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For my son, Akindele Elijah Kitwana, 
and his generation. May our generation provide 
yours a worthy foundation on which to 
build magnificent tomorrows. 
And in memory of my father, Sam Dance.






Each generation out of relative obscurity must discover their mission, fulfill it or betray it.

—Frantz Fanon
 The Wretched of the Earth







PREFACE

OUR YOUTH CAN BE OUR FATE OR OUR FUTURE. IF YOUNG PEOPLE EMBRACE BLACK CULTURE, GROUND THEMSELVES IN IT, AND FEEL COMPELLED TO CONTINUE THE LEGACY, THEN THEY ARE OUR FUTURE. BUT IF THEY TURN THEIR BACKS ON THE BLACKNESS, IF THEY HAVE CONTEMPT FOR THEIR FATHERS AND MOTHERS, IF THEY DO NOTHING BUT ENGAGE IN SELF-CONGRATULATORY NARRATIVES AND MUSIC ABOUT THEMSELVES AND IMAGINE THAT THEY ARE ACTUALLY ANY THREAT TO THIS SOCIETY OR THAT THEY HAVE ANY FUTURE IN IT SIMPLY BY TALKING NEGATIVE, THEN THEY ARE NOT OUR FUTURE; THEY ARE OUR FATE.

—MAULANA KARENGA, INTERVIEW IN
 The Source, FEBRUARY 1996

 



 



 



UNDERSTANDING THE NEW CRISES IN AFRICAN AMERICAN culture that have come about in my generation’s lifetime—high rates of suicide and imprisonment, police brutality, the generation gap, the war of the sexes, Blacks selling Black self-hatred as entertainment, among others—I often wonder what life will be like for the generation of African Americans that follows. This question has been a defining one for those of us who grew up in post-civil rights Black America, especially for our generation’s intellectuals. What will be our  generation’s contribution to the centuries-long African American struggle for liberation, and how do we redefine this struggle for our time? Our parents’ achievements (the civil rights and Black power movements) continue to overshadow our lives as we struggle to answer these questions and define our generation’s own identity and distinctiveness.

Although old racial stereotypes, beliefs, and practices die hard—largely in part because America is still trapped by an unreconciled racial history—we’ve unquestionably inherited a new America. This crazy, brave new world has spun on its head old ideas of race and America. The struggle for liberation in our generation is no longer just a Black thing. America is a more multicultural society than ever, and regardless of the fact that Blacks have become a political force, they can no longer go it alone. Even though Black-specific issues persist and America remains polarized around Black-white race relations, the old paradigms no longer apply. Coalition-building with America’s other racial and ethnic groups is more critical, and viable, for our generation than for any previous generation of African Americans. At the same time, our generation of African Americans must come to grips with the damage we do ourselves in popular culture (rap lyrics and ’hood films) and in everyday life (inadequate parenting, resentment-filled interpersonal relationships, and inferior educational performance), which stands counter to traditional ideas of Blackness.

Although hip-hop, arguably the single most significant achievement of our generation, is the most visible place these issues are elucidated, it only hints at the answers we seek to the great racial questions of our time. The essence of today’s Black youth culture lies much deeper than the basic elements of hip-hop culture, and it is the area beyond the music, break dancing, graffiti, dj-ing, style, and attitude that is the focus of this book.


The Hip-Hop Generation explores new attitudes and beliefs of young Blacks, examines where we are going, and analyzes the sociopolitical forces that have shaped us. While this is a book about Black youth culture that often refers to “hip-hop culture” and “hip-hop generation,” it is not a book about rap music or the hip-hop industry’s insiders. The term “hip-hop generation” is used interchangeably with Black youth culture. No other term better defines this generation of Black youth, as the entire spectrum of Black youth (including college students and young professionals, as well as the urban masses) has come to identify with hip-hop’s cadence.

