himself as “Young Hov, the
King” in his song “The Bounce.” Jay-Z’s fame and social capital have helped him be
viewed as a “king.” He has done this through creating a vast social network and
exhibiting admirable cultural capital. These exhibitions of cultural capital allow for Jay-
Z to take the throne as king. Reviewers suggest that Jay-Z’s album, The Blueprint, is
pivotal in making him the “King of New York,” saying, “this album not only solidified
Jay-Z as the King of New York, but also put Kanye West on the map as one of the hottest
producers around” (Reviewer 108) and “Jay-Z’s Blueprint to Hip-Hop has positioned him
as the ‘King of New York™” (Reviewer 109). In addition to Kanye West helping Jay-Z
earn capital, it seems that Jay-Z’s social capital has provided West with some capital
benefits of his own. He also urges listeners to “pay homage if by chance you meet him”
(S. Carter) asserting that he can be selective with his social capital because he possess
such a great quantity. Oddly, being crowned “king” may not adequately describe Jay-Z.
In his song, “Run This Town,” Jay-Z raps, “Please follow the leader/So Eric B. we
are/Microphone fiend/It’s the return of the God/Peace God.” Jay-Z takes his fame a step

further, asserting that he is a divine entity when it comes to rap music. At least one
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reviewer agrees when speaking about The Black Album, saying, “Jay-Z goes out in style
as God MC” (Reviewer 166). When viewed as a god, it seems that Jay-Z’s social capital
could encompass all possible members of the Gangsta Rap Economy.

Social capital in the Gangsta Rap Economy is a clear indicator of the various
forms of capital interacting with one another. Building social capital, at least here,
requires an agent to have peer groups with adequate cultural capital so that albums and
songs will be consumable by a large number of people. This then generates a great deal
of economic capital through the consumption of these products. Just as the other forms
of capital can encounter problems, so too can social capital. Associating with groups that
do not meet the cultural capital standards of an audience can adversely affect social
capital in the form of a fan base as was seen in the reviews of /n My Lifetime, Vol. 1. In
the Gangsta Rap Economyi, it is quite evident that what you have, what you know, and

who you know are all highly relevant.
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Chapter 8: The Rap Music Industry and the Gangsta Rap Economy

The pursuit and recognition of capital by members of the Gangsta Rap Economy
is far more than a simple connection that can be made between Bourdieuian concepts and
a cultural product. The data sources all discussed every form of capital with very little
variation amongst them. These forms of capital clearly help distinguish the ways not
only in which rap music is understood, but produced as well. The Gangsta Rap Economy
provides an arena where members can place value on particular forms of capital. When
members set these standards, agents (most likely, artists), are forced to conform, thereby
shaping the makeup of the rap music industry’s content. It is through these standards and
conformities that the contradictory nature of rap music is formed.

Rap music is rife with contradictions. These contradictions can all be viewed as
stemming from negotiations of the three forms of capital as I have discussed them. Jay-Z
provides an excellent example for the ways in which these contradictions surface. His
biography links him to an underprivileged upbringing as part of New York’s Marcy
Projects. This social capital and his references to it are often contradicted by his
references to his current economically wealthy lifestyle. The reviewer data suggests that
Jay-Z must continue to signal this social capital because making too much reference to
his wealth would lead to claims that he is no longer authentic. However, Jay-Z must
show his financial success, to remain on par with the cultural codes of the rap music
industry. The literature on rap music then has taken two approaches on how to
contextualize these images. The first approach is to focus on the ways that social capital
is presented and come to the conclusion that rap music is representative of

underprivileged communities. The second approach is to focus on the images of
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economic capital and conclude that rap music is obsessed with excessive materialism.
While the two approaches certainly recognize each other, they seem to sidestep the
enigmatic quality that this brings to rap music. By analyzing all three forms of capital, it
is possible to see that the members of the Gangsta Rap Economy create these dynamic
images of rap music through their demand for different forms of capital.

