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The Burden of
Respectability

Definition: “Respectability politics refers to the belief that marginalized groups
must conform to dominant societal norms to gain acceptance and reduce
discrimination.”

o Respectability politics demands that Black women conform to white, middle-
class norms of behavior and appearance to gain acceptance and avoid
discrimination

o This pressure has roots in the dehumanization and control of Black women
during slavery, where their bodies and sexuality were exploited for profit

o Thislegacy continues to shape how Black women are perceived and judged
today, making it more difficult for them to express themselves freely

Thesis: Contemporary female hip-hop artists challenge respectability politics,
reclaim their narratives, and navigate capitalism’s profit-driven commodification of
their identities.



The Commodification of
Black Women's Bodies

Historical Context:

* During slavery, Black women were viewed as property and denied basic human rights, including
bodily autonomy.

* Their bodies were commodified and exploited for the profit of slave owners, both through
forced labor and reproduction. They were subjected to sexual violence without recourse.

* Racist stereotypes, such as the "Jezebel” image, portrayed Black women as hypersexual and
immoral, used to justify this exploitation.

o "The slavery-era Jezebel, it was claimed, desired sexual relations with white men;
therefore, white men did not have to rape black women."

* Another harmful stereotype, the "Sapphire,” depicted Black women as angry, aggressive, and
loud, further controlling their expression and limiting acceptable behavior.

Policing of Black Women's Bodies:

» Thislegacy continues today in the form of dress codes, media scrutiny, and societal judgment
that disproportionately target Black women. These modern forms of control echo the historical
denial of bodily autonomy and perpetuate harmful stereotypes.

» The "Sapphire” stereotype is still used to police Black women's emotions and behavior, as seen in
the criticism of Angel Reese for her perceived aggression on the basketball court.




Respectability Politics as
a Survival Mechanism

Rules of Respectability:

* Modest Dress: Avoiding clothing deemed "too revealing" or
"provocative”

+ Silence Around Sexuality: Not openly discussing sex or
relationships

« Emotional Control: Suppressing anger, assertiveness, or any
behavior perceived as "aggressive"

Navigating Oppression:

* Inasociety that constantly judges and polices Black women,
respectability politics emerged as a way to gain acceptance and
avoid harm

Internalized Oppression & Suppressed Expression:

* While respectability politics can offer a degree of protection, it
can also reinforce internalized oppression

o Black women may internalize the idea that their natural
selves are unacceptable or unworthy

* Thiscan lead to the suppression of individual expression and a
denial of authentic identity




Hip-Hop: A Platform
for Resistance

* Hip-hop has provided a platform for Black women to challenge
respectability politics and reclaim their narratives

* Artists like Megan Thee Stallion, Cardi B, Doja Cat, and Sexyy
Red use their music and public image to defy expectations of
modesty and submissiveness

* They embrace their sexuality, reclaim derogatory terms, and
celebrate their autonomy

Examples of Resistance:

* Megan Thee Stallion and Cardi B:

* Their collaborations, like "WAP" and "Bongos", explicitly
celebrate female pleasure and sexual agency

* They use their platform to challenge the double
standards placed on women in hip-hop and beyond

* Doja Cat: Known for her playful and provocative lyrics, Doja Cat
challenges traditional notions of femininity and embraces her
sexuality with confidence

* Sexyy Red: Her explicit lyrics and confident persona challenge
traditional notions of femininity and respectability




Commodified &
Confined

Profiting from Hypersexualization:

*  While hip-hop allows for resistance, it exists within a capitalist system
that often profits from the hypersexualization of Black women

A Narrow Image:

* Theindustry often promotes a limited and often stereotypical image
of Black women to maximize revenue, focusing on lighter-skinned
artists with specific body types and presentations

Examples of Commodification:

* Ice Spice, Saweetie, and Rubi Rose are marketed heavily based on
their visual appeal and sex appeal, sometimes overshadowing their
musical talent

Overlooked Talent:

* This system can overlook talented artists like Flo Milli and Doechii,
who may not fit the narrow mold promoted by the industry

» Theseartists, often darker-skinned, may face additional challenges in
gaining mainstream recognition, despite their skills and artistry




Body Politics: Hip-Hop
& Beauty Standards

The Body as a Commodity:

* Justasenslaved women's bodies were commodified and evaluated, contemporary
capitalism pressures Black women to conform to specific beauty standards

* In hip-hop, this often manifests in the expectation of a curvier figure, often
achieved through cosmetic surgery like Brazilian Butt Lifts (BBLs)

*  This creates a market where bodies are modified for profit, both for the artists
themselves and the industries that benefit from their image

Conflicting Beauty Standards:

*  Hip-hop reflects the tension between Eurocentric beauty standards (thinness,
specific facial features) and African American beauty standards (curviness, fuller
features)

*  While some artists embrace their natural bodies, others feel pressure to conform
to the dominant ideal, often through surgery or harsh diets

Hip_HQp's |nf|!!§n ce:

* Hip-hop culture and imagery play a significant role in shaping these beauty
standards, both through music videos and social media.

