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Abstract	

Hip‐Hop	is	a	subculture	and	art	movement	developed	in	the	Bronx	district	in	New	York	
City	during	the	late	1970s.	Born	in	the	era	of	economic	crisis	and	originating	in	the	ghetto	
of	the	United	States,	Hip‐Hop—ever	since	its	appearance—was	destined	to	be	distinctive	
from	 other	 art	 forms.	 This	 paper	 is	 about	 this	 prominent	 and	 illustrative	 art	 form,	
articulating	 the	 fraught	 relationship	 between	 Hip‐Hop	 and	 American	 society	 in	 the	
extensive	historical	scope	ever	since	its	origin.	When	Hip‐Hop	was	in	its	infancy,	it	was	a	
realistic	 reflection	 of	 the	United	 States’	underdeveloped	 societies	 and	 expressed	 the	
anger	of	people	toward	the	government	and	policy‐makers.	Today,	Hip‐Hop	has	become	
one	of	 the	most	valuable	art	 forms,	 in	 terms	of	 its	 cultural	heritage	and	 commercial	
potential.	 I	 introduced	 the	 developmental	 trajectory	 of	 Hip‐Hop	 in	 different	 times,	
ranging	from	the	1960s	to	the	contemporary	times.	I	paid	attention	to	the	art	form	of	
Hip‐Hop.	Partly	because	it	originated	in	the	ghetto	of	the	United	States,	Hip‐Hop	became	
an	expressive	artform.	 Its	artistic	 form	contains	 five	major	elements—break	dancing,	
rapping,	graffiti,	beatboxing,	and	DJing,	each	of	these	artforms	later	developed	into	big	
industries.	 Nevertheless,	 I	 highlight	 that	 ever	 since	 its	 appearance,	 Hip‐Hop	 has	
attracted	cultural	and	commercial	attentions.	
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1. Introduction	

The	ebb	and	flow	of	Hip‐Hop	parallels	the	socio‐political	conditions	of	the	United	States.	Dating	
back	to	the	1960s	and	1970s,	under	the	governance	of	Republican	presidents	who	cut	the	social	
welfare	 and	 financial	 aid	 to	 poor	 people,	 Black	 neighborhoods	 suffered	 from	 high	
unemployment	rate	and	high	housing	prices.	Because	of	the	hardship	of	economic	situations,	
the	 creators	 of	 Hip‐Hop	 culture	 started	 to	 emerge.	 They	 were	 out	 there	 either	 to	 express	
themselves,	to	entertain	or	to	seek	another	job	opportunity.	After	the	waves	of	promotions	in	
the	1980s,	Hip‐Hop	was	popularized	and	commercialized,	and	started	to	influence	the	public’s	
lifestyles.	Later	in	the	1990s,	it	evolved	to	influenced	policies	and	elections.	Thus,	I	suggest	that	
the	 significance	 of	 Hip‐Hop’s	 growth	 is	 closely	 related	 to	 the	 societal	 trend	 and	 economic	
situations	in	the	United	States.		

