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INTRODUCTION 
In America music has always been political and about race. From the enslaved 
Africans who sang in the fields to the blues which came after emancipation, from Jazz 
which was born during the Harlem Renaissance to Hip Hop in the Bronx, Black people 
in America have always used music as a tool to express their pain and show resilience 
. 

But looking at American history we can see a clear trend that keeps coming back 
when it comes to Black music: when Black People  create new musical forms ,white 
artists and white-owned corporations find ways to profit from it while Black artists 
remain marginalized.The original creators are either erased from history or their 
importance gets reduced.  

 



 

This is cultural appropriation in its most concrete form. It's about money, power, 
recognition, and who gets to tell the story of American music. Cultural appropriation is 
the reason why Elvis gets to be called the King of Rock 'n' Roll  while black pioneers 
such as Big Mama Thorne, Sister Rosetta Tharpe,to name a few, get forgotten. It is 
the reason why Eminem gets to be the best-selling rapper in hip-hop history in a genre 
created by and for Black communities. 

This thesis isn't about pointing fingers or making accusations. The reality of cultural 
appropriation in American music is far more complicated than simple stories of theft 
and victimhood. As we'll see throughout this work, the truth involves genuine cultural 
exchange happening within deeply unequal systems, individual artists who genuinely 
love Black music while still benefiting from racial privilege, Black facilitators who help 
white artists gain access to Black cultural spaces, and economic structures designed 
to ensure white performers profit more than Black creators regardless of individual 
intentions. 

The goal of this thesis is to examine cultural appropriation in Black music through 
multiple lenses. We'll start by defining what cultural appropriation actually means and 
how it differs from cultural exchange, assimilation, and transculturation. We'll explore 
the historical context of how Black music has been systematically appropriated, from 
minstrel shows to the corporate colonization of the music industry. Then we'll examine 
two specific case studies: Elvis Presley and rock 'n' roll in the 1950s, and Eminem and 
hip-hop from the 1990s to present. 

These two case studies were chosen in a deliberate way because they represent 
different moments in American history and different relationships to appropriation. We 
will be comparing Eminem and Elvis . By comparing these two figures, we can ask 
ourselves : Can a white artist participate in Black music in ways that are more ethical 
than pure exploitation? Or does the structural inequality remain the same regardless of 
individual intentions? 

I'll use Alice Walker's short story "1955" as a lens for understanding the Elvis era to 
explore these questions. Walker's short story is about a Black blues singer whose 
song is stolen by a white performer who becomes famous. This story gives us  the 
emotional and human dimension of appropriation, told from the view of the person 
whose culture is being taken.  

For the chapter on Eminem, I'll analyze the 2002 film 8 Mile alongside Eminem's own 
lyrics to understand how he positions himself in hip-hop, how he acknowledges 
appropriation. 

Throughout this thesis, I don’t want  to reinforce simple narratives. It would be easy to 
write a thesis that just condemns white artists for stealing Black music, or one that 
dismisses completely appropriation . Both these approaches are too simplistic and 
lack nuance. 

 



 

The questions this thesis tries to answer are : How do we hold both truths at once? 
How do we acknowledge that cultural mixing has created incredible music while still 
calling out the economic and social injustices that determine who gets to profit from 
that music? How do we distinguish between cultural appreciation and cultural theft? 
How do we acknowledge individual artists' intentions while recognizing that structural 
racism operates regardless of those intentions? 

These aren't easy questions, and I don't claim to have perfect answers. But by 
examining the specific cases like Elvis and Eminem, and considering perspectives 
from Black artists and writers like Alice Walker, I hope to contribute to a more nuanced 
understanding of how cultural appropriation works in American music . 

This thesis is organized into 3 chapters. Chapter 1 provides the theoretical framework, 
defining cultural appropriation and examining how it differs from related concepts like 
assimilation and transculturation. It also explores the specific history of appropriation in 
Black music. 

