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Preface

The concept of Raps of Resistance came at one of the lowest points in recent hip-hop history. In July 2023, two lifelong fans of the genre met for the first time at a swanky cigar lounge in Downtown Philly. They bonded over their favorite emcees and top cultural moments. Outside of being massive fans, both of them dedicated much of their lives’ work to preserving the legacy of the genre and culture. As a professor, Dr. Jeremy C. McCool did so in the classroom, creating curriculum and teaching college courses on socially conscious hip-hop. As a journalist, Earl Hopkins did so by contributing essays and music history guides to big-name publications, interviewing iconic hip-hop artists about their musical journeys, and reviewing the artwork they released to the world.

During this meeting, they addressed their glaring gripes about the current state of hip-hop. It wasn’t glamorous. For the longest stretch in thirty years, rap was without a No. 1 album atop the Billboard 200. The second-longest streak dates back to 1993. The record that ended the commercial drought was Lil Uzi Vert’s 2023 album, The Pink Tape, which did little to move the needle amid one of the genre’s grandest milestones.

To commemorate fifty years of hip-hop, there were televised tributes, legacy award show performances, and year-long editorial campaigns to celebrate hip-hop icons, both past and present. After reflecting on rap’s recent failures, with the decline of conscious rap among the biggest missteps, those same hip-hop fans decided there needed to be a cultural reset. Someone had to point to hip-hop’s decline, and both Dr. Jeremy C. McCool and Earl Hopkins decided they were the messengers willing to relay the thoughts of fellow hip-hop purists far and wide.

Simply, there were too few artists with lyrical substance who addressed social issues like poverty, mass incarceration, and political corruption, who were championed the same way as other mainstream acts. That’s what hip-hop represents, but over time, these traditions were lost on new-age emcees. There was an oversaturation of untalented emcees and online personalities-turned-musicians, who refused to rap about the social, cultural, or political issues affecting real people, especially those in the very communities or enclaves they came from. Instead, they decided to glamorize violence, drug abuse, and materialism, without injecting teachable moments or showcasing the power of redemption.

Conscious rap didn’t go anywhere in the 2020s. Even with the popularity of certain sounds, subgenres, or trends that led to hip-hop’s descent, there were still figures like Joey Bada$$, Denzel Curry, Lupe Fiasco, Noname, Saba, LaRussel, JID, and others who addressed topics traditionally associated with rap’s greatest poets and lyrical freedom fighters. However, there were two emcees who struck similar chords as conscious artists, while still reaching the pinnacle of mainstream success, even when it felt the two couldn’t coexist. Those two artists are Kendrick Lamar and J. Cole.

Weeks after McCool and Hopkins’s cigar session, their thoughts were in full alignment. The cultural reset would be in the form of a book. Not only would it address the history of conscious rap and its evolution over the decades, it would demonstrate how icons like Kendrick and Cole have been torchbearers of conscious rap and hip-hop’s most heralded traditions. They are the lone superstars of a sound and movement that’s grown out of favor with mainstream audiences. Despite its decline on contemporary radio and its diminishing presence on Spotify playlists and other music streaming services, Cole and Kendrick have stood their ground as artists and cultural titans.

The two names are forever synonymous with one another. Cole and Kendrick have certainly ventured down separate paths as artists, businessmen, and influencers, but their presence in rap has always spiraled within the same funnel. While they have their differing viewpoints, messaging, and musical approaches, consciousness has always been the foundation of their artistry. They have garnered platinum plaques, critical praise, and hardware on Grammy night, while advocating for and directly supporting community initiatives and youth programs everywhere. And unlike other artists of the same vein, it shows up in ways outside the studio booth. They live it.

Cole and Kendrick always have and continue to use their voices for the betterment of listeners. K.Dot echoed the struggles and misfortunes of those from Compton to Senegal, and reinvigorated their minds and hearts with empowering songs about Black pride. Cole has focused on the mistreatment of Black women and the wrongful imprisonment of Black men, who are both ridiculed for existing in a country (and world) that routinely disregards them.