During the mid-1990s, as head editor of The Source: the magazine of hip-hop music culture and politics, I began to use the term “the hip-hop generation” to define our generation. Around that time, the label Generation X began to be loosely applied to young twenty-somethings, white and Black alike. Just as Black baby boomers were mostly defined by the civil rights and Black power movements, Black twenty-somethings were more than just Generation Xers in Black face. At the same time, the term “hip-hop nation” was en vogue. Hip-hop kids did not represent a nation any more than they were carbon copies of white Generation Xers. In response, those of us at The Source began to use the phrase “the hip-hop generation” to refer to our specific generation. It was our attempt to bring critical focus to the issues that defined our time and that went beyond simply rap music.

I have established the birth years 1965-1984 as the age group for the hip-hop generation. However, those at the end of the civil rights/Black power generation were essentially the ones who gave birth to the hip-hop movement that came to define the hip-hop generation, even though they are not technically hip-hop generationers. The Africa Bambaataas, Grandmaster Flashes, Melle Mels, Kool DJ Hercs, as well as hip-hop journalists like Nelson George and even hip-hop  moguls like Russell Simmons, belong to what writer and activist Lisa Sullivan calls the “bridge generation.” Those folks, who were right at the cusp, were too young to be defined by civil rights/Black power and too old to be deemed hip-hop generationers. Nonetheless, they have played a pivotal role in this generation’s development by linking both.

Furthermore, although I believe that the hip-hop phenomenon has been a defining element for this entire age group (those born between 1965 and 1984), I would argue that there are probably three distinctive subgroups within this generation. Those at the beginning of the age group have a vastly different interpretation of hip-hop music, for example, than those at the end. Each subgroup undoubtedly thinks that they were the first ones who really grew up on hip-hop (but that’s another story). Older hip-hop generationers may find a rapper like KRS-One or LL Cool J to be more representative of their idea of hip-hop than someone younger, who may see their hip-hop truths in, say, the Hot Boys or Lil’ Bow Wow. Someone in the middle of the age group may be stuck on Wu-Tang Clan. The same is true of the sociopolitical issues that have swept the landscape and ultimately defined our lives. Individuals may point to different defining events, but all share a crystal clear understanding of coming of age in an era of post-segregation and global economics.

This exploration began with my earlier work The Rap on Gangsta Rap, where I begin to hone in on the idea of the hip-hop generation and the emergence of a distinctive Black youth culture. Since that 1994 publication, much of my work has centered on trying to get at the heart of the worldview of the hip-hop generation. For much of this inquiry into the hip-hop generation, I have relied on my own memory and the memories of close friends and associates as starting  points. I’ve fleshed the rest out with lots of observation, research, and reporting over the past seven years. As executive editor turned national affairs editor at The Source between 1995-1999, I wanted to use the magazine’s influence to change the national conversation about young Blacks, so that the discussion of hip-hop went beyond the music and the cultural movement to consider the sociopolitical forces that birthed the generation itself. It was my hope that within that more enlightened climate we could find ways to empower our generation and effect positive social change.

If we can do this, and I remain unshaken in my belief that we can, the next generation of African American youth can move beyond the crises of our time and embrace their own era in an America true to its promise of equality and inclusion.  The Hip-Hop Generation is a contribution to that effort.
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INTRODUCTION

Confronting the Crises in African American Culture

BACK ’N THE DAY OUR PARENTS USED TO TAKE
 CARE OF US
 LOOK AT ’EM NOW, THEY EVEN FUCKIN’ SCARED OF US
 CALLIN’ THE CITY FOR HELP BECAUSE THEY CAN’T
 MAINTAIN
 DAMN SHIT DONE CHANGED.

—NOTORIOUS B.I.G., “THINGS DONE CHANGED”

 



 



 



THE MORNING FOLLOWING THE 2000 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION, I received a call from a fifty-year-old Italian American friend, a former ’60s Berkeley radical, lamenting how devastating an almost certain George W. Bush win would be for young African Americans. His sentiments echoed those of a handful of young Black students at a small, Midwest liberal arts college whom I had met with the night before to discuss the election, hip-hop generation voter participation, and ways of moving the hip-hop generation into the mainstream  political process. “It must be a really sad day to be young and Black in America,” he told me somewhat apologetically.