Chapter 2 examines Elvis Presley and rock 'n' roll, using Alice Walker's "1955" as a 
lens for understanding the human dimensions of appropriation. It also  compares 
Walker's fictional story and the 2022 Elvis film. 

Chapter 3 turns to Eminem and hip-hop, exploring how patterns of appropriation have 
evolved and how Eminem's self-awareness and political activism distinguish him from 
Elvis while still benefiting from the same exploitative system. It analyzes 8 Mile and 
Eminem's lyrics to understand his complex position as a white artist in a Black genre.. 

What I hope readers take away from this thesis is not a simplistic judgment about 
whether white people should or shouldn’t play Black music.The more important 
questions are: How can participation happen justly? How can we ensure that the 
creators of cultural forms benefit economically and receive proper recognition? How 
can we tell narratives that do not erase Black people? And, more importantly , how can 
we reshape the structures of the music industry so that success is not tied to 
whiteness? 

These are the questions that matter, and these are the questions this thesis seeks to 
explore. 
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Chapter 1: What Is Cultural 
Appropriation? 
The Oxford English Dictionary defines cultural appropriation broadly as "the act of 
copying or using the customs and traditions of a group or culture that is not your own, 
in a way that is considered to show a lack of respect or understanding." (Oxford 
Learner's Dictionary).From this definition, we get the sense that the problem does not 
stem from borrowing something from another culture but from not understanding or 
respecting it. 

According to Britannica, cultural appropriation is "the borrowing of the culture of a 
minority social group by a dominant culture."(Encyclopedia Britannica).This latter 
definition narrows it down further, highlighting a very important aspect: the political 
dimension. Many people think appropriation is just about wearing certain clothes or 
making certain types of music, but it is deeper. Cultural appropriation involves power 
dynamics and has highly exploitative features. 

Merriam-Webster defines appropriate as "to take or make use of without authority or 
right." This not only implies taking something but also doing so without permission. All 
these definitions emphasize a key point: the underlying problem is that the subject who 
borrows from another culture does so without the right to do so, understanding, or 
respect. 

As Bruce Ziff and Pratima V. Rao explain in their introduction to Borrowed Power: 
Essays on Cultural Appropriation (1997), cultural appropriation is not always a 
clear-cut concept but rather a wide-ranging phenomenon because culture itself is 
extremely broad.  

The concept of appropriation is easier to grasp at an individual level; for example, 
stealing someone's artwork without permission. In such cases, the act is obviously 
wrong. However, when the subject being appropriated is not one person but an entire 
group or ethnicity, the matter becomes much more nuanced. Clearly defining a culture 
is never easy, let alone determining which cultural practices belong to whom. Theft is 
usually imagined in an individual context, which is why the idea of one group "stealing" 
from another feels abstract to many. Another reason people struggle with the concept 
is that stealing is typically associated with physical objects, whereas culture, art, 
music, and stories, though not strictly material, can also be taken without consent. 

The United States has many historical examples of this pattern. Native stories have 
been retold and reshaped by white narrators, completely distorting their original 
meaning. In Native American cultures, storytelling is oral, and ownership of stories is 
important. White writers often misrepresented these stories, and recording them was 
even a violation. This raises questions about freedom of speech and cultural 
properties. Laws in Canada, for instance, have been proposed to regulate white 
novelists writing about Native stories. International attempts, such as the UNESCO 
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1970 Convention, protect physical cultural property, but safeguarding intellectual 
property is more challenging. It is difficult to identify the creators of genres, practices, 
or cultural expressions and determine who holds the rights. 

This is just one layer that shows why conversations about cultural appropriation are 
difficult to have. Another layer involves valid objections: if cultures constantly mix, 
evolve, and borrow, especially in music, how can one claim ownership over them? 

