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Black Noise:  Rap Music and Black Culture in Contemporary America by Tricia Rose is the hip hop fan’s bible, and deserves 8 stars.  The book, about 185 pages, covers everything from the inspiration of black music to its production.  Rose focuses on black marginality in such a way as to not necessarily victimize blacks, but rather to note that their oppression has caused them to create a form of popular culture that is emulated by whites; therefore, something positive is born out of something negative.  However, much of this outside fascination with rap is predicated by its use of violence and sexuality that continually places blacks in a dim light.  Rose explains the causes of men’s misogynist lyrics, and how it has affected female rap music.  


Due much in part to the lyrics and style of gangsta rap, male rappers have been labeled sexist and physically hostile toward women.  Rose cites Dr. Dre’s beating up on a woman as one example of black male brutality towards women.  She writes:

Angered by an interview on Pump It Up that featured estranged ex-NWA member Ice-Cube that was interspersed with mocking references to them, Dr. Dre later assaulted her [Dee Barnes] in a crowded Los Angeles dance club, threw her against the wall repeatedly, and tried to throw her down the stairs.  With his own bodyguards (who appeared to be armed) keeping the crowd at bay, Dr. Dre kicked her in the ribs.  She slipped free and ran to the women’s bathroom, where he followed her in and “grabbed her from behind by the hair and proceeded to punch her in the back of the head” before running out of the club with his crew.  (179)

Though graphic, Rose’s reporting gets her point across that Dr. Dre, a well-known and respected rapper, committed an unnecessary and brutal act against a woman.  She says:

He held Dee “responsible” for a Fox television producer’s decision to edit the materials in a way that mocked NWA, because it was clear that, although beating up a young black woman might give him a bad reputation, beating up a white man in the entertainment business might spell disaster for his career.  (179)

Rose makes a good point when she says that had he beaten up the white business man, he could have waved good-bye to his career.  His attack attracted media coverage that perpetuated the notion that black men are aggressively uncouth, but at least, in the eyes of the some, he was only hurting his own race.


Written in 1994, Black Noise does not dissect that since the 1991 beating, which caused Barnes to file a multimillion dollar lawsuit that has taken an extremely long time to settle (itself an interesting point), Dr. Dre has gone on to tag team a song with Eminem that references the incident.  “Guilty Conscience” off the Slim Shady LP features Dr. Dre as the conscience and Eminem as the devil on the shoulder as a series of scenarios play out.  At the end of the song, a man named Grady finds his wife in bed with another man, and the following takes place:

[Eminem]

Okay!  Thought about it, still wanna stab her?

Grab her by the throat, get your daughter and kidnap her?

That's what I did, be smart, don't be a retard

You gonna take advice from somebody who slapped DEE BARNES??!

[Dr. Dre]

What'chu say?  (What's wrong?   Didn't think I'd remember?)

I'ma kill you motherfucker!

[Eminem]

Uhhh-aahh!  Temper temper!

Mr. Dre?  Mr. N.W.A.?

Mr. AK comin' straight outta Compton y'all better make way?

How in the fuck you gonna tell this man not to be violent?

[Dr. Dre]

Cause he don't need to go the same route that I went

Been there, done that.. aw fuck it...

What am I sayin?  Shoot em both Grady, where's your gun at?  

It is important to note this song in conjuncture to Rose’s assessments because it shows that Dr. Dre’s career has in fact not been hurt by his beating of Barnes since he is still making CDs.  Furthermore, in “Guilty Conscience” he does not deny beating Barnes, and although he starts to advise others not to act like he did, he then chooses aggression once more.  Unfortunately, Dr. Dre’s protégé Eminem follows in his footsteps by perpetuating the image that rappers – regardless of the color of their skin – are violent, especially towards women. 

