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VIRTUE IN ACTION

I n Jaﬂ Ual’y the tal k in the music industry is normally focused on the Grammy

nominations as fans and industry watchers discuss who will win best album of the year, song of the year,
etc. This January another topic is making its way to the headlines of the music industry - Raptavism - the
movement of rap artists working to impact the social, political and economic lives of Americas youth.

Raptavism

Raptavism is in part a reaction by some leaders in
hip-hop to the violent deaths of rap stars over the past
7 years. It is a belief that the hip-hop industry has a
responsibility to counter the glori cation of guns and
the gangster image with messages that show the reality
of violence and messages that will empower youth.

Some performers and hip-hop executives are encouraging
their fellow rappers to transform the industry from within,
to followa code of principles that call on hip-hop artists to
support their communities, and to stop promoting negative
images, words and lyrics.

Others in the raptavism movement are focusing on
hip-hop by mobilizing young Americans to ex their
political muscle to in uence public policy on issues
important to our nation s youth.

Responsibility

In a way, raptavism is an emerging story of the virtue of
responsibility, which is accepting and meeting a chosen
duty. Many hip-hop artists have achieved the rst part
of being responsible, de ning a duty - in their case the
duty to help improve the lives of Americas youth.

Stating a duty is relatively easy. Accepting it and living
it out through actions are another story. In this les-
son we will examine the stated goals of the raptavist
movement, and whether the actions and strategies they
propose will succeed in meeting their proclaimed duty
of helping to improve and empower Americas youth.

Background on the Raptavist
Movement

Since the mid-1990s, the rap industry has been plagued
by violence. In 1996, Tupac Shakur was shot to death,
followed in 1997 by the death of Notorious B.1.G.
Gunmen also killed rap stars Big L, Freaky Tah, and
Randy Stretch Walker. Especially sorrowful to many
was the shooting death in 2002 of Jam Master Jay from
Run DMC.

Millions of fans mourned the deaths of these artists.
Many believed that the glori cation of violence in rap
lyrics, combined with the intense rivalry between hip-
hop groups, contributed to the murders.

Confronted with the violence, some leaders in the rap
industry felt that the industry should begin to change from
within by promoting in lyrics more realistic portrayals of
the effects of violence, and by reaching out to improve the
communities that support the hip-hop industry.

These aspirations have led to the creation of several
organizations, each having its own philosophy on how
to improve and empower Americas youth.

Hip-Hop Summit Youth Council

Charles Fisher, former manager of LL Cool J, founded
the Hip-Hop Summit Youth Council, or HHYSC. He
took on LL Cool J as an honorary chairman and Public
Enemy s Chuck D as an advisor. Fisher hopes to inspire
hip-hop artists to participate in the raptavist movement.

The primary goal of HHYSC is to encourage rap artists
and corporations in the hip-hop industry to take more
responsibility for the images they are promoting to
Americas youth.

HHYSC promotes a Hip-Hop Code of Principles, that
call on rap artists to be involved in the communities
that support them, to not show disrespect to others in
their lyrics and performances, and to stay away from
the gangster image.

HHSYC Hip-Hop Code of Principles

1.The lyrics of the artists should be posted at the point
of purchase of the albums.

2.Don’t bite the hand that feeds you (never turn your
back on the community that buys your album and
puts money in your pocket)

3.Hip-Hop battles should only be between Hip-Hop artists

4.Hip-Hop battles should never result in physical violence

5.Artists should not participate in illegal activities that could
possibly disrespect the image and name of Hip-Hop
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6.Stay focused on what you are, entertainers, not gangsters

7.Artists should not hold offensive performances that
disrespect gays, women or children

8.Artists should hold meetings with their entourage to
discuss proper etiquette for shows/tours

9.Artists shouldn’t take any illegal offensive actions to
hurt another artist

10.Hip-Hop artists are role models, please act like one
and always portray yourself in a digni ed manner

11.Artists should be careful about lyrical content that
disrespects gays, religion, women and children

12.Talented people do not have to degrade themselves by
wearing little to no clothing to attract more attention

13.Make it your business to support our schools

14.Make it your business to visit those that are incarcerated

15.All artists should keep it real. If an artist’s lyrics state
one thing but behind the scenes they do other things
they should be exposed as hypocrites