From here, the debate often shifts to a practical level: should people actually have to 
ask permission to enjoy certain music or wear certain clothing? This issue is more 
complex. It is difficult to determine where appropriation begins and ends because 
other phenomena, such as assimilation and transculturation, intersect with it. In 
multicultural societies, people from different cultures inevitably influence each other. In 
today's globalized world, even those who wish to avoid other cultures often cannot, but 
where do we draw the line? 

Ziff and Rao emphasize that appropriation can take different forms around the world, 
describing it as "multidirectional." (1997, p. 16-18).Although we often think of 
appropriation as a dominant group taking from a subordinate one, cultural borrowing 
can occur in other directions. 

They also argue that the opposite of cultural appropriation is cultural assimilation. The 
difference lies in the subject borrowing. Appropriation occurs when a dominant group 
borrows, where power politics is crucial and it is about who has the authority to elevate 
a culture, how it is perceived, and who controls its narratives. Assimilation, on the 
other hand, happens when a minority assimilates into the dominant group. 

Both involve interactions between cultures, but their motivations differ. Assimilation 
stems from a desire to be accepted and, in some cases, for survival, conforming and 
reducing oneself to gain inclusion. Danielle Fosler-Lussier notes in Music on the Move 
(2020) that early Black church musicians often emulated white singing styles as a 
means of assimilation (pg 80-81). Cultural appropriation, on the other hand, comes 
from a position of power, not necessity; it is about exploitation, not survival. Whereas 
assimilation is about necessity, appropriation is about choice. 

To understand this dynamic in the United States, it is necessary to examine its 
historical context and how the country has managed its multiethnic population. While 
the U.S. often boasts of being a "melting pot" or "salad bowl," a dominant cultural 
standard has consistently prevailed: white Anglo-Saxon norms. From the country's 
foundations, conformity to these norms was expected and seen as the "golden ticket" 
to being American. 

Initially, this process targeted Native American populations. Boarding schools, such as 
the Carlisle Indian Industrial School founded in 1879, removed children from their 
families, imposed English names, forbade native languages, and mandated 
European-style clothing. These supposed "educational opportunities" ended up 
erasing identities on a shocking scale. Laws such as the Dawes Act of 1887 divided 
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tribal lands and handed large swaths to white settlers. The message was clear: adapt 
or perish. 

This script was later applied to new arrivals: Irish, Italian, Polish, and Jewish 
immigrants were required to abandon their native habits to be accepted. Being "white" 
was a privilege that had to be earned. This process, known as Anglo-conformity, 
demanded the suppression of languages, traditions, and community norms to fit a 
narrowly defined standard of Americanness. 

Jewish American writer Anzia Yezierska vividly portrayed this struggle. Her 
protagonists, often young Jewish immigrant women, navigate poverty, strict family or 
community expectations, and the tension between pursuing education or a better life 
while remaining connected or disconnected from their roots. Yezierska illustrates that 
assimilation often brings not just opportunity, but also loneliness, alienation, and 
profound cultural loss. 

Minority groups did not adopt the dominant culture out of curiosity or enjoyment; they 
were compelled to do so by systemic pressures. Meanwhile, the dominant culture 
selectively borrowed from minority innovations, profiting, gaining fame, and 
accumulating social capital without granting original communities a share of the 
benefits. For outsiders, adopting mainstream norms has been a matter of survival 
rather than creativity or cultural exchange. True inclusion should never demand the 
erasure of identities, yet this erasure was precisely what American assimilation 
policies required. 

Appropriation in Black Music 

When it comes to music, it is not always possible to say who owns a certain type of 
music or who has rights to it, especially in American music, which is inherently the 
product of transculturation. Most modern genres stem from a mix of Western 
European musical influences and African instruments and heritage. Do all cultures 
have an equal claim to these genres, or does one group have more rights than the 
others? More importantly, why does it matter? These questions are significant because 
music is inherently political through lyrics, narratives, ownership, and control of 
perception. Ownership comes with power, influence, and control over the sharing of 
culture. 