As I contemplate the unique challenges facing our generation of African American youth, those words reverberate in my thoughts. Although he was referring to disenfranchisement and a growing American conservatism, for the students, like most hip-hop generationers, a George W. win, in the final analysis, pales in comparison to the field of crises already afoot in African American culture, crises that threaten the very future of African American life.

These crises are interconnected, bound by the cross-section of racial politics, shifts in the American economy over the past two decades, and significant changes in Black youth culture. Leading the list is America’s unfulfilled promise of equality and inclusion. Great disparities in education, housing, health care, employment opportunities, wages, mortgage loan approval, and the like persist. Collectively, these disparities have profoundly impacted our generation, though we have lived our entire lives in post-segregation America. Part of the promise, most certainly, following the civil rights movement was that these problems would be eradicated. The many side effects of the ever-looming war on drugs, the escalating tensions between young Black men and women, and the great intergenerational abyss, dubbed the generation gap, pose an array of previously unseen challenges in African American life.

Despite their magnitude, these issues, particularly as they affect hip-hop generationers, get lost in contemporary popular discussion, media reports, and public policy. One reason for this is that African America youth, for much of the past two decades, have been deemed the problem—whether criminalized in sensational news crime reports or demonized as the architects of America’s declining moral values. Another reason is the near obsessive national attention given to praising the long gone civil rights movement. Ignored is the  grim reality that concrete progress within the civil rights arena has been almost nil for nearly four decades. Neither acknowledged are the ways persisting institutionalized racism has intensified for hip-hop generationers despite 1950s and 1960s civil rights legislation.

A final obstacle is the unprecedented influence Black youth have achieved through popular culture, especially via the hip-hop phenomenon. Young Blacks have used this access, both in pop film and music, far too much to strengthen associations between Blackness and poverty, while celebrating anti-intellectualism, ignorance, irresponsible parenthood, and criminal lifestyles. This is the paradox: given hip-hop’s growing influence, these Birth of a Nation-styled representations receive a free pass from Black leaders and organizations seeking influence with the younger generation. These depictions also escape any real criticism from non-Black critics who, having grown tired of the race card, fear being attacked as racist. Void of open and consistent criticism, such widely distributed incendiary ideas (what cultural critic Stanley Crouch calls “the new minstrelsy”) reinforce myths of Black inferiority and insulate the new problems in African American culture from redemptive criticism.

What is to be done? The necessary first step toward illuminating and addressing the new crises in African American life is to understand the generation most heavily besieged by them. Those genuinely concerned about these crises must begin to carefully examine the major social and political forces shaping young Black Americans at the dawn of the twenty-first century. Rather than be shortchanged by worn ways of thinking about Black life, this criticism must be bold, unapologetic, painstaking, and unbound by traditional political orientations.

This criticism must use a clear lens to examine, at the very minimum, the following questions. How is the worldview of  the generation of young Blacks born between 1965 and 1984 different from those of previous generations? How have high incarceration rates affected our lives? What issues are the focal points for this generation’s activism and political agenda? Why do unemployment rates of young Blacks remain twice those of their white counterparts? What distinguishes this generation’s war of the sexes from that of our parents? What does it mean to be the first generation of African Americans to come of age in post-segregation America? How has coming of age amidst an emerging global economy influenced our worldview? These questions—the answers to which begin to explain this generation’s career choices, relationships, education, music, politics, activism, and lifestyle—probe the roots of the crises that now threaten to envelop us.