2. The	Foundation	of	Hip‐Hop	Music	in	the	1960s	United	States	

In	 the	 late	 1960s	 and	 the	 1970s,	 the	 soil	 for	 Hip‐Hop	 culture’s	 breeding	 and	 thriving	 was	
already	set,	when	American	society	suffered	 from	a	series	of	problems,	such	as	government	
scandal,	 the	decrease	of	citizen’s	trust	towards	its	government,	and	the	social	and	economic	
inequality	between	different	classes.	Historical	phenomena	were	interwoven	together	to	make	
the	emergence	and	popularity	of	Hip‐Hop	possible.	First,	from	the	political	perspective,	due	to	
governments	 ‘dishonesty	about	 the	Vietnam	War	and	 the	 lack	of	 the	 responsibility	 towards	
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their	people,	the	once	“trustworthy”	government	of	the	United	States	was	proven	to	be	a	fraud.	
Public	support	for	the	government	and	voting	rate	dropped	significantly	(According	to	Texas	
Sectary	of	State	[2018],	the	1970	presidential	voting	turnout	ratio	in	legal	voters	was	31%).	The	
most	popular	president	of	the	1970s,	Richard	Nixon,	was	also	proven	to	be	an	infamous	crook.	
How	government	manipulated	mainstream	media	to	report	false	news	about	war	status	was	
exposed	by	frontline	journalists	(According	to	Spartacus	Educational,	[n.d.]	In	the	late	1970s,	a	
reporter	named	Deborah	Davis	revealed	the	project	by	the	CIA	called	Operation	Mockingbird,	
which	aimed	to	control	mainstream	journalists	by	violence	and	threatening	tactics).	As	a	result,	
people	 began	 to	 develop	 trust	 issues	 against	 the	 authority	 figures.	 Secondly,	 the	 1960s	
witnessed	a	rise	of	anti‐mainstream	culture	and	rebellious	spirits	of	American	youth.	As	the	
civil	and	governmental	crack	worsened,	the	“baby‐boom	generation”	was	greatly	influenced	by	
their	 European	 counterparts.	 Their	 spirits	 targeted	 not	 only	 the	 governments,	 but	 also	 big	
industries	and	the	wealthy	class.	The	young	generation	of	the	1970s	discovered	the	significant	
inequality	 between	 the	 social	 classes	 in	 terms	 of	 economic	 incomes	 and	 opportunities.	
Consequently,	 they	 sought	 to	 go	 against	 all	 kinds	of	 authoritative	 figures.	 In	 such	 situation,	
counterculture	emerged,	characterized	by	a	flowering	of	independent	art	forms	like	the	hippies’	
lifestyle,	rock‐and‐roll	concerts,	various	drug	abuse	among	young	people	and	freedom	of	sex.	
Combined	together,	all	of	these	events	contributed	to	the	emergence	of	Hip‐Hop	culture,	which	
shouted	out	the	injustice	in	society	and	reflected	the	miserable	situation	of	the	poor	minorities.	

3. Hip‐Hop’s	Link	eith	American	Culture	and	Economy	in	the	1980s	

3.1. Hip‐Hop’S	Emergence	and	Early	Development	in	the	Bronx	
As	the	nation’s	economic	situation	improved	in	the	early	80s,	individualism	became	popular	
while	counterculture	went	silent.	Hip‐Hop	made	its	entrance	into	the	popular	view.	One	of	the	
most	vital	figures	is	the	founding	father	of	Hip‐Hop,	DJ	Kool	Herc.	It	is	important	for	people	to	
learn	about	his	contribution	 in	 laying	the	 foundation	 for	Hip‐Hop’s	artforms	and	styles.	The	
themes	 of	 his	 works	 are	 a	 mixture	 of	 being	 critical	 and	 entertaining,	 which	 served	 as	 an	
excellent	example	for	future	rap	groups.	Just	celebrating	its	40th	birthday,	Hip‐Hop	was	first	
practiced	by	DJ	Kool	Herc,	a	Jamaican‐American	who	had	a	huge	interest	in	hosting	parties	and	
remixing	music	clips.	On	the	roof	of	1520	Sedgwick	Avenue	in	the	Bronx,	New	York	City,	DJ	Kool	
Herc’s	Back	to	School	Jam	lit	up	everyone’s	mind.	Kool	Herc	himself—invented	an	artform	later	
called	‘break‐beats’—was	basically	sampling	the	best	part	of	different	styles	of	music,	mainly	
Jazz,	 Funk	 and	 R&B.	 Kool	 Herc	 then	 repeatedly	 used	 the	 music	 pieces	 and	 combined	 his	
Jamaican	reggae	sound	systems.		
Due	to	his	unique	DJ	style,	he	soon	became	famous,	and	he	began	promoting	his	music	during	
open	parties	from	parks	to	streets	to	community	centers.	In	this	way,		
“rapping”	was	introduced	by	Kool	Herc	as	a	way	to	communicate	with	the	audience	and	express	
his	feelings	during	his	parties.	Unlike	many	modern	“trap”	style	rappers	whose	music	will	make	
people	shake	their	heads	off	during	parties,	Herc	was	well‐known	for	his	frequent	usage	of	long,	
relaxing	samples	of	music,	extended	clips,	and	long	pauses	between	different	pieces	to	call	out	
the	 B‐Boys.	 This	 group	 of	 ghetto	 boys	 is	 emblematic	 of	 break‐dancing,	 which	 is	 another	
important	element	in	Hip‐Hop	culture.	Breaking	is	a	physical	expression	of	aggressive	power	
and	reflection	of	the	social	inequality,	and	even	the	struggle	of	those	youngsters	was	mixed	into	
this	dance.	DJ	Kool	Herc’s	works	mostly	played	with	 the	 rhymes,	 seeking	 for	entertainment	
rather	than	the	expression	of	concerns	or	eager.	Although	following	Kool	Herc’s	Hip‐Hop	style,	
the	 Sugarhill	Gang	with	 its	 top	 song	Rapper’s	Delight	 of	 the	1980s	expressed	both	 the	bias	
against	Hip‐Hop	and	rapper’s	desire	to	interact	and	socialize	with	women.	One	of	the	Sugarhill	
Gang	members,	Hank,	rapped	about	a	female	reporter	doubting	him:	
“She	said	she's	heard	stories	and	she's	heard	fables	
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That	I'm	vicious	on	the	mic	and	the	turntables”,			

