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The Rap Effect
People are surrounded by music every day of their lives. They hear it in their homes, on the radio on their way to work; some people have even caught themselves humming the tune of their favorite song to themselves. But how many people actually listen and not just hear the music they are listening to? Teens in particular don’t realize the message behind the music they are quoting the lyrics to, or the effect it has on them.  In today’s culture where rap music has become increasingly popular, many teens aren’t realizing what they are listening to. A lot of teens would argue that the music they listen to has no effect on them, but they are wrong.  Rap music, especially, has had a major impact on teenagers in today’s society. 
	The lyrics of many rap songs encourage violent and aggressive thoughts in teenagers. Many teens don’t realize that the music they are listening to affects the way they think. According to Morrison, a columnist whose writings focus on the impact of the choices people face every day, “Words do have meanings, meanings suggest thoughts, and thoughts lead to action” (Morrison).  Even if the person isn’t affected right away by the violent lyrics of most today’s rap songs, eventually they will become more prone to certain thoughts. As Morrison stated, “In experiments on over 500 college students . . . subjects were found to experience an increase in aggressive thoughts after listening to songs with violent lyrics. Those subjected to the mean music were more apt to connect hostile meanings to words deemed to be violence neutral by the researchers” (Morrison). In time, words that aren’t intended to cause malicious thoughts, suddenly take on new meanings. Travis L. Dixon, who studies Communication at the University of Michigan, agrees with Morrison, saying, “The strongest findings seem to suggest that violent themes in rap music can prime other violent thoughts” (Dixon). In other words, violent lyrics can lead to violent thoughts and actions. Rap lyrics didn’t always have messages of violence sprinkled in them. According to the article “Media Violence Causes Youth Violence,” “Studies show that modern music lyrics have become increasingly explicit, particularly concerning sex, drugs, and, most troubling, violence against women” (Senate Committee).  McWhorter, a senior in public policy at the Manhattan Institute who studies various aspects of race and ethnicity, stated, “Rap took a dark turn in the early 1980s, as this ‘bubble gum’ music gave way to a ‘gangsta’ style that picked up where blaxploitation[footnoteRef:2] left off. Now top rappers are writing edgy lyrics celebrating street warfare of drugs and promiscuity” (McWhorter). The lyrics of today’s top rap songs are sending the wrong kinds of messages to young teens. [2:  Blaxploitation: the exploitation of blacks, esp. in movies featuring or intending to appeal to blacks] 

	Many of today’s rap songs have underlying messages that promote bad values. Morrison states, “Marketing messages of hate and violence to children sends the signal that violence is widespread and normal, that it is acceptable to abuse women, and that there is glamour in lawlessness” (Morrison). Teens are listening to music that sends the messages that it is okay for men to beat their wives and girlfriends because they are above the law. This has had an extremely negative effect in the black community. As stated by McWhorter, “Rap music is harmful to the black community because it links to racism, violence, and misogyny[footnoteRef:3]” (McWhorter). In “Rap Music and Rap Audiences,” it states that “many scholars note that some rap lyrics attempt to objectify, devalue, or subjugate African American women through insults and name calling” (Dixon). African American women have become the targets of some of the worst kind of verbal abuse in many of today’s rap songs. Not everyone would agree that the underlying messages in many rap songs are causing negative reactions. Some people would say that rap has given a voice to a group of people who had been previously ignored. According to the Journal of Negro Education, “Rap has served as an emancipator tool allowing Black urban youth previously systematically silenced, to name the injustices of poverty and their subjugation” (Richardson).  Although rap music has allowed this silenced group of people a chance to voice their injustices, it does not change the fact that many of the songs glorify the degrading of women and have lead to many stereotypes about the black community. As stated in the Journal of Negro Education, “In the end, to be liberated from a diseased culture of violence, African Americans must refuse to accept it and seek alternative songs of transformation, empowerment, and self-determination” (Richardson). There are other ways to be heard besides songs that glorify the wrong types of values. [3:  Misogyny: hatred, dislike, or mistrust of women] 

	Many rap songs portray an image that plays into many stereotypes and celebrates a “gangster” lifestyle. Sandy Banks wrote an article about the stereotypes that young African American boys living in Los Angeles have to deal with. In the article, she states, “Today, the popularity of rap music has made the gangster aesthetic sine qua non[footnoteRef:4]. In Los Angeles, the standard urban look for boys – baggy pants, oversized T-shirts, earrings, baseball caps – is as popular in the suburbs as in the inner city” (Banks). Young teens are copying what they see on TV and what they hear in music, while not even realizing what it is they are representing. They do not understand that what they are representing is an image, not reality. Many rap stars use an image or a gimmick to sell records. A lot of rappers do not live the lifestyle that is shown in their videos or displayed in their songs. Since the 1980s, “hip hop performers have churned out countless rap numbers that celebrate a ghetto life of unending violence and criminality” (McWhorter).They do this because the image sells. Teens will look at them and try to emulate what they are doing. [4:  Aesthetic sin qua non: a phrase meaning the necessity to look a certain way, as a way of life or lifestyle] 

	Rap music has had a lasting psychological effect on teens. As stated by the Senate Committee on the Judiciary, “Music affects our moods, our attitudes, our emotions, and our behavior; we wake to it, dance to it, and sometimes cry to it. From infancy it is an integral part of our lives” (Senate Committee). From the time of infancy, people are influenced by the culture around them. In Banks’ article, she wrote about a woman named Karen Stevenson and her young sons. In the article, it states, “[Karen’s] sons, like many boys their age, enjoy the antics of the rap music stars they watch on TV. But when Stevenson saw her son mimicking what he’d seen – ‘he was doing something with his hands, pretending to throw down [gang] signs’ – she felt a scolding was in order. She had to tell him, ‘You can’t do that. This is not a joke in many parts of town. Something like that can get him shot. . . That led to a difficult conversation. It’s hard for him to understand’” (Banks). Children grow up seeing this lifestyle and begin thinking that they are supposed to live that way. That is all they see and think they have to fit into that. This is very damaging to the development of their identity. Boys in particular “draw their identity not from their community, but from hip hop, rap or more impoverished neighborhoods. . . . That leads some through a confusing struggle to secure their place among their peers, where the sheer fact of skin color makes it difficult to blend in” (Banks). By the time they are teenager, many have accepted the identity that pop culture has given them, instead of trying to find their own. This is the sad truth for many teens in today’s society.    
	Rap music has greatly influenced today’s teenagers. Most teens do not realize that they are getting a lot of their identity from the music they listen to, and not all of it is positive. Teenagers need to start paying more attention to the music they are listening to. If they don’t, it is possible they will suffer from a major identity crisis as young adults. Parents need to monitor what their children are absorbing about the culture around them. If they don’t, then society will become even more accepting of violence, stereotypes, and misogyny in the future. If something isn’t done now, then it will be too late to stop it later.                      
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