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Abstract    

Hip hop culture has recently become the subject of numerous academic studies due to its 
ever-increasing popularity. Gender, and the way in which gender conventions are repre-
sented in rap music, are often criticized. Rappers are accused of spreading misogynistic 
and homophobic attitudes. As much as some of the imagery may be considered offensive 
by some, we need to realize that the art only disseminates the viewpoints of the wider so-
ciety. The way in which rap uses the images is often a form of tongue-in-cheek hyperbole 
referencing the stereotypes and issues that have been rampant in the disadvantaged and 
victimized African American community. Neither should we forget that rappers are artists, 
whose gender roles are performative in nature.   
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Hip hop culture has recently been widely discussed in academic circles as it has 
become a worldwide phenomenon. Many rappers have been accused of spreading 
misogynistic and homophobic attitudes, and although we cannot deny the fact that 
the content of rap lyrics is often profoundly controversial, the problem of misog-
yny and homophobia is not limited to this music genre. We should not forget that 
the issue of misogyny and homophobia was rampant in society before DJ Kool 
Herc and others birthed the worldwide phenomenon of hip hop culture. The prob-
lem of rap music lies in the language used (bitches, hoes, faggots, bitch-ass niggas 
etc.) as well as in the allegedly poor variety of roles that women are given in the 
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culture. However, the subculture of hip hop was not born into a cultural vacuum, 
and even though it may utilize a rather controversial set of imagery, it all derives 
from the stereotypes and flaws that are present in the general cultural background. 
Miles White writes that “hip hop brings minstrelsy full circle, with the troubling 
difference that the carnivalesque of the grotesque implied in its racial play now 
comes not from outside black American culture, but from within it” (White 18). 
However, we must add that these stereotypes are not originally products of African 
American culture only; they are common to society in general. Rappers only use 
them in a slightly more obvious fashion.

The gender roles of the characters created by rappers are founded upon ste-
reotypes, and they are constructed to entertain, to report, and sometimes to teach. 
The gender roles of rappers evolve during their careers. An artist like Nas goes 
from a street thug known as Nasty Nas on his classic album Illmatic to his later 
successful records where he calls himself NasNas Escobar, presently assuming a 
role as a responsible and caring father, mainly on the track “Daughters,” on his 
latest record Life is Good. Christopher Wallace’s character started as a common 
drug dealer and worked his way up to calling himself Biggie Smalls and even a 
Mafia Don. Notwithstanding, as Tracy Marrow a.k.a. Ice-T once pointed out: “I’m 
no more a gangsta or a cop killer than David Bowie is an astronaut” (Sutherland). 
Here Marrow basically states that he is not Ice-T; he is merely an artist who brings 
to his fans pictures of the urban decay of African American communities through 
the eyes of a “gangsta” called Ice-T. Marrow denies literal accuracy as we usually 
conceive of it, and he suggests the importance of taking into account rap music’s 
essence, which is that it is still art, regardless of how accurately it depicts reality.

To clarify basic terminology, as Krs One once said, “rap is something that is be-
ing done, hip hop is something that is being lived” (Krs One). Therefore we will be 
using the term rap to refer to the musical element of the wider cultural movement 
that consists of rap music, DJing, b-boying, graffiti, and nowadays we may include 
even clothing, film and speech.  

Judith Butler and the performance of gender

Gender is one of the most frequently discussed aspects of rap music, and it is also 
the one that is most responsible for passionate anti-rap arguments and campaigns. 
The controversy surrounding rap music stems most often from its construction 
and performance of masculinity. Generally speaking, according to Judith Butler’s 
gender theory, both sex and gender have been culturally constructed. Gender is 
imposed upon people, and it is based very much on gender stereotypes. The pres-
sure to succumb to gender requirements is so strong that the supposedly biological 
category of sex is either insignificant for one’s identity because it is fully con-
sumed by the category of gender, or it is looked upon by Butler as a cultural 



99

Ladislav Sedlák • The Construction of Gender in Hip Hop

construction as well. In any case, gender is adopted by means of performing gen-
der conventions. Therefore, we may say that one adopts gender by performing 
what one is given by one’s surroundings – and the acting as gender ultimately, and 
subconsciously, becomes part of one’s gender identity.