HHSYC has also created a petition for individuals who
want to voice their support for the code of principles
and to encourage artists and celebrities to follow them:

HHSYC Petition for Corporate Responsibility to
Our Youth

To: Parents and Youth

We, the undersigned, support the development of a
Hip-Hop "code of Principles" (HIP-HOP C.O.P.) that
will hold celebrities & corporations accountable for
MARKETING, ADVERTISING & SELLING PROD-
UCTS with NEGATIVE IMAGES, WORDS & LYRICS
to our CHILDREN

Sincerely,

To improve the social, political, and economic conditions
of young people, HHSYC is also working to organize
artists to help increase awareness of AIDS, reform drug
laws, gun laws, and laws concerning jail time.

Hip-Hop Summit Action Network

Russell Simmons, the founder of Def Jam Records,
serves as chair on another raptavist organization - the
Hip-Hop Summit Action Network (HHSAN).

Whereas HHSYC focuses primarily on reforming rap
from within, the Hip-Hop Summit Action Network
focuses primarily on the potential political power of the
raptavist movement in in uencing government policies
related to youth.

Hip-Hop Summit Action Network Chair Russell Simmons
believes that historically hip-hop has been a voice for the
frustrations of poor people. He believes that this energy can
produce widespread changes and transform our nation if
organized and channeled in the right directions.

Simmons founded HHSAN to raise money to fund
community programs, art programs, and political
candidates. HHSAN works on literacy programs with
the Urban League, and on a Rap the Vote campaign
with the National Association for the Advancement of
Colored People (NAACP) to encourage young people
to participate in politics.

An example of the work of HHSAN was the Mobilization
for Education rally in New York on June 12, 2002. Russell
Simmons helped organize the rally to protest budget cuts
proposed by Mayor Michael Bloomberg.

The rally attracted an estimated 50,000 protestors to the
event, most of whom were students. Rap artists such

as Sean P.Diddy Combs, Alicia Keys, and LL Cool J
made appearances to help support the cause.

Because of New Yorks nancial troubles, Mayor
Bloomberg had suggested cutting $358 million out of
the school budget. After the rally, however, he scaled
back his proposed cuts by $298 million. Many rejoiced
at this move, citing the power of the hip-hop industry
to organize youth and in uence government policy.

Part I1:
Will Raptavism Achieve Its Goals?

The success of raptavism as a movement will depend

on the ability of its leaders to project goals that the hip-
hop community either now believes, or can be lead to
believe. For example it will be interesting to see whether
most rap artists follow the HHSYC code of principles.

Likely it will be a mix, with some artists following the
code and others not. In this case the success of HHSYC
will depend on us as consumers.

If most consumers of rap support those artists who
glorify violence, promote a gangster image, and disre-
spect others then the face of rap will not change, and
the industry will continue to in uence our culture with
negative images.

If we as consumers stop buying music that glori es
violence and disrespecting others, then the pro t
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incentive alone will convince most artists that it is in
their self-interest to change. For HHSYC to succeed in
changing the attitudes of consumers and rappers, it will
take real work. Holding press conferences and meetings
a couple of times a year won t do it. To achieve its goals
HHSYC will need to develop a real grass roots organi-
zation that communicates its message to the consumers
of rap in a way that is relevant and consistent.

It will also be interesting to watch the Hip-Hop Summit
Action Network. Its work in public policy has both advan-
tages and risks. In proposing speci ¢ solutions to speci ¢
problems, it will have the opportunity to be effective in
promoting change. However, the proposed solutions of
HHSAN may not re ect the views of other rap artists,
or the views of their fans. The views of hip-hop fans are
likely fairly diverse on issues such as how to improve
education and how to reduce crime.

In the long run, HHSAN will only be successful as a
political force if it educates and inspires the fans to learn
about issues and to vote on a wide scale. Again, this
requires creating a grass roots organization that goes be-
yond a couple of stars appearing at a press conference or
rally. In our democracy, the vote is the ultimate weapon.
So far, Americas youth hasn t used it.

Conclusion

It is clear that the raptavist movement has already met
the rst part of responsibility in that the movement has
de ned a duty - to positively impact the social, political
and economic lives of Americas youth.

On paper it looks like its leaders are also serious about
accepting and meeting this challenge, which is the other
requirement of being responsible. Groups like the HH-
SYC and HHSAN have already established strategies to
achieve their goals.