To understand appropriation in music, Fosler-Lussier (2020) distinguishes between 
two forms. The first is appropriation as borrowing—the natural way music flows from 
one ethnic group to another. Many genres we know today emerged from the mixing of 
cultural traditions, and this process is not necessarily harmful or exploitative. The 
second form is taking and borrowing without recognition or credit. 

To better understand how culture is created and evolves in the United States, we can 
borrow a concept first introduced by Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz to describe 
racial and cultural dynamics in Cuba. Ortiz coined the term "transculturation" to go 
beyond the ideas of acculturation and assimilation, which suggest a one-sided process 
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where one culture dominates and absorbs the other. Transculturation is different; it 
describes how Cuban culture emerged from the continuous mixing of elements from 
European settlers, enslaved Africans, and indigenous peoples. The cultural product 
that emerges from this mixing is something entirely new, different from all three original 
sources combined. 

The concept of transculturation can also be applied to Black music and musical genres 
in America. Consider jazz, blues, rock and roll, or even country; these are not purely 
African or European musical forms. They are the result of transculturation, born from 
the collision and mixing of African musical traditions brought by enslaved people, 
European folk and classical traditions, and Native American influences. The banjo in 
country music is a perfect example of an African instrument that was mixed with 
European folk melodies to create something new. Or blues, which took African 
call-and-response patterns, mixed them with European chord structures, and created a 
completely new sound that expressed the unique experience of being Black in 
America. This is transculturation at work—cultures meeting, clashing, and creating 
something that did not exist before. 

However, just because these musical genres are products of transculturation does not 
mean that appropriation is not happening. Yes, jazz, blues, and rock are not "purely" 
Black in some essentialist sense, but that does not erase the fact that they were born 
in Black communities, shaped by the Black experience, and used by Black people to 
express their reality under oppression. The problem is not that white people 
participated in or were influenced by these genres; cultural exchange is natural and 
inevitable. The problem is what happens next. It is when white musicians and 
institutions take the musical forms that Black people created and developed, strip 
away the context and the people who made them, claim the innovation and profits for 
themselves, and then prevent Black artists from getting recognition in those same 
genres. Transculturation explains how the music came to be, but it does not justify the 
erasure, theft of credit, or the economic exploitation that followed. You can 
acknowledge that American music is mixed and hybrid while still recognizing that 
Black people have been systematically robbed of their contributions and pushed out of 
the genres they pioneered. 

Certain conversations about cultural appropriation seem contradictory because they 
involve the idea of "purity." If music or culture can be stolen, it implies that these things 
are pure and belong to one group. However, culture, and especially music, is never 
pure; it is always intermixed, particularly in America. This thesis does not argue for the 
existence of a "pure" culture.  

Cultural appropriation is closely tied to the ideas of authenticity in art and music. Music 
is often treated as a vessel for cultural heritage, preserving the "original source" of a 
tradition. Although protective in intention, this can be harmful. Musical forms are never 
static; they evolve as artists innovate, collaborate, and respond to social and cultural 
influences. Efforts to preserve an "original" form can make music rigid, frozen, and 
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objectified, stripping it of its adaptive qualities. For example, early blues or jazz 
recordings capture moments in time, but the music continued to evolve. 

White musicians have frequently weaponized authenticity. For example, in the 1940s 
and the 1950s, white singers sought a "pure" blues sound (Fosler-Lussier, 2020 ,pg 
74-75). These performers emulated a particular style, even as the genre evolved. This 
essentializes Black artists as custodians of a fixed musical form, while celebrating 
white performers as innovators. Eric Clapton exemplified this dynamic, minimizing the 
skill and labor of Black musicians while framing his own engagement as exceptional. 

This intersects with strategic essentialism, which temporarily emphasizes cultural traits 
by disempowered groups to protect or promote their interests. For example, Black jazz 
musicians in the 1960s highlighted roots in blues and gospel to assert ownership over 
musical traditions being co-opted by mainstream labels. 

