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The objective of today’s class is to get comfortable evaluating 
philosophical claims about art. 

 

•  Richard Shusterman’s (1949-present) 1991 article explains 
how rap music embodies characteristics we celebrate as 
special attributes of art. 

 

–  “In the view of both the culturally elite and the so-called general public, 
rap music lurks in the underworld of aesthetic respectability.” (613) 

»  Even people who enjoy rap might not cite aesthetic value as a 
reason that listening to rap is worthwhile. 

–  “Though it is today’s ‘fastest growing genre of popular music,’               
its claim to artistic status has been drowned under a flood of        
abusive critique.” (ibid.) 

»  Despite rap’s popularity and recognition as a prominent genre of 
music, it has not widely been acknowledged as a form of art. 



•  “Rap has not only suffered 
moral and aesthetic 
condemnations,” 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

•  “…but also organized 
censorship, blacklists, 
arrests, and police-enforced 
stopping of concerts.” 

 



 

“Moreover, on a different level of 
cultural combat,  

–  we find attempts to dilute and 
undermine rap’s ethnic and 
political content by encouraging 
and exploiting its most bland, 
‘sanitized’, and commercialized 
forms.” 

“None of this should be surprising.  
–  For rap’s cultural roots and prime 

following belong to the black 
underclass of American society; 

–  and its militant black pride and 
thematizing of the ghetto 
experience represent a  
threatening siren to that society’s 
complacent status quo.” (613) 



“Armed with such powerful political motives for 
opposing rap, one can readily find aesthetic reasons 
which seem to discredit it as a legitimate art form.” E.g.: 

–  rap is spoken/chanted instead of sung 
•  …so its performance seems to require less talent or 

training than other music genres, and its vocal track 
lacks melodic interest 

–  it doesn’t require performance by live musicians 
•  the instrumental accompaniment is a track of 

prerecorded sounds 

–  it lacks originality 
•  often whatever beats/melody is present is not an 

original composition, but rather a sample of songs 
made by earlier artists 

–  “the lyrics seems to be crude and simple-minded, 
the diction sub-standard, the rhymes raucous, 
repetitive, and frequently raunchy.” (613) 



Against all these forms of criticism,  
Shusterman wants to defend rap’s “aesthetic legitimacy”. 
 

– Moreover, he thinks it should be recognized as                
“a postmodern popular art which challenges some of    
our most deeply entrenched aesthetic conventions” 

»  postmodernism is a cultural movement beginning in the  
late 20th century, which reacts against the values of the    
Modern Era (16th – mid-20th centuries) 
•  Modern ( ≠ contemporary) artistic values included 

originality, uniqueness, stylistic purity, universality, 
timelessness, and the autonomy (independence) of     
art from quotidian (everyday) life 

 
–  Shusterman argues that rap “not only saliently 

exemplifies . . . but often consciously highlights             
and thematizes” features which are prototypical of 
postmodern art. (614) 

»  This, he believes, is sufficient reason to recognize rap as 
an art form. 



Here’s one way you could formalize Shusterman’s main argument: 
 

1) If X is a postmodern work, then it is a fine artwork. 
2) Rap songs exhibit features typical of postmodern artworks. 
3) Therefore, a rap song is a postmodern work. 
4) Therefore, a rap song is a fine artwork. 

Ø Shusterman does not really defend 1);  
»  he just assumes / takes for granted that his readers will agree with it. 

•  This might be a vulnerability of his argument.  
•  Someone who doesn’t believe postmodern works are fine art 

would think 1) is false, and thus doesn’t support the conclusion. 

Ø But he does supply additional support for 2),  
-  by systematically analyzing features of rap      

and comparing them to features of        
postmodern artworks. 
•  Most of the article’s text is devoted to defending   

2) by focusing on aspects of rap one at a time. 



“Artistic appropriation is the historical source of hip-hop music and             
still remains the core of its technique and a central feature of its             
aesthetic form and message.” 
 