Raps of Resistance is here to further prove their impact. This isn’t to vilify any subgenre or artist who doesn’t follow the traditional mold of consciousness. Even certain tales of violence, gang warfare, and drug use or distribution can be conscious, depending on what listeners can draw from the record or project. If there’s transparency on the pros and cons associated with a particular lifestyle or decision, that’s conscious. If it demystifies a new or lesser-known movement that’s either healing or hurting the Black community, that’s conscious. Or if it draws on a heartfelt moment that changed an artist’s life for the better, or for the worse, that can also be conscious.

Raps of Resistance isn’t to undermine the work of current or past contributors. It’s a way to remind people of hip-hop’s beauty and show how its foundation shaped pop culture and the world for the better. Embarking on this project meant delving into all ends of rap history, so showing its grandeur and coarser elements was necessary context. Without revealing both sides would be a disservice to readers and lovers of hip-hop culture.

Raps of Resistance is an embodiment of it all—the good, bad, and the ugly. The book also unveils a path of correction for artists, record executives, and the consumers of today’s musical product. One of the many remedies is to encourage all parties to endorse music with a message. Cole and Kendrick are figures who prove it inspires societal change and advancement.

That’s how figures like Grandmaster Flash, Common, Public Enemy, OutKast, A Tribe Called Quest, Scarface, Goodie Mob, and others pierced through the musical and cultural stratosphere. Cole and Kendrick have taken notes from each of their careers to craft their own gumbo of conscious records and chart-topping hits for a well-balanced serving of hip-hop.

Through a series of interviews with fellow hip-hop artists, record executives, music journalists, hip-hop studies scholars, and elected officials, Raps of Resistance chronicles the rise of Cole and Kendrick, the obstacles they faced on their way to stardom, and the paths they ventured on to become musical and cultural icons.



1The Birth of Conscious Rap


There are few hip-hop debates without the names Kendrick Lamar and J. Cole at the top of the ballot. Whether it’s a list of the most lyrical emcees or the best all-around talents, Cole and Kendrick are among the first names drawn. Even past generations have embraced the two musical heavyweights, who have solidified themselves as some of the greatest artists the genre has ever seen. Their skillset alone has drawn comparisons to rap legends like Jay-Z, Nas, Rakim, 2Pac, and The Notorious B.I.G., but it’s their ability to reach commercial milestones while remaining true to hip-hop tradition that’s been the root of their admiration. While their mainstream hits have turned them into global music stars, it’s their dedication as conscious artists that’s made them such integral figures in hip-hop.

To understand the notion of “consciousness,” one must understand the parallel between Black music and the lived Black experience. Black expression is the heartbeat and pulse of American music. People across the world congregate to mourn, celebrate, or dance to stories of triumph, love, joy, pain, sadness, and dysfunction. These same audiences love to watch the story of an underdog play out in real-time, and there has been no group in history with a plight congruent to that of Black Americans.

This plight has been told through various forms of artistic expression, namely musical genres such as jazz, blues, soul, funk, and rock n’ roll. These genres have all reigned over the music industry at one time or another and have gone on to cement the legacies of early visionaries like Nat King Cole, B.B. King, Louis Armstrong, Nina Simone, Miles Davis, and other musicians across time. However, the emergence of hip-hop forever changed the landscape of music and media worldwide. Its impact and artistic layers can be traced back to the conditions surrounding its creation in the Bronx borough of New York City.

At the height of financial strife, industrial decline, and the sociopolitical dismay that stemmed from the War on Drugs, New York City in the 1970s was a shell of its former self. The unemployment rate soared with the slicing of city jobs, and upwards of 820,000 middle-class families escaped to the suburbs in what’s known as White flight. Those unable to flee the nearly bankrupt city were forced to shrug off the growing decay, depopulation, and violence.1 Amid the socioeconomic plague, a new art form called hip-hop bloomed from the abandoned ghettos and trash-laden streets during a late summer party in the West Bronx on August 11, 1973. The host was an eighteen-year-old DJ and emcee named Clive “DJ Kool Herc” Campbell, who helped his younger sister Cindy organize a party inside their apartment rec room to raise money for back-to-school clothes.2