Butler, in the “Preface” to Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of 
Identity, mentions “the radical dependency of the masculine subject on the fe-
male ‘Other’” (vii). We should perhaps add that the “Other” is also represented, 
in rap particularly often, by weaker men, and we very often encounter efforts to 
figuratively effeminate other men, whether in regular rap lyrics or in rap freestyle 
battles. In rap music, the “Other” against which masculinity is defined is the weak, 
effeminate man, possibly gay but not necessarily. Rap’s hypermasculinity is con-
firmed by feeding on other men, by masculine rivalry and vying. Patricia Hill Col-
lins points out that “hegemonic masculinity is fundamentally a dynamic, relational 
construct. Because it is constantly tested by the behaviors of others, such mascu-
linity must always be achieved.” Without competition, “hegemonic masculinity 
becomes meaningless” (Collins 186).

The Philadelphia-based rap artist Vinnie Paz exemplifies Collins’s notion: “low 
shit, baggy nautica with the gatt cocked/you ho shit, tight jeans, pink with the tank 
top/you make the kind of rap music that fags watch/I make the kind of rap music 
that stab cops/I brought it raw, I been here ever since/I remember you the fagget 
wearin’ gear like you Prince” (Paz). Big L offers many battle rap lines that aim 
to ridicule the imaginary opponent, such as: “niggas be gettin’ mad ‘cause I hit 
more chicks than they spoke to,” or “And you ain’t made a hit yet, you flop in a 
split sec/In the shower’s the only time you get your dick wet.” The lyrics might be 
shockingly offensive, such as Big L’s “No dame can give me a bad name, I got mad 
fame/I’m quick to put a slug in a fag brain” (Big L); or they can be playful and hu-
morous, for example Sean P raps: “Y’all niggaz are softer than wack shit/My rap 
slap the Earth off of its axis,” or “Shoot the fair one, mano-a-mano the clown/I’ll 
pull the pound on a Ronald McDonald/You a Happy Meal nigga with the toy in 
the box/I clap the steel nigga, put your boy in the box” (Sean P). Regardless of the 
style that is adopted for its expression, the performance of hypermasculine images 
stands at the centre of rap music. 

     Gender conventions are even more strongly imposed on African Americans 
(male and female) because the minority is generally a highly stereotyped one. 
Since minstrel shows, continuing all the way to contemporary Hollywood mov-
ies, African Americans have been presented in very limited ways. The ways of 
presenting them have been so powerful and ever-present that African American 
people have had almost no choice but to accept and internalize these stereotypes. 
Rap artists are often accused of spreading stereotypical images of hypersexual, 
violent, uncontrollable individuals. We should bear in mind firstly that the perfor-
mance of these particular gender stereotypes sells very well; and secondly, that 
they indeed often stem from what the artist has seen in the streets. Hypermascu-
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linity is, therefore, the aftermath of street life and a “gangsta” lifestyle where one 
cannot afford to show weakness; this attitude also prevails in the prison culture, 
and many African American males have to adjust to the attitudes due their stay in 
correctional facilities; as Ice-T says: “In the jungle, masculinity is at a premium. 
Anybody weaker than the next man will be victimized by the stronger […]. Dis-
plays of strength and aggression are prized because you’re always walking like a 
prison inmate” (Ice-T 10). Collins also argues that “interpersonal violence among 
young African American men reflect a desperate search for respect. Possession of 
respect is highly valued” (190).

Speaking of the jungle and the predatory environment of hip hop’s roots, one 
needs to bear in mind the conditions into which hip hop was born. The Bronx in 
the 1970s has been described as “a Necropolis – a city of death,” an area of devas-
tation, rotting vermin, garbage, social collapse. This “mythical Wasteland,” which 
was once visited even by Mother Teresa, the patron saint of the world’s poor, 
birthed the multibillion dollar industry that is hip hop today. Under those dog-eat-
dog conditions, the harm caused to black masculinity in the US was significantly 
enhanced, and the desolate neighborhood also increased the need to restore and 
defend one’s manhood by any means necessary – very often violent means (Chang 
16–19).    

The hypermasculine element of African American culture is also a valuable 
commodity on the market. Rappers often sell what they have seen because it is the 
easiest way to earn money. David Banner once said: “There is nothing in my lyrics 
that you can point your finger at and say that it doesn’t exist in my community” 
(Banner). Instead of blaming rappers for all the evil in black communities, one 
should perhaps examine what it is that actually makes them rap about the things 
that they rap about. This is not to say that rap artists do not distribute images, but 
simply to recognize that the musicians are themselves products of the atrocities, 
decay and violence that have been poisoning cities like Detroit, Chicago or East 
St. Louis. 