The examination of the hip-hop generation that follows is an attempt to jump-start the dialogue necessary to change our current course. The Fire Next Time that James Baldwin predicted in 1963 is upon us. And what we are seeing, as quiet as it’s kept, is only a glimpse of what awaits us. Although conditions facing young Blacks in today’s America are cause for concern and, yes, sadness, there is much hope and great possibility if we now, before it is too late, together, Americans old and young, across race and gender, with criticism, insight and concern, rise to the challenge.






Part ONE

THE NEW CRISES IN AFRICAN AMERICAN CULTURE
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THE NEW BLACK YOUTH CULTURE

The Emergence of the Hip-Hop Generation


 



 


I’VE HEARD ENOUGH OF [OUR YOUTH] TO KNOW THAT WE OUGHT TO BE HOLDING THEM UP AND SHARING WITH THEM WHAT WE KNOW INSTEAD OF STANDING ON TOP OF THEM TELLING THEM WHAT THEY’RE NOT DOING RIGHT. THEY’RE DOING A LOT RIGHT AND SOME THINGS WRONG. WE CONTINUE TO FAIL THESE BRILLIANT, VERY TALENTED, VERY CREATIVE AND COURAGEOUS YOUNG PEOPLE BECAUSE THEY’RE NOT SAYING WHAT OUR MESSAGE WAS. BUT FOR CHRIST’S SAKE . . . WE’RE ABOUT TO ENTER THE 21ST CENTURY. SOMETHING SHOULD BE DIFFERENT. AND THEY MAY BE RIGHT ABOUT SOME THINGS.

—AFENI SHAKUR, FORMER BLACK PANTHER,
 MOTHER OF RAPPER TUPAC SHAKUR

 



 



 



 



ASK ANY YOUNG BLACK AMERICAN BORN BETWEEN 1965 AND 1984 where they were on September 13, 1996, and most can  tell you. Ask them where they were six months later on March 9, 1997, and you’ll get recollections as crystal clear as a baby boomer reminiscing on his or her whereabouts upon hearing of the assassinations of President Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr., or Malcolm X. The September 1996 death of twenty-five-year-old Tupac Shakur was followed by memorials in New York City, Los Angeles, and several cities in between. Likewise the March 1997 death of Christopher Wallace, aka Notorious B.I.G., did not pass without the recognition of his peers. The twenty-four-year-old was commemorated with a statesman-like funeral procession through his old stomping grounds. The deaths of both rap artists fueled record sales of their CDs. Their music and their lives became the subjects of books, college courses, television documentaries, and conference discussions. Killed in a hail of bullets fired by unknown gunmen, both rappers were deemed by countless critics as irresponsible, self-centered thugs who sowed the seeds of their own destruction. Those fans who celebrated their lives were seen as equally irresponsible. But the outpouring of affection was more than simply a fascination with the underworld of rap music and its entertainers. This commemoration of B.I.G. and Pac marked a turning point. Not only had we, the hip-hop generation, come of age, but more importantly, we were conscious of our arrival.

Both rappers, like their peers who saw hope and promise in their short lives, were hip-hop generationers—those young African Americans born between 1965 and 1984 who came of age in the eighties and nineties and who share a specific set of values and attitudes. At the core are our thoughts about family, relationships, child rearing, career, racial identity, race relations, and politics. Collectively, these views make up a complex worldview that has not been concretely defined.

This worldview first began to be expressed in the insightful mid- to late 1980s sociopolitical critiques of rap  artists like NWA, KRS-One, Poor Righteous Teachers, Queen Latifah, and others. In the mid-1990s, a handful of young writers such as Carlito Rodriguez, Bonz Malone, Selwyn Hinds, Mimi Valdez, and Scoop Jackson, to name a few, captured this sensibility in their work—although their essays were marginalized in magazines like The Source, Vibe, and  Rap Pages. Filmmakers like John Singleton, Albert and Allen Hughes, and Hype Williams (particularly in their 1990s films Boyz N the Hood, Menace II Society, and Belly, respectively), also deftly presented these nuances—as do the youth-specific political concerns articulated almost daily by young activists like Conrad Muhammad, Lisa Sullivan, DeLacy Davis, and Donna Frisby-Greenwood.1 A delayed response has more recently come out of the academy, most notably in the work of young scholars like historian Robin Kelley and sociologist Mary Pattillo-McCoy.