3.2. Hip‐hop	and	Its	Reflection	of	the	80s	Society	
These	lines	were	the	opinions	generated	by	the	white	middle‐class	who	never	learned	about	
rap	music	when	Hip‐Hop	was	brought	into	the	public	view	for	the	first	time.	Just	like	the	Rock	
and	 Roll	music,	when	Hip‐Hop	 appeared,	 there	were	 doubts	 and	 questions	 for	 this	 “young	
blood”.	Also,	in	the	same	song,	Rapper’s	Delight,	the	members	mentioned	“ladies”	and	“girls”	
more	 than	 twenty	 times	 in	 their	 lyrics,	 this	 content	of	 showing	off	 sexual	orientations	 later	
became	a	main	theme	in	future	raps.	As	the	song	Rapper’s	Delight	became	popular	in	the	United	
States,	the	nation	was	going	through	inflation,	recession,	and	high	unemployment.	According	to	
the	 Bureau	 of	 Labor	 Statistics	 (2001),	 the	 annual	 unemployment	 rate	 in	 the	 United	 States	
doubled	 from	 1970‐74s	 5.4	 to	 8.1	 for	 the	 Consumer	 Price	 Index.	 Highly	 publicized	 labor	
disputes	 were	 very	 common,	 and	 strikes	 and	 walkouts	 occurred	 frequently.	 Because	 the	
business	developers	decided	to	raise	the	price	of	the	houses	to	“get	rid	of”	the	lower	class,	the	
Bronx	district	of	New	York	City	suffered	an	unaffordable	housing	prize.	The	newly	appeared	
Hip‐Hop,	succeeded	in	expressing	their	doubts	and	releasing	their	stress	during	the	period	of	
economic	 recession,	 touched	upon	people’s	minds	 in	 their	deep	hearts.	The	 liberal‐oriented	
politics	and	law‐enforcers,	combined	with	more	popularized	promotion	techniques	like	colored	
TVs	and	more	diverted	media,	the	1986s	rap	song	Walk	this	Way	by	Run‐DMC	reached	number	
four	on	the	billboard,	starting	to	build	up	a	unique	branch	of	music	and	thus	commercializing	
the	 industry.	 Since	 then,	 there	 are	many	 great	 hits	 in	 the	 80s	 that	 reflect	 social	 issues	 and	
rappers’	life	and	desires	for	wealth.		

