Ethnomusicology in Rap culture

As a singer-songwriter, I dedicate a great portion of my time to creating my own music.
My creative process begins with the formation of lyrics. Depending on the intentions I have for a
specific song, I often use my song lyrics to highlight some of the hardships of growing up. I
write my lyrics in an effort to connect with teenagers who are struggling through their coming-
of-age period. Additionally, the lyrics in some of my other songs also work to empower
teenagers, specifically girls. For example, in my song “Cool Without You” I emphasize the
importance of self-love and the ability to be independent without a man.

I feel that music can often be an outlet for people to highlight and express their deepest
hardships, often connecting with others. My extensive research on the topic of lyric writing led
me to the history of rap music, arguably one of the most lyrically intense music genres.

Rap music originated in the 1970s in the housing projects of New York City. The music
was first performed as street art by Black teenagers. Rap and hip hop culture had many musical
influences such as scatting in jazz and the style of the blues. The culture was also influenced by
Black activists such as Martin Luther King Jr., who was known for his powerful and impactful
speeches, and Muhamad Ali, who would often articulate boastful rhymes before a boxing match
(Pelton, 2019).

From the beginning of its time, rap has been an enclave for artists who call attention to
and expose their hardships and disadvantages in life. Emerging from the urban ghettos of the
United States, rap gave marginalized people an outlet to finally make their voices heard (Pelton,
2019). For example, female Black rappers often used their works to empower and advocate for
themselves and their rights.

Female rap tradition included four types of rappers: “Queen Mother,” “Fly Girl,” “Sistas
With Attitude,” and “Lesbian.” Each group of rappers focused on highlighting and showcasing
its own distinctive features. For example, rappers who identified as Queen Mothers often rapped
about their strong intellect and pride in their African heritage. Queen Mother rappers spoke about
themselves as “Nubian queens,” “Sistas droppin’ science to the people,” and “intelligent Black
women.”

The term Fly Girl emerged after a series of movies was produced in the mid-1970s.

Movies such as Superfly and Foxy Brown created a chic and fashionable style and persona



known as “fly.” Black youth were inspired by this persona and brought the ideology of “flyness”
into hip hop culture. Fly Girls typically wore flashy and revealing outfits, and lots of makeup in
their performances. Fly Girls focused on portraying themselves as independent women who had
the right to party and let themselves go without being objectified. In their song lyrics, Fly Girl
rappers would praise Black female body characteristics that were often deemed undesirable in
American mainstream media.

Rappers who identified with the categorization Sistas With Attitude viewed attitude as a
form of self-empowerment. These rappers would often reclaim derogatory words in a positive
and uplifting manner. For example, many Sistas With Attitude reclaimed the word “b***h” by
viewing it in a positive light and using it in an endearing manner. In their song lyrics, these
rappers often described themselves participating in smoking, drinking, sexual exploitation, or
run-ins with the law. These radical lyrics and messages stemmed from the image of Black
“Badmen,” who would often brag about their illegal or irresponsible endeavors. These men
portrayed themselves as extremely powerful and carefree. Sistas With Attitude mirrored this
image by creating the notion of a “bad girl.” This image was extremely empowering because it
showed that women had the right to let loose and exploit others as much as men did.

The classification of female Black rappers known as “Lesbian” was the latest to emerge.
Black lesbian women have often had limited representation in lesbian culture. Not only are Black
women up against a patriarchal society, they also rank lower in status in the lesbian community
due to their race. Many Black lesbian rappers have been reluctant to reveal their sexual
orientation to the public, and it was only until Queen Pen’s song Girlfriend came out in 1997 that
female homosexuality became a topic of positive discussion. Queen Pen also attempted to break
the homophobic stereotype of lesbian woman known as “bulldaggers,” a lesbian woman who
wants to be a man. On Queen Pen’s album cover, she portrays typically femalesque qualities by
wearing a flattering dress and red lipstick (Keyes, 2020).

My research of the history of Black female rap culture has allowed me to recognize the

power song lyrics have had on both a social and cultural level.
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