Collectively, hip-hop-generation writers, artists, filmmakers, activists, and scholars like these laid the foundation for understanding our generation’s worldview. Mary Pattillo-McCoy’s  Black Picket Fences: Privilege and Peril Among the Black Middle Class (University of Chicago, 1999), in comparing middle-class Black Americans to their white counterparts, put it this way:
We know that middle-class African Americans do not perform as well as whites on standardized tests (in school or in employment); are more likely to be incarcerated for drug offenses; are less likely to marry and   more likely to have a child without being married; and are less likely to be working.





Pattillo-McCoy makes clear that even though this Black middle class is about half of the Black population, almost half of it is concentrated in the lower-middle-class region. Pattillo-McCoy also states that this Black middle class is distinguished by its close proximity to the Black working poor. I would add that what Pattillo-McCoy describes above extends to poor and working-class Blacks and not just in comparison to their white counterparts but, more importantly, relative to our parents’ generation as well. In reaching these conclusions, Pattillo-McCoy relies on the objective evidence, but this worldview also extends to what we believe.

Of course, this definition is still fluid as this generation continues to come into its own. But I would further generalize that we, like our white peers, are more likely than our parents’ generation to be obsessed with our careers and getting rich quick. For us, achieving wealth, by any means necessary, is more important than most anything else, hence our obsession with the materialistic and consumer trappings of financial success. Central to our identity is a severe sense of alienation between the sexes. Likewise, our perspective on personal relationships and marriage is more likely to take into consideration concerns as diverse as our parents’ generation’s divorce rates and child support enforcement laws, and we are more likely to be open to family arrangements other than the traditional American family. At the same time, our views of politics, race relations, and racial identity are more likely to have been shaped by Jesse Jackson’s 1984 and 1988 presidential campaigns, the 1992 Los Angeles riots, and/or the Million Man March. Our views about safe sex are more likely to have been influenced by Easy E or Magic Johnson’s public announcements regarding themselves and HIV/AIDS.

That Black youth share a national culture is nothing new in itself. Black youth culture during the 1920s, the 1930s, and even the 1960s was national in scope. Yet, during each of these periods, Black youth were more likely to derive values and identity from such traditional community institutions as family, church, and school. Despite slight local variations, the passing on of Black culture to the succeeding generation remained orderly and consistent from one Black community to the next. Today the influence of these traditional purveyors of Black culture have largely diminished in the face of powerful and pervasive technological advances and corporate growth. Now media and entertainment such as pop music, film, and fashion are among the major forces transmitting culture to this generation of Black Americans. At the same time, the new Black youth culture cuts across class lines, so that whether one is middle class, coming of age in a suburban or rural setting, college-bound, or a street-wise urban dweller, what it means to be young and Black has been similarly redefined. As such, the defining values of this generation’s worldview have taken a dramatic turn away from our parents’ generation.

For our parent’s generation, the political ideals of civil rights and Black power are central to their worldview. Our parent’s generation placed family, spirituality, social responsibility, and Black pride at the center of their identity as Black Americans. They, like their parents before them, looked to their elders for values and identity. The core set of values shared by a large segment of the hip-hop generation—Black America’s generation X—stands in contrast to our parents’ worldview. For the most part, we have turned to ourselves, our peers, global images and products, and the new realities we face for guidance. In the process, the values and attitudes described above anchor our worldview.