4. Gangsta	Rap	and	Its	Impact	on	Society	

4.1. The	Creation	of	Gangsta	Rap	
Right	 after	 Hip‐Hop’s	 amazing	 first	 appearance	 in	 New	 York,	 another	 place‐Compton,	
California‐also	became	 famous	 for	a	brand‐new	style	of	rap:	 the	 infamous	Gangsta	Rap.	The	
lyrics	of	these	songs	are	often	expressive	and	explicit,	creating	strong	emotional	impact	for	the	
listeners.	The	East	Coast	also	emerged	a	branch	of	Hip‐Hop	called	“Mafioso	Rap”	in	response	to	
Compton.	Being	the	new	trend	of	the	music	industry,	Hip‐Hop	met	its	“golden	age”	when	the	
content	of	rap	songs	started	to	be	filled	with	topics	on	politics,	social	issues	and	concerns	for	
black	civil	rights.	Popularity	is	much	more	widespread.	Rap	groups	like	the	N.W.A,	Boogie	Down	
Production	and	Public	Enemy	were	known	for	their	unwillingness	to	commercialize	the	Hip‐
Hop	 industry	 and	 promoting	 a	 different	 direction	 in	 their	 rap	 songs.	 The	 rappers	 tell	 their	
audience	 about	 their	 harsh	 lives	 and	 crimes	 living	 in	 the	 underdeveloped	 inner	 cities:	 they	
made	money	by	dealing	drugs	and	got	in	gangs	to	proclaim	places	and	ride	in	low‐riders	across	
the	neighborhood.	Although	critics	claimed	that	this	kind	of	music	would	promote	brutality,	
violence,	sexism	and	conflict,	the	rappers	disagreed	with	such	criticism	by	saying	that	they	were	
just	writing	the	truth	into	the	songs.	Based	on	the	historical	data,	these	rappers	were	not	lying.	
The	economic	situation	and	crime	rate	in	the	places	where	Gangsta	rap	are	popular,	showed	a	
decrease	in	average	salary	in	1989,	in	comparison	with	the	statistics	of	1977.	The	welfare	for	
retirement	and	supplement	also	decreased	more	 than	one	percent.	Policies	 focusing	on	 less	
national	economy	interference	and	cutting	budgets	 in	the	welfare	system	by	the	Republican	
presidents	(Ronald	Reagan	and	George	H.W.	Bush)	in	the	late	80s	and	90s	contributed	to	this	
phenomenon.	In	the	same	time,	a	discussion	over	racism	arose	again.	This	time	the	rappers’	
target	was	the	police	brutality	against	minorities.	N.W.A,	a	rap	group	originated	in	Compton,	
California,	 released	 their	 new	 album	 cursing	 explicitly	 for	 the	 corrupted,	 racist	 cops.	 The	
public’s	 attention	 gathered	 immediately	 for	 the	 justice	 of	 minorities,	 bringing	 the	 N.W.A.	
members	into	the	national	focus.		
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4.2. The	Diminishing	Popularity	of	Gangsta	Rap	and	the	Reason	Behind	It	
However,	the	heat	of	Gangsta	rap	was	weakened	after	a	clash	between	the	rappers	from	the	
West	Coast	and	the	East	Coast	and	death	of	the	two	representatives‐Biggie	Smalls	and	Tupac	
Shakur.	After	 the	murder	of	 the	 two	most	well‐known	and	 talented	stars	of	 the	90s,	people	
began	to	be	wary	of	the	potential	harm	brought	by	Gangsta	rap	music	and	started	to	shift	their	
interest	 in	 milder	 and	 “softer”	 rap	 music.	 This	 traumatic	 event	 seemed	 to	 be	 simply	 gang	
warfare	and	a	personal	resentment	on	interest	and	women,	but	it	was	not	that	accurate.	The	
clash	of	Gangsta	rappers	was	secretly	controlled	by	corruptive	and	wealthy	oligarchies,	who	
caused	 the	conflicts	between	 the	East	and	West	Coast.	One	historical	hint	of	such	argument	
could	be	found	from	the	case	of	the	unclear	murders	of	Tupac	and	Biggie.	They	were	shot	and	
killed	in	public	places	like	Las	Vegas	and	Los	Angeles.	However,	the	police	department	wouldn’t	
investigate	further.	Clearly,	it	is	because	some	people	with	more	access	and	authority	did	not	
want	 the	 investigation	 to	 go	 further	 and	 eventually	 expose	 themselves.	 Following	 up	 the	
shocking	death	of	the	two	stars,	the	public	calmed	down	as	well	as	the	rappers.	Soon	a	new	style	
of	“conscious	rap”	emerged.	It	also	reflected	problems	and	tough	situations	but	would	often	end	
up	 with	 a	 more	 positive,	 provocative	 message	 for	 the	 listeners.	 As	 people	 began	 favoring	
conscious	rap	music,	the	economic	situation	and	the	compensation	rate	became	better	when	
President	George	W.	Bush	was	in	charge	of	the	country.	As	the	passage	mentioned,	the	90s	rap	
was	 capable	 in	 interfering	 with	 political	 issues,	 this	 time	 it	 used	 its	 influence	 to	 help	 a	
Democratic	candidate	in	becoming	the	president	of	the	country.		