As “Guilty Conscience” notes, Dr. Dre grew up in Compton, which is a poor and dangerous black neighborhood in Los Angeles; similarly, Eminem is from a “bad” area in Detroit.  According to Rose, this type of upbringing is possibly what causes men to lash out aggressively towards women:

I am thoroughly frustrated but not surprised by the apparent need for some rappers to craft elaborate and creative stories about the abuse and domination of young black women.  Perhaps these stories serve to protect young men from the reality of female rejection; maybe and more likely, tales of sexual domination falsely relieve their lack of self-worth and limited access to economic and social markers for heterosexual masculine power.  (15)

While poverty supercedes race, historically blacks have been more economically oppressed than whites, and therefore Rose notes that black rappers’ lyrics focus on domination over women because they have a greater possibility to overpower a woman than they have to overpower white supremacy.  Dr. Dre beats up on a petite woman because it seemingly gives him power in a world in which he needs the white man to promote and buy what is, in fact, a commodity since his music fulfills stereotyped notions of black on black violence and dangerous neighborhoods.

Rose suggests the possibility that men are acting sexually aggressive towards women because women are the ones who hold the power through refusing sex, and although she pretty much dismisses this idea, her critique of women’s raps reveals that regardless of the cause of it, male sexual domination has influenced women’s lyrics.  In a field that many women have trouble breaking into, the successful female rappers have found that they can bring attention to the issue by responding in rap to males.  Rose writes:

Those who pushed through found that “answer records,” (rap battles between the sexes records) were the most likely to get airplay and club response.  The first “queen of rap,” Roxanne Shante, wrote and recorded a scathing rap in response to UTFO’s “Roxanne Roxanne,” a rap that accused a girl named Roxanne of being conceited for spurning sexual advances made by UTFO.  (57)

UTFO’s song is a typical one of male fear of rejection in that the rapper results to name calling when he is refused; and Shante’s response says that males need to be economically stable, instead of committing crimes, many of which are presumably bragged about.  She sings in “Roxanne’s Revenge”:  “Like corn on the cob you’re always trying to rob / You need to be out there lookin’ for a job.”  More recently, dancehall slack artist Lady Saw sang “Answer to Shaggy.”  In response to “It Wasn’t Me,” a song in which one man tells a man who has been caught cheating to deny the accusations, Lady Saw takes the role of the woman being cheated on, and sings:

Aight that’s it (What’s wrong)

I’m tired…tired of the same shit over and over and over again 

(C’mon girlfriend talk to me)

I’m takin’ this shit to the court (Why?)

I’m takin’ the house; I’m takin the kids (uh huh) 

He can have the Volvo, but that fucking Jag is mine 

(Oh sure girlfriend, sure, sure)

Could you believe I caught my man red-handed 

screwin that slut next door (What!)

Picture them being both buck-naked

Bangin’ on the bathroom floor (Oh damn!)
Lady Saw’s response to Shaggy’s explicit lyrics are just as graphic, and she makes the point that sexual promiscuity is a problem among men because it results in them constantly cheating.  The only thing she seems to be able to hold over him is money, and so she plans to take him to court so that she gets his most expensive status symbols.  As Eminem raps about kidnapping his daughter in “Guilty Conscience,” Lady Saw likewise says “I’m takin the kids,” and unfortunately, in both cases, the children are caught in the middle and used as pawns in their parents’ fights over gender and sexuality.  


Rose warns against stereotyping men as misogynistic and women as gold diggers, though, since there are raps that contradict this.  She writes:

Not only do women rappers defend male rappers’ sexist speech in a larger society that seems to attack black men disproportionately, but their lyrics sometimes affirm patriarchal notions about family life and the traditional roles of husbands, fathers, and lovers.  Similarly, there are many lyrics in male rappers’ work that not only chastise men for abusing women but also call for male responsibility in childrearing and support the centrality of black women in black cultural life.  (150)

While it is certainly true that there are, in fact, many different types of raps, whether they are commercially viable is another story.  When was the last time you heard a rap about changing a diaper?  No one wants to hear a man or a woman singing about such a mundane part of domestic life; people would rather listen to sexual sparring, regardless of whose point of view it comes from.  As it turns out, it seems as if men are more likely to stick together and bond over their sexual prowess and domination regardless of skin tone; women, on the other hand, are fighting a two front war against gender and race. Rose makes an interesting point:  

Thus for black women, feminism often reads white feminism and consequently represents a movement that has contributed to sustaining their oppression while claiming to speak on their behalf.  (181)

The black woman, therefore, is in the most precarious position as a female minority; while the white woman seemingly has no place in rap, but typically speaking does not have to fight as many stereotypes.  Rose’s Black Noise underlines that rap expresses the socio-economic and gendered issues of today’s society. 