Members of the Gangsta Rap Economy have different opinions on what role
economic capital should play in rap music. Listeners are concerned with Jay-Z
presenting himself as a “hustler.” Jay-Z asserts that he is a hustler who is experiencing
struggles and attempting to get by in the rap game. However, he also recognizes that the
rap music industry requires him to hustle to an extreme extent with a goal of generating
as much economic capital as possible. Jay-Z does this to such an extent that he can be
seen as a commodity that works in conjunction with record executives to market himself
in any way possible. There is a disconnect within goals of the member of the Gangsta
Rap Economy in regards to economic capital. Listeners of rap music would like Jay-Z to
conceptualize the pursuit of economic capital in a way that it is similar to a hustling
worker. The goal of the rap music industry is to commodify Jay-Z and maximize his
surplus economic capital. Jay-Z must then give the impression that he is struggling when
he is clearly not.

Cultural capital provides a similar problem in the career of Jay-Z. It is essential
for Jay-Z to have embodied skills in the art of rapping and knowledge of desirable
qualities that are preferred for rappers to possess. Jay-Z must demonstrate the embodied
ability to build on rap music’s base in an organic fashion. However, in order to get

certain institutionalized recognition, Jay-Z must manufacture his embodied skills in an
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objectified manner. In other words, Jay-Z’s initial embodied cultural capital, however
desirable, is compounded with his ability to sell records and gain recognition for his
record sales. This leads to an inevitable industrial production with the goal of increasing
the objectified cultural capital and gaining institutional recognition. Because all forms of
cultural capital are desirable in the Gangsta Rap Economy, Jay-Z must embrace both
sides of the contradiction of rap music’s production. He must be original, but formulaic
to achieve both goals.

Social capital brings a clear connection between all three members of the Gangsta
Rap Economy. As evident in Jay-Z’s career, rappers must use other rappers in order to
gain legitimacy through their social networks. Likewise, Jay-Z needs the assistance of
individuals like Damon Dash who can provide insight on how to navigate the rap music
industry. Jay-Z has used the capital of his peer group to further increase his social
recognition. In doing this, Jay-Z works closely with other rappers, but also distances
himself from them. The solidarity that collaborating with other artists may create in the
career of Jay-Z, is countered by the thematic representation of Jay-Z being so famous that
he is practically a king. In terms of social capital, Jay-Z’s career is an incredibly
communal effort, while being also an incredibly individualized success.

Different members intend to get different things out of rap music. For the fan and
listener or rap music, authenticity and skill seem to rule. For the industry itself, the
ability to sell records reigns supreme. The rap artist seems caught in the middle of these
two worlds. These conflicting goals, lead to conflicting images, but should be looked at

as part of a whole. My analysis looks at the whole of the rap music industry in creating
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the Gangsta Rap Economy. Here, all three members can make their desires known, and
have them fulfilled.

My research suggests that many researchers on rap music may only be getting a
partial picture as to what can be said about rap music. This is evident in the contradictory
nature of the literature on rap music. While this research is not false in its claims on the
topic, it is limited. What is necessary is for research on rap music to done in a more
scientific manner. Because, as [ hope to have proven, rap music can be said to represent
contradictory images, it is essential not to ignore crucial parts of its imagery. Systematic
analysis is required to see rap music as a communal process with members within that
community having varying, and contradictory goals. Analysis that focuses on rap
music’s marginalizing effects must not ignore its ability to empower, and so on.

This study would benefit from better sources of qualitative data. This project
lends itself to extensions in the form of interviews of members of the Gangsta Rap
Economy to limit the amount of speculation being made about the conceptualizations
found within this analysis. The data used in this analysis was thin at points and created
gaps that could be minimized through an interview process. Interviewing members of the
rap music industry would also be a relatively unique method of research compared to the
previous research. There is considerable value in confirming the motives of all three
members of the Gangsta Rap Economy. To see how each member of the Gangsta Rap
Economy perceives their role, as well as the role of the other members, within the
Gangsta Rap Economy would greatly benefit the understanding of the cultural production

of rap music.
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The Gangsta Rap Economy provides a distinctly nuanced approach to studying
rap music. By looking at the connections of members of the rap music industry, I have
shown that the pursuit of various forms of capital by artists is distinctly affected by the
expectations of fans and record executives. Taking a holistic approach to rap music
decreases the chances of misrepresenting what can be said about the genre. Rap music
has enough enemies; it does not need the compounding factor of incomplete academic

analysis working against it as well.
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