Wesley Morris, a journalist and popular culture critic, wrote an article in The New York 
Times titled "Why Is Everyone Stealing Black Music?" that traces the origins of the 
appropriation of Black culture in American entertainment. He writes, "Blackness was 
on the move before my ancestors were legally free to be. It was on the move before 
my ancestors even knew what they had done. It was on the move because white 
people were moving it" (Morris,2019). 

Morris is referring to how Black culture was already alive during slavery through the 
songs enslaved Africans sang, their rhythm, their dances, and their creative 
expression. Despite white enslavers' constant efforts to break their spirit and suppress 
their creativity, Black people continued to nurture a vibrant musical culture that was 
directly connected to their African roots, as well as changing to express their new 
circumstances. They were building something new—something the world had never 
seen before. 

At first, white enslavers tried to suppress these musical forms and this expressive way 
of being, but they failed. During the period of slavery, slave owners prohibited African 
drums and musical meetings after discovering their role in facilitating communication 
and resistance among enslaved Africans. After the 1739 Stono Rebellion in South 
Carolina, new laws were passed forbidding enslaved people from owning or playing 
drums or horns (Slave Codes of 1740). 

Despite these bans, enslaved Africans preserved rhythm through body percussion, 
hand clapping, foot stomping, call-and-response, and powerful vocal techniques. 
White enslavers not only failed to suppress Black creativity but were also drawn to it. 
Despite their efforts to suppress it, they were inevitably drawn to it. Therefore, unable 
to resist imitation, they began reproducing it through minstrel shows. 

Morris argues that minstrel shows were the first true form of appropriation in American 
entertainment. Minstrelsy represents the earliest example of white people copying and 
performing blackness without any genuine respect for or understanding of Black 

 



6 

people. These performances made a spectacle of Black culture, while Black people 
themselves remained enslaved and oppressed. 

He gives the example of Thomas Dartmouth Rice, a white actor who, in the 1830s, 
rose to fame by imitating a Black man he once saw singing while grooming a horse. 
Rice copied his song and movements, renamed him "Jim Crow," and performed the 
act on stage. This character became the mascot for nearly two centuries of legalized 
racial segregation in the United States. 

This pattern was set, a trend that would recur throughout American music history, 
where Black cultural expressions are initially suppressed, later emulated and profited 
from by white musicians, while Black individuals are denied the financial rewards and 
acknowledgement of their creative output. 

During slavery, Black people were forced to entertain white audiences, singing and 
dancing for their captors, an exploitation that continues in various forms today. In blues 
music, the pain and suffering of Black people were often commodified for white 
entertainment. 

The blues became a prominent genre compared to other Black musical forms in the 
South because slave owners suppressed certain styles, such as those involving 
drums. This was an early example of Black music being controlled by whiteness. 

The blues has often been seen as a "natural product of African Americans' mysterious 
lifestyle," (Fosler-Lussier, 2020 ,pg 77-78) a trope that downplays the skill and effort 
Black people put into music, sports, and other achievements, attributing them instead 
to innate talent or "nature." 

In the 1930s, many white singers rediscovered rural blues and borrowed this genre, 
performing songs from Black musicians sometimes without crediting them. This trend 
originated from both American and British singers , including the British Invasion.The 
British Invasion of the 1960s, which saw British bands like The Rolling Stones and The 
Beatles gain massive popularity in the United States, heavily drew from American 
blues and R&B while often receiving more commercial success and critical acclaim 
than the Black artists who originated these sounds. 

Some cultural critics have described this phenomenon as The Great Music 
Robbery—the systematic appropriation of Black musical innovation by white artists 
and institutions who profit from it while erasing its creators. The critique points to how 
white musicians have historically gained enormous recognition and wealth by 
performing genres born from the Black experience, such as the blues and jazz. These 
musical forms carry with them the weight of African American history such as pain, 
resistance, and creativity, which cannot be separated from their cultural roots. 