•  Composing the soundtrack (the acoustic 
background for the lyrics) is appropriative,  

•  because it involves taking material from other 
artists: “selecting and combining parts of 
prerecorded songs”, i.e. sampling. 

–  It takes advantage of technological advances which made it easy to                 
cut and splice together different recordings. 

–  so it doesn’t merely mimic earlier music, but re-uses the exact same sonic 
elements from other songs. 

•  The “funky beat” of rap is also appropriated, from other music genres:  
–  it “can be traced back to African roots, to jungle rhythms which were taken up 

by rock and disco and then reappropriated by the rap DJs – musical cannibals 
of the urban jungle.” (614-5) 

Ø  Whereas Modern era artists valued originality, rap artists deliberately and 
proudly recycle existing work. 



Rap also exemplifies a postmodern ideal of eclecticism:  
•  it assembles content from a huge variety of sources, creating a “collage effect” (618) 
 

-  “Not only does it sample from a wide variety of 
popular songs, it also feeds on classical music,        
TV theme songs, advertising jingles, and the 
electronic music of arcade games. 

-  It even appropriates nonmusical content, such  
as media news reports & fragments of speeches 
by Malcolm X and Martin Luther King.” (617) 

 

Ø  Shusterman says that rap’s blatant and intentional appropriation   
“challenges the traditional ideal of originality and uniqueness that has long 
enslaved our conception of art” (ibid.) 

-  Whereas modernism proposed that                                                             
‘radical novelty’ is essential to art, 

-  postmodernism contends that art can                                                                 
be creative despite being derivative, 

-  and “suggests that the apparently original                                                       
work of art is itself always a product of                                        
unacknowledged borrowings.” (ibid.) Picasso, Pablo. (1907)  

Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. 
Colesscott, Robert. (1985) 

Les Demoiselles d’Alabama. 



Discussion questions: 
 
-  Does a work have 

to be wholly 
original to be art? 
-  What about to 

be good art? 

-  Is artistic originality 
even possible, let 
alone desirable? 

-  Where does the 
inspiration to create 
completely original 
works come from? 



Another aesthetic feature of rap is that it highlights the rapper’s              
verbal virtuosity. 
 

•  Listeners unfamiliar with black vernacular are unlikely to grasp the 
complexities of the lyrics, 

–  “but informed and sympathetic close reading will reveal in many 
rap songs not only the cleverly potent vernacular expression of 
keen insights,  

–  but also forms of linguistic subtlety and multiple levels of meaning 
whose polysemic complexity, ambiguity, and intertextuality can 
sometimes rival that of high art’s so-called ‘open work’ “ (615) 

•  Shusterman is saying that rap lyrics are often just as 
complex as the text of highly esteemed literature, 

•  and that it takes insider knowledge to grasp the full 
aesthetic value of the lyrics. 

Ø This supports rap’s claim to artistic status,  
Ø because many art forms are supposedly best 

appreciated when one has acquired sufficient 
background knowledge about the art. 



Lyrics to Stetsasonic, 
 “Talkin All that Jazz” 
 

 video: bit.ly/1F8a1NW 



Lyrics to Jay Z & Biggie Smalls,    
“Brooklyn’s Finest” 
 

 video: bit.ly/1EsFu2A 



Compare to an excerpt of T.S. Eliot’s  
1922 poem “The Wasteland”: 



-  Is Shusterman correct 
to rank rap lyrics on 
par with high 
literature? 

-  What is it that makes 
lyrics aesthetically 
good, anyway? 

-  Is having aesthetically 
pleasing lyrics enough 
to qualify rap as an  
art form? 
-  If not,             

what would be 
enough to make 
rap a fine art? 