At the early stages of any movement, leaders are excited
about the prospects for change, and many plans are
optimistically established. Over the next year you will
be able to judge whether the leaders of the raptavist
movement have lived out the virtue of responsibility by
accepting and meeting the challenges of their duty over
time, and not only after the latest death of a rap star.

It would be a great testimony to our ability to change
as individuals and groups, if 1 and 5 years from now we
can talk about the positive contributions raptavism has
made to our nations youth. n

Vocabulary

Etiquette Rules governing socially acceptable behavior.
Glori cation Honor, or high praise.

Petition A formal written request addressed to an of cial
person, or to an organized body, having power to grant it.
Responsibility Accepting and meeting the demands of our
duty in life; being accountable for one s actions.

Notes

www.virtueinaction.org
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Lesson Goals Part |

0 Help students appreciate the Activity 1

interdependency of our society - how Read Part | of the student text.
individual and group actions affect

others Activity 2: Discussion Questions Options
[J Help students appreciate their 1. The principles listed in the HHSYC are each based on a virtue.
potential power as consumers, future
voters and political activists Referring to the de nitions of virtues written on the board, identify and discuss
[ Introduce students to the concept which virtues form the basis for some of the HHSYC principles.
of analyzing the effectiveness of
organizations in achieving stated On the board, present de nitions for:
goals o Responsibility: accepting and meeting the demands of our duty in life; being
[ Practice evaluating issues from accountable. (Several of the HHYSC principles focus on duty)
multiple perspectives Respect for Others: showing full appreciation for the worth and dignity of others;
[ Build awareness of students roles as living by the golden rule - do unto others as you would want done unto you
consumers and their collective power Honesty: truthfulness
in a free economy
[J Understand the role of the civil 2. By establishing a code of principles and the petition drive, HHSYC is in effect saying
justice system in parties addressing that rap artists have a responsibility or duty to the community of youth that buys
perceived injury, and the role of their music.
punishment in deterring illegal
activities Do you think rap artists have a responsibility to Americas youth, why or why not?

For those of you who think Rap artists do have a responsibility to the community, do
you recommend adding or deleting any of the principles in the HHSYC code?

3. Lets review the HHSYC petition. Would you sign it? Why or why not? If you would sign
the petition, how do you think you as Americas youth should hold the celebrities and
corporations in the hip-hop industry accountable if they violate the petition?

4. The movement of raptavism as a political force, and the effort to change the face
of rap away from violence, are in part a response to the violent deaths of too many
rap artists. Should the hip-hop industry and artists have worked on reducing the
glori cation of violence in their music much sooner?

Activity 3: Journal Writing

A. Now that we have reviewed the background, goals and principles of the raptavist
movement consider whether your view of rap music and your own actions have
changed. In your journals write out a speci ¢ statement as to whether your view of
rap has changed, and if yes a resolution of how your own actions will change to re ect
your view.
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Part Il
Activity 1
Read Part Il of the student text.

Activity 2: Discussion Questions
Options

1. Do you think most rap artists will follow the HHSYC code
of principles?

If the major artists do follow the HHSYC code of
principles, do you think other performers will try to
attract a following by glorifying violence, and through
their lyrics by showing disrespect for others?

Going forward, do you think the success of rap is
dependent on selling the gangster image and associated
violence? Can rap be successful without promoting the
gangster image?

2. Should Hip-Hop Summit Action Network promote speci ¢
policies on issues affecting Americas youth, or should they
adopt a more general approach? As an example, let s look at
the issue of reducing gun violence.

Givena policy speci ¢ approach HHSAN would identify
speci ¢ legislation and government policies that they
believe can help reduce gun violence. Hip-hop artists would
then directly work to promote these policies and encourage
hip-hop fans to work for these policies.

Given a general approach, HHSAN would build awareness
of the problem of gun violence, help youth through their
web site learn about various approaches to reducing gun
violence and then present youth with opportunities to
become involved.

What are the advantages / disadvantages of each approach?
Which approach do you favor?

Potential Discussion Points:

« What if Hip-hop artists don t agree on one policy response
to a problem?

* What if the policies of HHSAN dontre ect the views of
hip-hop fans?

