Gobbet Analysis: Eminem’s ‘Like Toy Soldiers’

The 2003 song ‘Like Tiny Soldiers’ was released as a part of Marshall Mathers’, or Eminem as the artist is more commonly known as, fifth album ‘Encore’. Like many of Mathers’ other work, it was an undisputed global success ranking thirty-four in the Billboard charts within America, even climbing to number one throughout the UK, Germany, New Zealand, Denmark and Australia.[footnoteRef:1] Within the music industry as a whole, Eminem and his music represent the gangsta-rap subculture under the wider umbrella of rap itself, which holds dominance as the central kind of rap with many other artists such as, famously, Biggie Smalls falling under the same wing of rap industry.[footnoteRef:2] While Mathers is known to spark rivalries throughout the music world with targeted digs commonplace in many of his especially early songs[footnoteRef:3], ‘Like Toy Soldiers’ steers away from the petty and mean-spirited lyricism to tackle the prevalence of murder and violent crime in the rap industry.  [1:  Hopper, Alex. 2022. ‘Behind the Meaning of Eminem’s “like Toy Soldiers”’, American Songwriter <https://americansongwriter.com/behind-the-meaning-of-eminems-like-toy-soldiers/>]  [2:  Armstrong, Edward G. 2004. ‘Eminem’s Construction of Authenticity’, Popular Music and Society, 27.3: 335–55 <https://doi.org/10.1080/03007760410001733170>]  [3:  Marshall Mathers (2000), Quitter (2000), Girls (2001), Cleanin out My Closet (2002) are just some examples of diss tracks that target other artists and reference active feuds between the two.] 

Throughout the song, the rapper talks about past feuds that dominated popular culture, featuring heavily in media and discourse at the time. While Eminem expresses his reluctance to ‘drag [D12] in battles that [he] can’t handle’[footnoteRef:4], D12  being the band where the rapper initially found his fame, it could undoubtably be said his diss tracks are at the core of Eminem’s brand or persona. ‘Like Toy Soldiers’ however, seems to be a direct confrontation of his past behaviours and examines the real damage feudal lyrics can result in. These heavy themes could easily be explored in greater depth, however this present gobbet will specifically address representations of sex and gender within the song and, on a macro level through Eminem’s career and the wider industry. [4:  Eminem. [n.d.]. ‘Like Toy Soldiers - Eminem’, Genius <https://genius.com/59046> [accessed 21 April 2023]] 

One of the discords Mathers mentions starts with Ja Rule’s song ‘Loose Change’, in which the rapper wrote ‘Em, you claim your mother’s a crackhead and Kim is a known slut/ So what’s Hailie gon’ be when she grows up?’. Understandably, the suggestion that his daughter, around four years old at the time of ‘Loose Change’ ‘s release, would become a ‘slut’, riled Mathers to the point of being confessedly ‘exhausted’ as he references in his first verse. A common theme, especially in gangsta rap, is the pointed attack of women around their ‘enemy’. Even Eminem himself is guilty of adopting such talk in his lyrics, with Armstrong writing ‘his constant… graphic portrayals of violence against women appear overtly directed to this dominant white hip-hop audience. His heightened misogyny further proves that he is an authentic gangsta, even more vicious than his predecessors’.[footnoteRef:5] In this, Armstrong communicates the importance of misogyny to the gangsta-rap attitude and music. Eminem’s clear popularity, evident in his album sales, speaks to how the industry rewards misogynistic behaviour and language. Playing into the already shaky views of women amongst his audience of middle-class, white, roughly teenage boys, his lyrics can act as an aggressive outlet for young men frustrated with today’s ideas of female empowerment. Lyrics that demean women as attachments to successful men or sex objects help to make anti-feminist youth more comfortable with their ideology and empowered in their traditional masculinity, expressed through petty violence, criminal or anti-social behaviours and hypersexuality. These dominating attitudes in music have encouraged feminist artists and melophiles to provide new platforms that empower female voices. Dr Hayleigh Boscher, creator of podcast ‘Women in Music’ is a great example of a non-aggressive female response to the misogynistic and targeted attacks that are seemingly so commonplace in the industry - “Music is such a magical and integral part of life and society,” she says. “The music industry has a social responsibility to do far better, to be an example of best practice for inclusivity. It is currently falling short by a mile.”[footnoteRef:6] [5:  : Edward G. Armstrong Senior Fellow (2004) Eminem's Construction of
Authenticity , Popular Music and Society, 27:3, 335-355, DOI: 10.1080/0300776041000173317]  [6:  Jarvis, Haley. 2023. ‘Music Industry Misogyny, Sexism and Discrimination’, Www.brunel.ac.uk (Brunel University London) <https://www.brunel.ac.uk/news-and-events/news/articles/Music-industry-misogyny-sexism-and-discrimination> [accessed 21 April 2023]] 