At the same time, some scholars argue that this line of criticism can risk essentializing 
Black identity, by implying that all African Americans share the same cultural origins or 
experiences. This creates another form of limitation: it confines Black art to a single, 
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fixed narrative, rather than recognizing the diversity and evolution within Black musical 
expression. 

Thinking of the blues as an unchanging essence encourages white audiences to 
ignore African Americans' further development of that tradition or other traditions and 
places them in restrictive boxes. 

In this B.A. thesis, I analyze two genres in particular: rap and rock. 

It is important to note that the issue is not about policing the types of music white 
people can produce or listen to. Rather, it highlights how certain cultures and music 
are perceived differently based on the race of the performer. Black music has been 
scrutinized, policed, and appropriated since the beginning of American history. 

When we talk about the appropriation of Black music, it is not just about taking and 
performing the music for profit. It is also about controlling the narrative surrounding 
music and culture, shaping how it is perceived by the media and the general public. 

Much of the narration of the history of African American music, especially in the early 
centuries, has been done by white observers. The first written accounts of African 
American music, mostly from the 19th century, were written by white witnesses. From 
the very beginning, the history of Black music has often been narrated from a white 
perspective, which was unable to deeply understand its characteristics and function 
and misinterpreted it according to white racist prejudices. This demonstrates how 
racial inequalities and systemic racism in America have influenced every sphere of life, 
including music.. 

It is true that taking minority voices and their ability to tell their own history is "as 
American as apple pie." Wrong narratives around cultures can completely rewrite 
history, and the American media has successfully erased Black people from their 
narratives. 

Why is it that white people in America overwhelmingly tell the history of Black music 
and culture in general?This is due to the socio-economic dynamics and the great 
disparity that exists in America, which is rooted in both race and class. 

The question of who gets to tell the history of Black music ultimately comes down to 
power, specifically economic and institutional power. Marginalized communities that 
birthed these revolutionary musical forms rarely have the resources to document, 
preserve, and broadcast their own stories. When one is born into environments of 
poverty and systemic racism, and is fighting for basic survival and dignity, archiving 
one's cultural contributions is not one's first priority. You are too busy living the reality 
that creates the music to step back and write its history. 

This creates a vacuum that white historians, critics, and institutions eagerly fill. They 
have the education, platforms, publishing houses, university positions, and funding. 
They control museums, archives, radio stations, and record labels. They become the 
ones who write the definitive histories, decide what is important, and choose which 
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voices to amplify and which to silence. Because they are writing from outside the 
culture, they can reshape it to fit more comfortable narratives—ones that minimize 
racism, ignore context, and center white contributions. 

This is not just about individual bias; it is about structural inequality. The same systems 
that create economic disparity also create narrative disparities. The same forces that 
keep Black communities under-resourced also ensure that they cannot control their 
cultural legacy. What is missing is not Black voices willing to tell their stories; it is the 
institutional power and resources that would allow those stories to reach the 
mainstream and become the accepted history. 

In “ The Appropriation of Music and Musical Forms”  Hall argues   that in the case of 
jazz, white scholars and analysts have had a significant role in whitewashing this 
genre by separating the musical form of jazz from the context in which it was born. In a 
lot of jazz literature, they tend to indicate Benny Goodman (a white jazz musician) and 
his performance in 1935 as the beginning of mainstream jazz, completely erasing 
Black innovators such as Duke Ellington, Don Redman, and Benny Moten. He goes on 
to say that most of the jazz fanbase and analysts are overwhelmingly white. (pg 46-47) 