5. The	Present‐Day	Hip‐Hop	Culture	and	Its	Commercialization	

As	it	entered	the	millennium,	Hip‐Hop	met	its	second	peak	with	the	emergence	of	a	series	of	
new	rappers	 like	Eminem,	Lil’	Wayne,	T.I.	 and	 Jay‐Z.	Hip‐Hop	 transformed	 itself	 from	a	sub	
culture	to	a	mainstream	culture	around	the	world.	As	the	United	States’	economy	flourished,	
people	were	getting	more	 job	opportunities	and	 the	entertainment	 industry	expanded	 itself	
around	the	world,	facilitating	Hip‐Hop	to	increase	its	influence	across	the	globe.	Moreover,	the	
Hip‐Hop	culture	throughout	the	years	became	influential	to	the	fashion	and	design	industry.	
With	their	names	becoming	more	and	more	well‐known,	Hip‐Hop	artists	in	the	2000s	began	to	
create	their	own	brand	and	started	to	make	money	other	than	producing	songs.	For	instance,	
Jay‐Z	created	his	 fashion	brand	Rocawear,	50‐cent’s	G‐Unit	Clothing	and	 later	Kanye	West’s	
Yeezy	 shoes	 are	 all	 representatives	 of	 famous	 rappers’	 efforts	 of	 expanding	 their	 business	
empire.	According	to	Forbes	research	in	2016,	Jay‐Z	is	currently	the	wealthiest	person	in	the	
Hip‐Hop	industry,	at	net‐worth	of	$900	million.	Successful	and	money‐making	Hip‐Hop	artists’	
like	Jay‐Z	started	to	collaborate	with	famous	brands	and	accepted	commercialization,	because	
it	was	 easier	 for	 them	 to	 get	wealth	 and	 fame	 from	 the	 industry.	Although	 the	 early‐2000s	
rappers	still	have	inspiring	and	critical	contents	in	their	songs,	the	newly‐emerged	late	2000s	
rappers’	lyrics	in	rap	music	also	became	less	diverse,	mainly	focusing	on	the	pleasure	of	life	and	
money‐making	stories.	“Trap”	is	the	new	rappers’	style,	which	became	famous	after	2010	and	
is	still	popular	now,	showing	people	how	to	live,	enjoy	and	brag	about	one’s	luxurious	life.		

6. Summary	

This	article	 introduced	to	readers	three	major	parts	that	discussed	the	influence	of	Hip‐Hop	
culture:	 the	emergence,	 the	booming	years,	 the	commercialization	and	 the	current	status	of	
Hip‐Hop.	Looking	back	into	the	history	of	Hip‐Hop,	the	pioneers	who	first	introduced	it	to	the	
world	were	the	people	at	the	bottom	of	society.	With	their	unremitting	effort	and	enthusiasm,	
Hip‐Hop	transformed	itself	from	a	sub‐culture	to	a	mainstream	culture,	from	an	underground	
activity	to	a	public	practice,	from	the	ghetto	to	the	Coyocan,	from	the	questioned	to	the	toasted.	
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It	reflected	the	economic	and	societal	changes	in	the	United	States	and	influenced	the	nation’s	
political	and	fashion’s	opinions.		
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