The sociological concept of hegemonic masculinity can be applied here in reasoning for the prevalence of these themes in music as well as more specifically, Eminem’s lyrics. The concept arose during a 1982 field study of social inequality in Australian high schools conducted by Kessler et al, in which the sociologists uncovered hierarchal systems that formed around class and gender. While hegemonic masculinity was not understood to be expressed in the majority, it was seen as normative and therefore present in most, if not all, corners of society. Those that benefitted off of the patriarchy without actively embodying the masculine dominance praised within this ideology were seen as exhibiting complicit masculinity. Applying this theory to our analysis of ‘Like Toy Soldiers’ , I would liken Eminem’s maturing in regards to competitive violence and aggressive misogyny to the theory’s research showing masculinity as subject to change due to external shifts. The idea of masculinity adapts to the world’s ever-changing needs within the workforce and home, as well as in response to new waves of feminism. Eminem’s early persona is rife with these hurtful themes, however this song speaks to an awareness of the damage an overly aggressive mindset can cause, and a need to spread the message to other artists. As well as this, Eminem’s insistence on responsible leadership[footnoteRef:7] we begin to see in the song, speaks to an arguably masculine sense of responsibility and protection when it comes to those close to him. However, I would not consider this song a strong or largely credible source on gender and sex theories, simply because the focus stays within the idea of violence and the pointlessness of petty vengeance. Additionally, gangsta-rap as a genre is understood as somewhat embellished and therefore not entirely truthful, in order to boost status among other antisocial individuals and groups. [7:  ‘Like Toy Soldiers’ – Eminem ‘I never drag ‘em in battles I can’t handle/ ‘Less I absolutely have to, I’m supposed to set an example/ I need to be the leader, my crew looks for me to guide ‘em’] 

The ’heightened misogyny’ we see in Eminem’s character is said to ‘further [prove] that he is an authentic gangsta’ (Armstrong, 2004) despite other infamous artists, such as Tupac Shakur, exhibiting behaviours and ideology to the contrary. Tupac was at the forefront of the genre and has been seen as a founding father to the rap industry, of which no one can debate. Even Eminem, specifically in ‘Like Toy Soldiers’ references the renowned artist in his objection of violence, as Shakur’s shooting and resultant death shook popular culture at its core. As we recognise him as an imperative player in the gangsta-rap game, we can also recognise how his ideals differ to the aggression and hypermasculinity riddled in the lyrics of Eminem and other modern rappers. His song ‘Keep Ya Head Up’ serves as a direct contradiction to the statement that gangsta-rap, fundamentally, expresses itself in misogyny. The rapper references “pro-choice politics and what one might call ‘rape culture’”[footnoteRef:8]. In a 1995 interview with LA Times journalist Chuck Phillips, he said “I was really having problems with life and just being black and why the hell we gotta get stepped on so much?... I just said, ‘Fuck it. I’m in here rapping. Why not just rap about some shit that’s really happening?’”. It’s clear from the lyrics that although Tupac was heavily involved with the gangsta image and lifestyle, he held some progressive and feminist viewpoints. The song speaks to struggling single mothers and women being mistreated by the men in their lives. Personally, I find ‘Keep Ya Head Up’ a much more effective insight into gender attitudes within gangsta rap and its target audience, as it really speaks on it in a much greater depth. As well as that, I feel it could be more enlightening to study a song that speaks in contrast to the assumed narrative of gangsta-rap and the male-dominated music industry. While ‘Like Toy Soldiers’ is written by an artist that has been historically criticised for his excessive misogyny, and its theme of industry feuds does reveal the rampant competitive male aggression, I would argue that it’s unexceptional in representing attitudes toward gender and sex in the rap world. [8:  Genius. [n.d.]. ‘Keep Ya Head up - 2Pac’, Genius <https://genius.com/2pac-keep-ya-head-up-lyrics> [accessed 26 April 2023]] 
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