Contextual Studies: Exhibition

Introduction:

This is an introduction the ‘’Affiliated Exhibition’’ It will be an exhibition of musical 

artists who work in the genre of rap and how they speak about gang activity such as 

drugs, money, violence and loyalty and everything else that is part of gang life and gang 

culture. I think this and important topic to look at as rap has historically been used as a 

way to portray life in poverty stricken urban sprawls and what people result to in order 

to make ends meat or to ‘make it out’ and move onto better things in an attempt to find 

happiness, wealth, fame etc. I will be looking into 4 rap artists, Kendrick Lamar, J Cole, 

Schoolboy Q and the rap group Migos all of which have come from low income families 

in inner city areas with each having there own experiences with gang culture and some 

who have been rumoured to be a part of gang one time in there life or currently even 

with the fame that there musical talents have brought them. Each artist will have one of 

there songs examined which is believed to depict gang culture or gang related themes 

involved and discuss what the song is trying to portray.

Context:

The theme I am going to be discussing in this exhibition is gang culture and the different 

perspectives that can be seen throughout the many genres of rap and the many artists 

within rap. I feel it is important to discuss this as the theme tells the audience about 

how rap isn’t always just about idolizing violence and drugs but can also portray stories 

of sad truths, real events or warnings to a younger more susceptible generation about 

gangs and how they can real be when they are not being portrayed in movies, TV or 

music. To help me I have chosen 4 rappers/rap groups that each tell a different 

perspective of gang culture through music, one from the perspective of someone who 
had almost lost family, one who did, one who went to jail to prove his loyalty to his gang 

and its affiliates and one from the perspective of a group who have tried to popularize 

the culture of gangs and drug running. We’ll be looking into each piece and analysing it.

The theme of gang culture within rap music is not as simple as people like to believe 

because for starters there are different sub genres of ‘Gangsta Rap’ such as East Coast, 

West Coast, Gangsta Hip-Hop and Gangsta Boogie etc. and this is just looking at genres 

alone, artists can use such a wide variety of lyrics to depict gang culture such as through 

own personal experience, story telling, different perspectives and by using current 

affairs as content for the lyrics of there music ‘’…it clearly has moved beyond the stage 

of just entertaining lives to that of informing and empowering lives.” 

(Aberjhani, Journey through the Power of the Rainbow: Quotations from a Life Made Out of Poetry) 

I believe by looking at the selected artists and the music that they have produced it will 

provide a much more positive perspective on some of rap’s greatest minds as currently a 

large amount of people believe rap to be a negative influence on on younger 

generations and that these rap artists are a poor choice of role models due to the lyrics 

they produce, but if they simply look into the meaning behind the lyrics and the story 

that the artists are trying to depict, they will get a much better understanding of the 

struggles these artists have been through and that rather them preaching about hate 

and violence they are simply talking about what it has been like for them and many 

others who have grown up in this inner city low income areas. “I believe hip hop’s 

characteristic beliefs as a whole are misunderstood, underappreciated and highly 

underestimated.” 

(Carlos Wallace, The Other 99 T.Y.M.E.S: Train Your Mind to Enjoy Serenity).

I’ve selected 4 artists that I believe them to be a diverse cast of people who will help 

people see the meaning behind the lyrics used in rap from several different 

perspectives. Our first Artists is Kendrick Lamar, a rapper who was brought up in Central 

L.A. from a poor background and surrounded by gangs and gang related activity, he 

witnessed a lot of the gang culture that was heavily present in central L.A. from the 

violence to the drug dealing, the second is a rapper by the name of J Cole who was 

brought up in North Carolina after being born in Germany, brought up in a wholesome 

family home from humble backgrounds he lived most of his young adult life in America, 

although not affiliated with any gangs growing up he witnessed a lot of the effects that 

gang violence can have on innocent bystanders such as addiction to drugs, shootings 

and loss of family members our next artist goes by the name Schoolboy Q, he came from 

a low-income household in South Central L.A. and grew up in the heart of gang culture 

and has mentioned his affiliation with certain L.A. gangs in some of his music and has 

been known to socialise with people who have been initiated into well-known street 

gangs, our final group of artist have the group name Migos, made up of 3 different 

members by the name of Quavo, Offset and Takeoff, brought up in Georgia the trio 

formed in 2009 and grew up in low income housing and Idolized the gang culture around 

them, brought up around drugs and violence in the inner cities of the state of Georgia 

they use a lot of the knowledge they gathered from there time around drugs and drug 

usage to help boost their career in the rap industry.

Artwork

The first piece is titled ‘Duckworth’ it was created by Kendrick Lamar in 2017 and it tells 

the story of how a young boy farther was almost killed during an armed robbery by a 

well-known street criminal in his local area who was affiliated with street gangs, the only 

reason his father survived was by befriending the criminal at an earlier date and during 

the robbery the criminal recognised him, this shows that even when not in a gang, if you 

grow up around such things you can always be at risk of being sucked into that life or 

having something from your life sucked out.

Our second piece is called ‘Crooked Smiles’ created by J Cole in 2013 and follows the 

story of a drug dealer who’s has is raided by the DEA (Drug Enforcement Agency) During 

the raid we discover that the criminal has a family and a child, the child opens the door 

to the hallways of the family home catching one of the agents off guard, the agent 

accidently shoots and kills the child during the raid of the home. This portrays that 

anyone can be at risk when affiliated with gang culture even if you are not part of that 

life that gang culture brings.

The third piece is titled ‘Tookie Knows PT.2’ and was created by Schoolboy Q in 2016, it 

follows the narrative of an affiliated criminal who is arrested as part of an armed 

robbery where one of the victims was shot and wounded, the police offer him a deal to 

give information on his friends in exchange for freedom but rather than give them up he 

refuses and takes a jail sentence rather than be known as a ‘snitch’ and be punished for 

it. This shows that perhaps you would rather face life behind bars than a short life 

without them out of fear of what people may do to you once you are part of the criminal 

underworld.

Our final piece was titles ‘Bad and Boujee’ and was created by modern rap trio Migos in 

2016, it follows the modern idolising culture of the drug trade and how people believe it 

to help with fame and wealth and. This song is unlike the others as it shows us how a 

younger modern generation would prefer to see the life of crime and how they idolise it.

Bibiography:
-(Carlos Wallace, The Other 99 T.Y.M.E.S: Train Your Mind to Enjoy Serenity).

-(Aberjhani, Journey through the Power of the Rainbow: Quotations from a Life Made Out of Poetry)
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