Much like postmodern art, rap seems to reject the 
modernist view that artworks must be timeless, 
universally appealing, and inviolable objects. 
•  Even when rap deals with universal issues like injustice 

& oppression, it addresses those issues as specific 
problems of “ghetto life”, and locates them in particular 
times & places. 
–  This challenges the view that artworks must:  

•  “be able to please all people and all ages by 
focusing only on universal human themes”, and  

•  be able to stand the ‘test of time’. 
 

“In defying the fetishized integrity of artworks,        
rap also challenges traditional notions of their 
monumentality, universality, and permanence.” (ibid.) 
•  Cutting & splicing existing musical works takes those 

works off of a (metaphorical) pedestal,  
•  rejecting a view of artworks as unalterable wholes to be 

appreciated only from afar. 

Marcel Duchamp 
(1919), “L.H.O.O.Q.” 



Rap often embraces technology and consumer culture,     
instead of decrying them as causes of societal deterioration. 
 

•  It “derives much of its content and imagery from mass culture”,  
•  which “provide[s] the common cultural background necessary    

for artistic creation and communication  
•  in a society where the tradition of high culture is largely     

unknown or unappealing, if not also oppressively alien              
and exclusionary” (621-2)   

Ø  In other words, rap makes itself accessible to            
large audiences, instead of alienating listeners with        
unfamiliar high-brow content. 

Ø  Postmodern art (especially the work of Andy Warhol) 
does something very similar when it uses images of 
celebrities or ordinary products to create artworks.  
-  This is rejects a long-standing artistic tradition of only 

making allusions to equally erudite material, which would 
only be recognized by an elite, highly-educated minority. 



Rap celebrates consumerism, 
–  Nelly, “Air Force Ones”: bit.ly/1fOmeR7 

…but also criticizes it: 
–  Kanye West, “New Slaves”: bit.ly/1Jtnwfc 
 

It often challenges the autonomy of art          
(its separation from ordinary life) by insisting  
on making work that is highly political and 
intended to make a practical impact. 
 

–  What’s known as ’knowledge rap’  
“stresses that practical functionality 
can form part of artistic meaning 
and value” 
-  BDP, “Stop the Violence”:       

bit.ly/1N604sk 

–  Postmodernism too “dissolves          
the relative autonomy of the         
artistic sphere”, by breaking down 
the division between artworks & 
objects with practical uses. 



Rap music often invites participation, bodily                                   
engagement, and intense emotions from its listeners. 
•  Postmodern art (especially performance art) is                                       

often interactive and visceral as well. 
•  Marina Abramovic, “The Artist is Present”:                                            

bit.ly/1EBcTZc 

–  This flouts the modernist convention of maintaining                                    
“critical distance” between oneself and the work,  

–  and the norm that the experience of art should be                                          
one of calm contemplation. 

 

Shusterman thinks that rap thrives because it is a necessary antidote to the 
limitations of traditional art: it is “inimical to modernism’s rationalized, 
disembodied, and formalized aesthetic” (628) 
 

–  Aesthetics has long been dominated by the study of objects that impact our      
visual and auditory senses, 

–  and has largely neglected the impact of artworks and non-art objects on our    
bodily senses: touch, taste, smell, kinesthesia… 



Let’s revisit Shusterman’s argument: 
 

1)  If X is a postmodern artwork, then X is fine art. 
2)  Rap songs exhibit features typical of postmodern artworks. 
3)  Therefore, a rap song is a postmodern artwork. 
4)  Therefore, a rap song is a fine art. 

 

–  Is premise 1) a warranted assumption? 
•  On what metaphysical view of “fine art” could 1) be true? 

–  Has Shusterman done an adequate job of supporting 2)? 

–  Does 2) necessarily imply 3)? 
•  Is exhibiting typical features a necessary condition for a rap song to 

qualify as a postmodern artwork? 
•  Is it a sufficient condition? 

–  If not sufficient, then what more would a rap song need in order to 
qualify as a postmodern artwork? 

•  Is postmodern art such a broad category that it’s utterly trivial to say that 
rap shares some features with some postmodern artworks? 