Our parents’ values maintain a strong presence within our worldview. But in cases where the old and the new  collide, the old—more often than not—is superseded by the new. For example, Black pride is still an important part of this generation’s identity. In fact, the hip-hop generation has embraced the idea of Blackness in ways that parallel the Black consciousness raising of the late 1960s and early 1970s. The popularization of the Afrocentric movement from the late 1980s through the 1990s, pro-Black lyrics on the contemporary rap scene, as well as traditional hairstyles (dread-locks and braids, for example) adopted by many hip-hop generationers all speak to this. Regardless of whether this is a brand of hard-core nationalism or a lukewarm, flash-in-the-pan bou-gie nationalism, the fact remains that when many hip-hop generation youth have to choose between personal financial success at the expense of what the older generation considers communal cultural integrity, individual gain generally comes first.

It is important to distinguish this worldview from hip-hop culture, the youth-oriented lifestyle that birthed rap music. Certainly, the commercialization of rap music expanded the definition of hip-hop culture beyond the four elements (graffiti, break dancing, dj-ing, rap music) to include verbal language, body language, attitude, style, and fashion. By contrast, the new Black youth culture is expressed both publicly and privately in myriad ways. You see the street culture manifestation of this in “’hood” films and hip-hop magazines like The Source as much as in rap music and hip-hop culture. You see it in the defiant attitude and disposition of our generation’s professional athletes and entertainers like Allen Iverson, Ray Lewis, Mike Tyson, Randy Moss, and Albert Bell. You see it in the activism of the younger generation, which not only fights the power coming from the mainstream politics but is routinely at odds with older-generation activists like Jesse Jackson, Kweisi Mfume, and Al Sharpton. You see it coming from happy-to-be-middle-class-themed magazines  like Honey and Savoy as well as like-minded, youth-oriented television programming such as MTV and on-line publications like BET.com.

 



What were the catalysts for this new worldview? Like any generation, much of the hip-hop generation’s group identity has been shaped by the major sociopolitical forces of our formative years. At least six major phenomena that emerged in the 1980s and 1990s have had a major impact on this generation’s way of viewing the world.

Let us begin with popular culture and the visibility of Black youth within it. Today, more and more Black youth are turning to rap music, music videos, designer clothing, popular Black films, and television programs for values and identity. One can find the faces, bodies, attitudes, and language of Black youth attached to slick advertisements that sell what have become global products, whether it’s Coca-Cola and Pepsi, Reebok and Nike sneakers, films such as Love Jones and Set It Off, or popular rap artists like Missy Elliot and Busta Rhymes. Working diligently behind the scene and toward the bottom line are the multinational corporations that produce, distribute, and shape these images. That Black youth in New Orleans, Louisiana, and Champaign, Illinois, for example, share similar dress styles, colloquialisms, and body language with urban kids from Los Angeles, Chicago, and New York City is not coincidental.

We live in an age where corporate mergers, particularly in media and entertainment, have redefined public space. Within this largely expanded public space, the viewing public is constantly bombarded by visual images that have become central to the identity of an entire generation. Within the arena of popular culture, rap music more than anything else has helped shape the new Black youth culture. From 1997 to 1998, rap music sales showed a 31 percent increase, making rap the  fastest growing music genre, ahead of country, rock, classical, and all other musical forms. By 1998 rap was the top-selling musical format, outdistancing rock music and country music, the previous leading sellers. Rap music’s prominence on the American music scene was evident by the late 1990s—from its increasing presence at the Grammy’s (which in 1998, for example, awarded rapper Lauryn Hill five awards) to its pervasiveness in advertisements for mainstream corporations like AT&T, The Gap, Levi’s, and so on.

Cultural critic Cornel West, in his prophetic Race Matters  (Beacon Press, 1993), refers to this high level of visibility of young Blacks, primarily professional athletes and entertainers, in American popular culture as the Afro-Americanization of white youth.


The Afro-Americanization of white youth has been more a male than female affair given the prominence of male athletes and the cultural weight of male pop artists. This process results in white youth—male and female—imitating and emulating black male styles of walking, talking, dressing and gesticulating in relations to others. The irony in our present moment is that just as young black men are murdered, maimed and imprisoned in record numbers, their styles have become disproportionately influential in shaping popular culture.