This shows another way in which Black communities sometimes unknowingly 
participate in their own cultural appropriation. Black musical innovation moves 
incredibly fast; as soon as one form takes shape, the community is already onto 
creating the next thing. This constant evolution is a sign of Black creativity, but it also 
leaves them vulnerable to appropriation. While Black artists are busy innovating and 
moving forward, they often do not have the institutional power or resources to protect 
and document what they have just created or control how the story gets told. This is 
where white musicians and institutions intervene. They have more money and better 
access to media, so they fill this gap. They do not just adopt these musical 
forms—they claim them, write about them, theorize them, and eventually control who 
gets remembered and who gets the credit. The fanbase slowly shifts, the history gets 
rewritten, and suddenly the genre that came from Black communities is seen as 
something that belongs to everyone—or worse, it becomes associated mainly with 
white people. We saw this happen with jazz during the swing era, with rock and roll in 
the 1950s and 1960s, and we are seeing similar patterns with hip-hop today as it is 
increasingly dominated by white consumers and executives. 

Consider, for example, the history of country music, which is notoriously seen as a 
white genre in modern-day America by both white and Black people. Interestingly, 
when we look at the real history of country music, we see how deeply it was influenced 
by Black people. 

The genre that we know today as country music was born from British folk traditions 
but was also heavily influenced by enslaved Africans and their singing style. For 
example, the banjo, one of the most famous instruments used in country songs, is a 
traditional West African instrument taken to the American colonies by enslaved 
Africans. The instrument was first popularized through minstrel shows and later 
became associated with the image of the white Southern man. 
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Many people who identify as Foundational Black Americans—a controversial 
movement that emphasizes the unique experience and contributions of descendants 
of American slavery and separates them from descendants of free blacks or black 
immigrants from Africa—would go as far as to say that country music is solely Black 
music. But this is ahistorical and inaccurate. They are being just as wrong as those 
white people who claim the genre is white It is rather the result of the mixing of 
European and African music. 

When Country got popularized in the 1940s, the Black community, who contributed 
massively to the genre, got cut off completely by the mainstream media. They 
completely whitewashed the representation by erasing Black country musicians. Thus, 
what we see today is a stereotyping of country music. This shows a very clear pattern 
in how America completely erases Black faces and the contributions they have made. 

It is striking how this historical erasure affects Black people themselves. Today, it is 
common to hear Black Americans dismiss country music as "white people music," 
completely unaware of their own community's foundational role in creating it. The 
manipulation is so effective that the very people whose history is being rewritten do not 
recognize the theft. In fact, they participate in it, reinforcing the false narrative that 
erases their ancestors' contributions. This is perhaps the most insidious aspect of 
cultural appropriation: it does not just steal from a community, it makes that community 
forget what was taken. White media no longer need to convince anyone that country 
music is white anymore; Black people are saying it themselves, having internalized a 
lie so completely that they police its boundaries. This demonstrates the frightening 
power of narrative control—when you can make people forget their own history, you do 
not just erase the past, you shape the future. 

This shows how important it is for a community to be conscious about their history and 
tell it themselves, because otherwise someone else will do it for them. 

In March 2024, Beyoncé released Cowboy Carter, a primarily country album that 
brought up heated debates online. It was deemed "not country enough," and some 
went as far as to say that she was cosplaying and appropriating white music, because 
she was not born from that culture or around that environment. This is ironic because 
Beyoncé, who was born and grew up in the South, is Texas-born, and throughout her 
entire career she has made it clear that those are her roots. 

The album, which won a Grammy for Best Country Music, making Beyoncé the first 
Black artist to ever win in this category, despite being the most successful country 
album of that year, was heavily snubbed by mainstream country platforms, radio 
stations, and received zero nominations from the Country Music Association (CMA) 
Awards. Notably, Beyoncé's performance at the CMA in 2016 had the highest 
viewership in history. Once again, music platforms benefited from Black artists but 
refused to give them any type of recognition. 

This example gives the opportunity to highlight another common pattern in the music 
industry. Black musicians are often put into these fixed musical categories (such as 
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rap and R&B), and when they try to get out of them, they are often met with critique. 
This is what I like to call the last phase of cultural appropriation of Black music. After 
the initial phase, Black music gets completely demonized, and then it gets slowly taken 
by white artists. Most of the time, these white artists are the ones who get honored by 
the media and radio. Then comes the complete whitewashing of that music, and 
decades later, the prohibition for that same group of people from performing it. 

