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This thesis sets itself the ambitious task of analyzing and interpreting the hypermasculine 

elements of African-American performance in rap music. In the process, it examines the ways 

in which various elements of the performance work, as well as their possible influence on the 

public, black and white. In order to understand the complexity of the issue, it sketches the 

history of African-American men struggling to attain their manhood. and it points out the 

damage done to African-American masculinity during the era of slavery and the following 

period of Reconstruction. Moreover, it undertakes to trace back to those eras cultural 

phenomena, performances, and constructions that contributed to shaping subsequent 

hypermasculine images, personas, and postures—such as the folkloric tradition of figures like 

the “bad nigger,” “badman” and “bad nigga;” which, according to the author, transformed into 

the modern figures of “gangstas,” pimps, and hip hop revolutionaries. 

   

In addition, the thesis addresses the relation of rap music authenticity and the performativity 

of gender, a discussion broadly structured around Judith Butler’s gender theory.  Further 

consideration of authenticity leads to consideration of its significance for works of art, 

including, in the Emersonian, Nietzschean, and Baldwinian sense, lives as works of art. 

Partially along these lines,, the thesis concludes by attempting to categorize hip hop 

masculinity and establishes five provisional types of characters or narrators that reappear 

throughout the history of the genre.  

  

 Mr. Sedlak has undertaken here a performative analysis of the roles assigned to, played by, 

and rebelled against by African-American males in white-dominated American society. He 

has done an excellent job of examining those ascribed roles and the types of performance that 

they have elicited and continue to elicit. Further, he has very astutely linked historical black 

masculine performativity—including adaptation, inversion, mockery, and re-appropriation of 

externally-generated stereotypes—to the male gender roles and performances to be observed 

in contemporary African-American ghetto society and in the cultural manifestations which it 

has inspired in hip hop and rap music and poetry. 

  

Throughout his examination, Mr. Sedlak consistently insists on treating hip hop and rap 

cultural products as literature, and not simply pop culture artifacts, thereby reflecting his 

consistent treatment of African-American society and performativity as fully-developed 

phenomena in themselves and not as some poor and stunted shadow products of white 

hegemony. In Mr. Sedlak’s hands, the much-criticized and lampooned male performances in 

hip hop and rap culture—as representative manifestions of forces at work throughout African-

American and American society—retain a dignity closely linked to the authenticity on which 

both the culture that he is examining and his treatment(s) of it insist. 

  

The result is a suble, nuanced, and highly promising—if not ground-breaking—application 

and demonstration of scholarly abilities and imagination. The thinking and analysis here move 

far beyond those to be found in Mr. Sedlak’s earlier approaches to the subject, in, for example, 

his B.A. thesis. The growth of insight and comprehension that has clearly taken place over the 



period of the preparation of this M.A. thesis is as exceptional as the result. Repeatly at often 

under-recognized and under-analyzed cultural nodes, Mr. Sedlak has been able to challenge 

many of his own debilitating preconceptions—negative and positive--and those of many other 

professedly knowledgeable observers of Black American phenomena. 

  

Mr. Sedlak’s thesis is, in short, salutarily challenging and constructively controversial. He has 

started here down a road, or network of roads, of which his further exploration, given his 

developing sophistication, has a significant potential for important and beneficial outcomes. 

  

If I have any caveat about the thesis work, it is a regret that the discussion of male gender 

performativity could not be placed in more juxtaposition with a consideration of female 

gender perforativity and authencity in both historical and contemporary contexts.  But I think 

it is fair to say that omission of such detailed consideration can be justified given the limited 

horizon and time-frame for master’s thesis research.  While highly desirable, such additional 

inquiry is probably best considered work for Mr. Sedlak’s continuing scholarship. 

 

This is, in my view, an excellent master's thesis, and I strongly endorse the quality of its 

expository style, the literary analysis that it presents, and the philosophical and cultural 

conclusions that it offers. 

  

Thesis evaluation: “1, vyborne” 
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If the reader has any questions or needs additional information, please contact me at 

drobbins22@netzero.net. 
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