Whereas previously the voices of young Blacks had been locked out of the global age’s public square, the mainstreaming of rap music now gave Black youth more visibility and a broader platform than we had ever enjoyed before. At the same time, it gave young Blacks across the country who identified with it and were informed by it a medium through which to share a national culture. In the process, rap artists became the dominant public voice of this generation. Many  have been effective in bringing the generation’s issues to the fore. From NWA to Master P, rappers—through their lyrics, style, and attitude—helped to carve a new Black youth identity into the national landscape. Rappers’ access to global media and their use of popular culture to articulate many aspects of this national identity renders rap music central to any discussion of the new Black youth culture. The irony in all this is that the global corporate structure that gave young Blacks a platform was the driving force behind our plight.

In fact, the face of globalization that emerged in the 1980s and 1990s is itself a critical factor that has significantly influenced the worldview of hip-hop generationers. In short, the transnational corporations of the 1970s evolved into the mega-corporations of the 1980s, 1990s, and beyond. Several hundred of these giants, some with economies larger than most countries, collectively make up what is commonly referred to as the global economy—although there are now literally tens of thousands of smaller corporations operating at a global level, based primarily in the United States, Japan, and Europe. These mega-corporations are fueled by cutting-edge biological and digital technology and are impacting the lives of most of the world’s population through their integration of commerce. As everyday people worldwide struggle to survive, these corporations work diligently to sell them a slice of modern life—from automobiles and electronics to food and entertainment. Global corporations—with the help of global institutions like the World Bank, the World Trade Organization, and the International Monetary Fund—have created immense wealth, further concentrated it in the hands of a few, and escalated the widening division between the haves and the have-nots. These mega-corporations are enabled by international trade agreements like NAFTA (North America Free Trade Agreement) and GATT (General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade). This reorganization of the world  economy has filtered down to the lives of everyday people, including African Americans, in ways that are highly contradictory.

Young Black Americans born between 1965 and 1984 are the first generation of Black Americans to come of age in the era of globalization. Globalization certainly accounts for some “positive” outcomes, such as the success of rap music described above. In terms of wealth, those hip-hop generationers who are at the upper end of the middle class and beyond have enjoyed increased income and wealth during the 1980s and 1990s. Increases in income among college-educated professionals account for some of this; professional athletes and entertainers as well as a small number of young Blacks who cashed in on the high-tech boom of the 1990s account for much more. It must be emphasized that these individuals constitute a very small elite.

The real story of globalization’s impact on the hip-hop generation is revealed in the widening division between the haves and have-nots that occurred during the 1980s and 1990s. Richard Freeman and Lawrence Katz, editors of Differences and Changes in Wage Structures (University of Chicago, 1995) investigated this trend and concluded:
Earnings inequality increased substantially in the United States in the 1980s, and the real earnings of many groups of workers, primarily men, fell from the early 1970s through the early 1990s. . . . In short, in the 1980s, if not earlier, the U.S. labor market experienced a massive twist against the less skilled and lower paid that reduced their living standards.





Experts like these point to movement of manufacturing jobs away from urban centers to the suburbs and overseas as a major factor in wage stagnation from the early to mid-1970s  through the 1980s and into the 1990s. Before this period, the Black middle class had been steadily growing since World War II. Despite the celebration of “the new Black middle class” in sensational media reports and self-congratulatory books like Lawrence Otis Graham’s Our Kind of People and Ellis Cose’s The Rage of a Privileged Class, no subsequent real growth of the Black middle class occurred until the very end of the 1990s, when Black poverty rates began to decline for the first time in more than twenty years. During the intervening period of the 1980s and 1990s, young Blacks faced the realities of rising rates of unemployment, Black youth reliance on the underground economy, particularly the crack-cocaine explosion of the 1980s, and the simultaneous boom in incarceration rates. The great contrast between the positive and negative outgrowths of this new global economy has heavily influenced the values, lifestyles, and worldview of young Blacks.