+ The constant exposure to idealized images can create unrealistic expectations and
body dissatisfaction among Black women.

The Illusi f Choice:

*  While some argue that cosmetic surgery is empowering, it's crucial to recognize
societal pressure and the capitalist system that profits from it

*  Thiscreates a double bind: judgment for not having the "ideal" body and
judgment for surgically obtaining it



Capitalism’s Role

ownership rights | .

On Sunday (Oct. 16), Hitkidd took to his Twitter account to call out the Memphis rapper,
alleging that she and her team tried to claim ownership of the popular...

Exploitationin a New Form: Ocel/ 2022

Music labels prioritize sales and marketability over nuanced representation and artistic
expression

This often leads to the hypersexualization of Black female artists, perpetuating harmful
stereotypes and limiting their creative freedom

8 usa Today

The Duality of Agency: Megan Thee Stallion and former record label 1501
Entertainment settle 3-year legal battle

* While artists retain some agency in expressing themselves, they often face pressure to Megan Thee Stallion has settled a three-year-long legal dispute with her former record

conform to market demands to achieve success tabe. o0l Enteitalnment
Oct 20, 2023

» Thiscreates a tension between authentic self-expression and the need to meet the
expectations of a system that prioritizes profit

The Illusion of Success:

Despite generating billions in revenue for the music industry, Black female artists often

have limited ownership and control over their work and image [ Reete

Saweetie Blasts Her Label for Releasing Doja Cat
Collaboration

The “ICY GRL" is feeling “disrespected” after Warner Bros. Records prematurely released v
her new single “Best Friend" featuring Doja Cat to streaming services.

Many do not own their masters and have little say in how they are portrayed in the media

This highlights the systemic inequalities that persist in the music industry, where Black
women are often exploited for their talent and labor without receiving equitable

compensation or control

Dec 4, 2020




Reclaiming the Narrative: Agency,
Empowerment, & Community

Counter-Narratives:

* Black women in hip-hop are creating counter-narratives that challenge stereotypes and celebrate the full spectrum
of Black womanhood

»  Artists like Tierra Whack embrace alternative, non-sexualized representations, showcasing their creativity and
individuality

*  Lauryn Hill's legacy of self-reflective, empowering hip-hop continues to inspire generations of artists and fans

Diversity of Representation:

»  From Flo Milli's playful defiance to Monaleo's lyrical activism, Black female artists represent a wide range of styles,
perspectives, and approaches to challenging societal norms

* This diversity allows for a more nuanced and inclusive understanding of Black female identity
Community Building:

» Sisterhood and collaboration among artists create a powerful network of support that uplifts and empowers Black
women globally

* Platforms like Megan Thee Stallion's Pete & Thomas Foundation exemplify community empowerment and social
responsibility

* These artists are not only reclaiming their own narratives but also creating spaces for other Black women to thrive




"'Sex Sells": A Case Study of
Hypersexualization & Agency

Capitalizing on Sexuality:

* The music industry often profits from hypersexualized images of Black women,
perpetuating the notion that "sex sells." This is evident in the careers of artists like
Rubi Rose, Sukihana, and Sexyy Red, who explicitly center sexuality in their music and
image

Expression or Exploitation?:

* These artists challenge traditional notions of femininity by openly embracing their
sexuality. Their lyrics explore themes of desire, pleasure, and agency. However, this
content can be controversial and lead to criticism

* Are these artists reclaiming their sexuality or fulfilling a pre-determined role in a
system that exploits Black women's bodies? It's crucial to acknowledge the potential
for exploitation, even when artists appear to be in control

Historical Context:

+ This hypersexualization echoes history, from minstrel shows (white performers in
blackface caricaturing Black people as hypersexual) to the commodification of Black
women during slavery

Challenging Stereotypes:

* The presence of these artists can both reinforce and challenge stereotypes about Black
female sexuality. Their explicit content may perpetuate harmful stereotypes, but their
open embrace of their sexuality can also be a form of empowerment and resistance




Conclusion: Beyond
Respectability

Black women in hip-hop are actively
challenging respectability politics,
hypersexualization, and the commodification
of their bodies

The struggle for agency and self-expression
has deep historical roots, connecting the
experiences of enslaved women to the
challenges faced by contemporary artists

Hip-hop provides a platform for resistance,
allowing Black women to express their
authentic selves, build community, and
challenge oppressive systems

The future of hip-hop is in the hands of those
who dare to challenge the status quo and
create a more inclusive and empowering space
for Black women




Continuing the
Conversation...

 In what ways do respectability politics limit
the self-expression of Black women?

* How does the music industry contribute to
the commodification and
hypersexualization of Black female artists?

* How can we, as consumers of music and
media, support Black female artists and
contribute to a more equitable and inclusive
industry?

* What is the role of hip-hop in shaping the
future of Black female empowerment?



Thank You!

Any Questions?

Jaychele Nicole

* jschenck@falcon.bentley.edu

* jaychelenicole.com
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