Consequently, we may say that the construction of hip hop masculinity is both 
free will and determinism to a certain extent. The black body of a rapper starts as 
a passive medium onto which cultural conventions are projected; but the same 
conventions that he is forced to accept are later supported and cultivated in his 
art because he is aware that they are found desirable and that they are profitable. 
Therefore, the rapper creates art that is based on the life in the ’hood and, simul-
taneously, it offers the promise of financial gain; so he essentially uses his body as 
the instrument to both testify and gain profit. Butler’s passive medium becomes an 
instrument (Butler 8). We thus encounter a paradoxical situation where an artist is 
basically made to produce authentic art which, although fans do not realize this, 
denies their conception of authenticity as well as the subjective authenticity of the 
artist who raps about what the public desires. 
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The enemies of hip hop’s public
Judith Butler talks about “spectres of discontinuity” – and her term suits our analy-
sis of gender in rap as well. “Intelligible genders” are those that fit and “main-
tain relations of coherence and continuity among sex, gender, sexual practice, and 
desire” (Butler 17). Interestingly, the “intelligible” gender in rap consists of both 
heterosexual and homosexual characters; but one of them (the heterosexual male) 
controls the others. What makes the other intelligible is the fact that they contrib-
ute to the overall stability and they seem to be necessary to many narratives of the 
genre. Therefore, the intelligibility of the female and homosexual elements lies in 
their simplification; and also in their being turned against the (hyper)masculine 
supremacy. They are skeletonized in order to become intelligible. They are also 
constantly “prohibited and produced” at the same time, for the same reasons: the 
rap versions of feminine gender and homosexuality are produced in order to be 
destroyed. 

     We may speak about the establishment of masculine cultural identity through 
“an overt act of differentiation.” Butler argues that “the differentiating moment of 
social exchange appears to be a social bond between men, a Hegelian unity be-
tween masculine terms that are simultaneously specified and individualized” (40). 
On the one hand, there is the bonding aspect of men who are above the rest of so-
ciety. We may differentiate between two possible bonding concepts: the “me-and-
my-homeboyz” concept, based on what might be called a friendship; and “me-
and-real-nigs” concept, which accentuates not necessarily a personal relationship 
to the other “nigs” but which connects them usually in an emotionless association 
of people who are, to use Ice Cube’s term again, “the wrong niggaz to fuck wit’” 
(Ice Cube, Death Certificate).

      The former concept is typical for the “badmen” or “bad niggas”; the latter is 
usually seen with “bad niggers.” Tupac characterizes the former relationship in his 
songs as “two niggaz of the same kind/Quick to holla at a hoochie with the same 
line […] like distant cousins, fightin, playin dozens/Whole neighborhood buzzin, 
knowin, that we wasn’t/Used to catch us on the roof or behind the stairs/I’m get-
tin blitzed and I reminisce on all the times we shared” (Shakur, All Eyez on Me). 
Tupac admits that shared time between him and his friends might have involved 
activities that were not strictly speaking legal; however, what drew them close 
together was their common background and the hardships they had been through. 

     The latter kind of association – which we can call “me-and-real-nigs” – can 
be illustrated in Big L’s raps: “I’m known to pull steel trigs and kill pigs/I run with 
ill kids and real nigs who peel wigs” (Big L). Big L associates himself only with 
“the real nigs who peel wigs,” which is what makes them close. The “gangstas” 
who show the same kind of “I-don’t-give-a-shit” attitude are the only ones he 
wants to be with. They distinguish themselves from the weak and law-abiding 
citizens precisely by their “badness.” The difference of being “bad” provides a 
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bonding opportunity for them; yet it does leave them enough space to function as 
individuals. 

Butler also says that “one is one’s gender to the extent that one is not the other 
gender” which “presupposes and enforces the restriction of gender within the bi-
nary pair” (22). In the rap game, however, not to be feminine does not automati-
cally mean to be masculine, it is hard to speak of a binary pair, and if so, the pair 
is defined by the antagonism between its components, not by its complementary 
nature. The “true masculinity” in rap is represented by the gangsta or the hardcore 
rap narrators who shift the masculine conventions by their exaggerated accentua-
tion of toughness, violence and domination. 

To use the words of the ex-Crip Sanyika Shakur, both street gangs and gangsta 
rap rose out of “the ashes and ruins of the sixties” (92). The ruined areas of South 
Central Los Angeles, the criminalization of many Civil Rights Movement activ-
ists and the constant oppression and brutality at the hands of the LAPD sparked 
an influential subgenre of rap music called “gangsta rap.” It found a way to vent 
the frustrations and anger of African American community. Gangsta rap can be de-
scribed as fury with a political edge. In terms of artistic expression, African Amer-
icans decide to use the stereotypes that had been imposed upon them for centuries, 
bringing a form of mayhem that solidified certain rules of gender performance. 