Third, the worldview of hip-hop generationers has been influenced by persisting segregation in an America that preaches democracy and inclusion. This contradiction has been particularly hard for us to swallow. Our generation is the first generation of African Americans to come of age outside the confines of legal segregation. We certainly live in a more inclusive society than existed in pre-civil rights America. However, continuing segregation and inequality have made it especially illusory for many young Blacks. The illusion of integration allows for some access, while countless roadblocks persist in critical areas where Blacks continue to be discriminated against in often subtle and sometimes not so subtle ways. Young Blacks are twice as likely to be unemployed as their white counterparts. Young Blacks with similar skills, experience, and educational backgrounds continue to be paid less than whites for the same jobs. More so than any other racial or ethnic group, African Americans remain segregated from whites in housing. In  terms of electoral politics, although there are more Black elected officials than ever before (nearly 9,000 in 1999, according to the Joint Center for Political and Economic Studies), Black politicians find it nearly impossible to get elected to statewide office in majority white states. In nearly forty years, only two Blacks have been elected to the U.S. Senate, and only one Black has been elected governor of any state. These obstacles in the face of lip service to human rights and democracy foster resentment among young Blacks. Inevitably, the contradictions of these racial double standards are embedded in our worldview.

A fourth impact on our worldview has been public policy regarding criminal justice, particularly policy that has clear racial implications. Beginning as early as 1982, such national policy was highlighted by initiatives such as the Reagan administration’s “War on Drugs,” which relaunched earlier anti-drug efforts by heavily shifting the focus of fighting illegal drug use from rehabilitation to punishment. The Omnibus Crime Bill of 1984, the 1986 Anti-Drug Abuse Act, and the 1988 Omnibus Anti-Drug Abuse Act were all part of the 1980s wave of legislation aimed at getting tough on crime. The most controversial aspects of these laws were elements like the disparity in sentencing for crack cocaine and powder cocaine. Offenders convicted of crimes involving as little as five grams of crack cocaine receive a minimum of five years in prison. For a powder cocaine offender to receive a similar sentence, the crime would have to involve nearly one hundred times that amount. Critics charge that the disparity is unjustified as there is no chemical difference between the two. The only difference is that the low cost of crack makes it affordable to almost anyone. According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse, by 1990 most crack cocaine users were white. Yet, in the early 1990s, 90 percent of those convicted in federal court of crack cocaine crimes were Black.

In a similar vein, in 1992 the Bush administration created the Violence Initiative, a series of federally funded studies that sought behavioral and biological markers for predicting a propensity for violence in young males. Under the auspices of helping “at least 100,000 inner-city kids,” the studies also developed intervention models. Although the name Violence Initiative was dropped following protests from civil rights groups who claimed the studies attempted to determine that young Blacks were biologically prone to violence, the government continues to spend at least $50 million annually on such studies.

These efforts dovetailed into the Clinton administration’s Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994, a $30 billion appropriation that earmarked nearly $10 billion for prison construction alone and sanctioned the death penalty for federal crimes commonly associated with inner-city young Blacks and Latinos, such as carjacking and drive-by shootings. The law also targeted gang members with new and harsher penalties for drug crimes, and made life imprisonment mandatory for federal offenders after more than two state or federal convictions for violent felonies or drug crimes (three strikes). Finally, the 1994 law called for adult prosecution of thirteen- and fourteen-year-olds charged with certain violent crimes. Some lawmakers went even further in turning up the heat on young violent offenders. This was especially true of the Juvenile Crime Control Act, a bill that received tons of media coverage but never made it into federal law. However, between 1992 and 1997, all but six states adopted its main tenants, which allowed youths to be tried as adults, allocated funds for more prison construction, and relaxed laws that restricted the housing of youths in adult facilities.
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