« If you adopt a more general approach, do you then
become ineffective since the organization isn t
promoting one speci ¢ solution? How could you make
this approach more effective?

3. Some analysts believe raptavism has the potential of creating
a grassroots political movement that can help transform our
nation? Given what we have learned in this lesson about efforts
like HHSYC and the HHSAN, and given your own knowledge
about the leaders in the world of hip-hop and their fans, do
you think raptavism will develop into an effective political
movement?

4. Lets now broaden the discussion outside of only considering
the rap community. If Americas youth becomes politically

active and organized to promote their views on any issue

or issues, would it make a difference in the decisions made

today and / or in the future? Analyze this question from
the perspective of how an elected representative would be
affected by a well-organized youth effort.

Discussion point:

It may be pointed out that elected of cials won t care about
students because they can t vote; however, they are the
future voters and if young voters voted more, they and
the youth before them would likely become a powerful
force in public policy.

5. We have discussed the virtue of responsibility from the

perspective of identifying a duty and then accepting and
meeting that duty. Do you think the Hip-hop community
will succeed in living out the virtue of responsibility by
effectively working to meet the demands of their own
proclaimed duty - to empower and help improve Americas
youth?

Activity 3: Journal Writing
A. Given our readings and class discussion, write in your

journal a paragraph of whether you believe raptavism will
or will not succeed in its goal to positively impact Americas
youth. Support your view with speci ¢ statements.

Extension Projects
1. Does rap music in uence behavior? (Teachers may want

to pass this sheet out to students so that they may review
the related quotes)

The movement of raptavism and groups like HHSYC and
HHSAN are in part an admission that music, and rap
speci cally, do in uence young people and their actions.
Do you agree with this statement, why or why not?

As a focus point for our discussion, let s examine a recent
Jay-Z video where he states No matter how much money
I got, I m still gonna sell rock, on the block.

Do you think statements like Jay-Z s either encourage kids
to deal in drugs or to somehow see dealing drugs as more
acceptable? Or, do you think rap fans simply hear the
words and music, but it doesn t affect their views of drugs
and dealing drugs?

Background

The following quotes from a recent Christian Science
Monitor article may provide useful background:

A youth activist, Pee Wee Kirkland, who was a gangster
and drug dealer, says of Jay-Z s video:

"You got to tell them selling drugs is against the law.
Selling drugs, there’s a consequence”. "And then you
got to explain to them that Jay-Z ain’t in Brooklyn
selling drugs. He’s in the [mostly white, exclusive]
Hamptons."

Chuck D, the front man for Public Enemy, says the goal is
not to censor or dictate artistic direction, but to ensure
there’s "balance." Too often, rap artists focus on the




"gangsta fairy tale" without mentioning the repercussions, he says.

"I speak in jails, and everybody there says to me, 'Yo, what'’s going on with these rappers? They ain’t never going to jail, talking
about some fairy-tale gangsta life while we up here doing 10 to 15 years. Nobody’s telling our story,” " says Chuck D. "Kids
needs to know the whole story."

On the other side:

Murray Forman of Boston’s Northeastern University argues that:

"It's far too easy for the media to paint hip-hop as a problem," he says. "The other piece of it is that it's never been proven
that representational violence leads to actual violence. There is desensitization, perhaps, and acceptance of a discourse of
aggressiveness, but how that translates into actual aggressiveness is much more problematic.”

Many executives in the Hip-hop industry also argue that parents are responsible for the actions of their children, not artists
who create music. They also argue that hip-hop simply re ects a violent culture that already exists and doesn t make it
more violent.

. HHSYC Petition: For students who believe in the goals of the HHSYC petition, ask them to go to the web site and sign the
petition, including their statement of support.

. Youth Issue Advocacy: Ask the class to discuss what local or national issues are important to them. Divide the class into 3-4
teams and assign each team an issue.

Ask each team to identify a strategy for becoming involved in the issue and to then make a 5-10 minute class presentation
outlining their strategy.

Suggested Team Approaches

+ Conduct a web search to identify advocacy groups working on the issue

+ Research advocacy groups web sites and contact them to  nd out how students can participate (writing letters to elected
of cials, participating in marches, petition drives, etc.)

+ Call your Congressman or Senator s of ce for advice on how to become involved in a speci ¢ issue.

www.vVirtueinaction.org
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