The ones who do not give in to those new rules are not considered masculine; 
they are called weak, sissies, bitches or “bitch-ass niggaz.” Accordingly, one can 
claim that the binary opposition both does and does not exist in rap music. It does 
not exist in the sense that men and women are not really antagonized or placed 
strictly in an either/or relation. It does exist if we endorse the fact that what we 
come across is usually men, i.e. the hypermasculine hardcore rap individuals, and 
that everything else might be labeled as the “Other.” The intelligibility of the hy-
permasculine gender identity is exceptionally prominent in rap music. The oppo-
site of a man is often not really a woman but a weak, timid and helpless man. The 
binary opposition in hardcore rap music is usually constituted by strong men on 
one side and everything else on the other.

However, to make this issue even more complex, it is possible, to a certain 
extent, to deconstruct what has just been said about the binary order of gender; 
that is to say, we may point out that the binary system exists so far as the way of 
referring to the “Other” is concerned. Anything that is not hypermasculine in the 
rap music sense is referred to by means of effeminizing remarks. As I have noted 
earlier, both women and weak men are called bitches. Men are called “bitch-ass 
niggaz,” sissies, pussies, etc.; thus, in terms of reference, the binary opposition is 
in force. It exists between two sorts of men, each of them differently gendered. 
We notice “the fear of ‘feminization’ associated within heterosexual cultures with 
male homosexuality” (Butler 59).

Rappers perceive homophobic remarks as most offensive, and they use them 
frequently in “beefs.” As an example, we may look at Nas’ lyrics at the time of the 
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famous beef between him and Jay-Z. Although Nas is considered a very progres-
sive rapper, politically outspoken, he called Jay-Z “Gay-Z” and Jay-Z’s Roc-A-
Fella Records were changed into “Cockafella Records” (Nas). The Los-Angeles 
based crew G-Unit (consisting of 50 Cent, Tony Yayo, and Young Buck, to name 
a few) was often called Gay-Unit by other rap artists who had a “beef” with them. 
The animosity among rap artists and rap crews is often expressed by using simi-
larly homophobic remarks, which also supports the extremely masculine appear-
ance of the other side. 

The exaggeration and also distortion of masculine elements partially stem from 
the excessive emphasis on masculinity in general and the urgency of keeping up 
with it. Butler writes:

The sexuality that emerges within the matrix of power relations is not a 
simple replication or copy of the law itself, a uniform repetition of a mascu-
linist economy of identity. The productions swerve from their original purpo-
ses and inadvertedly mobilize possibilities of “subjects” that do not merely 
exceed the bounds of what cultural intelligibility is, but effectively expand 
the boundaries of what is, in fact, culturally intelligible. (29)

If personas such as Shaft predicted the rise of hypermasculine black man, we 
can say that rap music is the ultimate representation of it. We obviously need to 
generalize somewhat for the sake of analysis, because these days we cannot safely 
say what rap does and what it does not do, as it has developed into a very diverse 
genre, and the performance of masculinity takes many different forms, which will 
be addressed later in more depth. Hypermasculinity − “the exaggeration of the 
posture of manhood and the aggression associated with male identity” − according 
to Michael Eric Dyson, reflects a “broader American trait” (93). The rappers per-
form in accordance with the widespread idea of masculinity in American culture. 
Additionally, bell hooks says that “black males who reject racist stereotypes must 
still cope with the imposition onto them of qualities that have no relation of their 
lived experience. […] If you are going to be seen as a beast, you may as well act 
like one” (hooks 49). The overwhelming everyday presence of stereotypes leads 
to their internalization.      

Butler further notes that “gender is the repeated stylization of the body, a set 
of repeated acts within a highly rigid regulatory frame that congeal over time to 
produce the appearance of substance, of a natural sort of being” (33). The “natural 
being” in rap music is currently the hypermasculine “gangsta,” which is not in it-
self to be condemned; the problem comes when the hypermasculinity turns against 
others, particularly women and homosexuals. The possible solution is not to invite 
more gay and female rappers to the “game” so that the “natural sort of being” of 
rap changes, but to make all rappers aware of the message that they send to the 
community through their lyrics. To change the essence of rap music as a masculine 
art is an unnecessary disruption that would compromise the art’s uniqueness.