Back then, the growing presence of New York gangs turned Bronx nightclubs into war zones, and people started gravitating to smaller and more intimate parties. Herc’s parties were tailored for a ready-made crowd. The Jamaican-born immigrant, whose family moved from the politically torn Caribbean country to the United States in the late 1960s, made his name in Bronx’s graffiti circles. But with his father’s influence and upbringing in Kingston, his love of funk, reggae, dance music, and massive sound systems helped usher in a new artform. In a 2023 interview with Spin Magazine, Herc stated:


I would say my start came from Jamaica, and my father was a mechanic at Kingston Wharf. I’ll never forget “White Christmas.” I played that. All that stuff. His favorite person was Ella Fitzgerald. So, I know my records. But in Jamaica, there were other groups called Byron Lee and the Dragonaires. Then come the Skatalites, and then the Paragons and U-Roy and Big Youth. I learned from that.


Herc, equipped with a sound system of two turntables, paired records from James Brown and the Bongo Band to a growing crowd at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue. The same back-to-school jam is where he put his now-famed “Merry-Go-Round” DJing style to use. The technique separates and replays the drum breaks on dance and funk records for a continuous loop of party tracks, and that very moment is credited as the point of hip-hop’s inception. It birthed a sound and a cultural movement that changed the fabric of music and ignited the spirit of Black America.

While most historians point to Herc’s party as hip-hop’s launch point, others like Questlove say hip-hop was oven-baked with the ingredients of older, more seasoned genres that came before. “I don’t totally accept the Kool Herc party as a hard-and-fast origin story,” Questlove wrote in his 2023 chronology, Hip-Hop Is History. “There were artists before him that did some of the same things that rappers would later do, whether it was raging against the establishment or prioritizing rhythmic vocals over melodic ones.”3 The legendary drummer of The Roots believes hip-hop was a product of boogie, soul, and disco music, but there’s no denying hip-hop is a gumbo of sound and influence. No single person is responsible for its creation. It was forged by an amalgamation of musical and cultural luminaries.

What’s referred to as “emceeing” or “rapping” occurred in Black American music long before hip-hop’s arrival. One of the earliest examples is the 1946 song “Noah” by Florida gospel group, The Jubalaires. You can also hear the rhythmic style and wordplay from early spoken word acts such as Gil Scott-Heron and the Last Poets. The influence of past genres, combined with the burgeoning music scene in New York City during the 1970s, spawned the new movement. The first DJs plugged their speakers into streetlights, and hip-hop’s earliest emcees drew crowds in local parks and playgrounds.

Hip-hop made a commercial splash with the release of The Sugarhill Gang 1979 hit “Rappers Delight,” which became rap’s first song to reach the Top 40. Far more records were in circulation at the time, but the lively and disco-inspired record elevated the newly established genre to national audiences. What was deemed a short-lived fad became one of the most influential artforms the world has ever seen. Communities across continental lines have been drawn to all five elements, which include emceeing, DJing, breaking, graffiti, knowledge, and others depending on the scholar.

The genre has spun into an abundance of subgenres since its inception. But the one that’s gone on to define and shape hip-hop the most is socially conscious rap, or “conscious rap” for short. Conscious rap consists of artists using their voice, music, or platform to speak on social, political, and cultural issues that exist in the world. These topics range between poverty, mass incarceration, racism, political corruption, mental health, and other societal concerns. Since hip-hop was formed by Black artists, conscious music has largely shed light on how these affairs affect Black Americans and other disenfranchised communities.


It’s All in “The Message”

In the eyes of most hip-hop scholars, Grandmaster Flash and The Furious Five’s “The Message” is considered the most transformative conscious rap song ever recorded. It veered from the party jams and braggadocious raps of the period and administered a fresh dose of reality rap at a pivotal point in the country. “The Message” was released at the start of the crack epidemic in New York City and former US President Ronald Reagan’s administration, which was criticized for cutting social programs and reducing taxes for high-income earners. The result of Reagan’s economic policy, often referred to as “Reaganomics,” widened income inequality and increased poverty rates.
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