104

LITERATURE AND CULTURE

Butler is absolutely right when she says that “[t]he conflict of masculinity ap-
pears, then, to be precisely the demand for a full recognition of autonomy that will 
also and nevertheless promise a return to those full pleasures prior to repression 
and individuation” (45). This is true especially for African American males, if we 
endorse the fact that they have been emasculated in the past, and they still bear the 
psychological scars of their uneasy history.

The hidden underlying notion of a homosocial desire that Judith Butler men-
tions seems to be too radical for our purpose of analyzing rap music. She argues 
that relations among patrilineal clans are based in what Irigaray would call “hom-
mo-sexuality,” which is a repressed sexuality involving bonds between men (45). 

Indeed, strong relationships among men are common in rap lyrics, particularly 
for “badmen,” whose personal bonding with other men is significant in their narra-
tives, and whose level of individuality is not as high as in the “bad nigger” psyche. 
Michael Eric Dyson talks about another prominent field of African American per-
formance where this bonding is even more visible than anywhere else – that of 
African American athletes:  

    Patting one another on the behind to say ‘good game’ or ‘good play,’ hug-
ging each other and kissing one another, falling into each other’s sweating 
arms to boost camaraderie, and so on. This is a sexualized choreography of 
suppressed black desire and the way it is portrayed from the gridiron to the 
hardwood floor, pun intended! (Dyson 270) 

We see the powerful bonds among African American men in hip hop by their refer-
ences to each other as “homeboys,” “homies,” “bros;” while referring to women as 
“bitches,” “hoes,” “chickenheads,” or to their girls as “baby mamas,” that in itself 
suggests a lack of emotional relationship to the women who give birth to African 
American children. Everything is created, as Tupac might say, “strictly for my nig-
gaz,” (Shakur, Strictly) or in Kool G Rap’s words: “for tha brothaz” (Kool G Rap).

The appearance of rap performers tends to correspond to the hypermasculine 
nature of their lyrics. However, this does not prove, as some might argue, that the 
rap artists truly honor the hypermasculine code of life while off-stage; rather it 
tells us something about the amount of time they spend preparing for their role. 
During a concert, they often start taking their clothes off until they end up half-
naked, exposing their muscular bodies. Rappers such as 50 Cent, Nelly, LL Cool 
J, DMX, and Ja Rule support the power of their masculine performance by flex-
ing their muscles, showing their abs, etc. The surface of the body is in this case, 
as Butler might say, over-sexed due to its performative purpose. It becomes the 
“necessary sign of a natural(ized) identity and desire” (Butler 71). They let no one 
doubt their sexual orientation, strength, and fearsomeness. 

In Butler’s work we also come across the notion of violence with regards to 
assuming one’s heterosexuality. She writes: “the norm of compulsory heterosexu-
ality does operate with force and violence” (123). In rap performance and lyrics, 
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this might be interpreted literally, as violence is clearly related to the heterosexual 
performance of masculinity.          

It’s bigger than hip hop

Nevertheless, if we look at what rap is most famous for, it is the hardcore “gang-
sta” character. It is precisely this character that has expanded our understanding of 
what it means to be a man in African American art. What unsettles people is the 
possibility that the “gangsta” persona may become (or may already have become) 
acceptable. However, we may argue that the advocates of rap music, and the art-
ists themselves, do not fight for its acceptance but simply for its intelligibility. To 
reject the character blindly due to its offensiveness means refusing to attempt to 
solve the problem. It is necessary to examine the reality of the predatory condi-
tions found in the projects. Although gender in rap music is based on performance, 
it also mirrors some of the harsh circumstances that many African Americans are 
born into. Connected with the authenticity, when 50Cent raps: “I got a itchy itchy 
trigger finger/ nigga its a killa in me not to spray that shit/I got enough ammo 
shots to blow up a hole in every mothafucka out this bitch/[…]niggas get knocked 
if they start askin’ question, my name end up in all types of shit I be a gangsta, a 
nigga till I die fo’ sho’, whether I’m poor or I’m filthy rich” (50 Cent), it would 
be absurd to assume that Curtis Jackson indeed lives by the rules he conveys in 
the lyrics he writes. Nonetheless, the narrator of the song “This Is 50” provides 
us with an idea of the attitudes that are held in certain layers of American society; 
the narrative does what movies such as The Godfather, Scarface, or more recently 
American Gangster did when they came out. Curtis Jackson is a gangster as much 
as Al Pacino is Tony Montana. What is paradoxical about gender in hip hop is that 
rappers are often accused of being too “real”; they are accused of supporting nega-
tive stereotypes. We need to bear in mind that rappers are performers, and their 
performance is only an exaggerated version of gender rules that are themselves a 
performance of the larger society.  
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