This is essentialism at work—those same fixed ideas about which races "belong" to 
which genres. The belief that there is something inherently white about country music 
means that even a Texas-born artist who grew up in the South gets treated as an 
outsider. Meanwhile, these rigid boxes that limit Black artists to rap and R&B do not 
apply in the same way to white musicians, who get praised for being innovative and 
experimental when they cross into Black musical forms. Essentialism constrains Black 
artistic freedom while giving white artists permission to move freely and claim 
innovation. 

As I said at the beginning of the chapter, many European immigrants who came to 
America were assimilated into society. In many cases, their culture contributed to the 
American salad bowl, and that same group who was initially discriminated against 
eventually got accepted and assimilated into white American society. The assimilation 
of these European minority groups often came easier once their culture started being 
shared and appreciated. Sometimes, cultural aspects like music or food can bring 
people together. When we share our culture and musical traditions with others, it 
builds bridges and makes the other seem more like us rather than just an "other." So 
what happens over the years is that the minority group's culture and the dominant 
culture slowly mix through transculturation. Their traditions become part of the broader 
American culture, and then, in a second phase, the people themselves get accepted 
into society. The tragedy of Black people is that they have never been able to get 
access into the second phase. 

Though their music is shared and becomes part of the American mainstream, the 
people have never been truly accepted. So you have white people who enjoy Black 
music but at the same time fear the people who make that same music. 

The truth is, many white Americans love to consume Black music and culture but 
without having to deal with the individuals who make that music. Many of them love to 
use the "color-blind" card when confronted by their prejudice, saying things like color 
and race should not matter in music. But the issue is that, for the most part, music has 
been a tool for Black people to express their struggle. 

The connection between music and black identity  goes as far back as slavery, when 
enslaved Africans often expressed their pain by singing in the fields.  It was crucial 
during the post-Civil War era, when Black men were imprisoned through convict 
leasing and chain gangs in the late 1800s, and found release through work songs, or 
during the 1920s, when the blues started as a way for Black people to express the 
experience of being Black in America. 

 



11 

Let us take, for instance, jazz, which was born in the early 1900s in New Orleans, from 
poor, working-class Black Americans who expressed the African American experience 
under Jim Crow. When, during the 1920s, this genre was adopted by white 
mainstream artists who got most of the recognition and commercial success,while  
Black artists were relegated to segregated venues and paid less.  

Black music has always been about race, because the musicians who are singing are 
singing about issues deeply connected to race, like social inequalities, discrimination, 
and so on, but also solidarity against oppression. So for a white person to say race 
should not be something to consider when listening to music is a completely 
disingenuous and privileged position. Because admitting the role of race would mean 
for white Americans to actually see the reality of Black America and acknowledge the 
disparity that exists in their society, which is uncomfortable for many. So they turn a 
blind eye. This completely makes the Black human invisible. 

Hooks (1992) makes an interesting point in Black Looks that helps us understand how 
and why Black people sometimes participate in the rewriting of their own history and 
musical legacy. She argues that in a country like America, white supremacist ideas do 
not just exist outside in society, they get internalized, planted deep in the minds of 
Black people themselves. A lot of Black folks have completely absorbed the idea that 
the only way to gain success and acceptance is by rejecting Blackness, Black history, 
and culture. This also applies to music. When Black innovators give birth to musical 
forms that we all love and cherish today, at that time, in the moment of birth, they are 
seen as demonic, too sexual, excessive. Black individuals internalize these 
misconceptions about their own music, subsequently dedicating their lives trying to 
disassociate themselves from it in order to connect with whiteness and achieve white 
acceptance. They start seeing their own culture and innovations through the lens of 
the colonizer, viewing what they create as something to escape from rather than 
something to protect and celebrate. This is what hooks means when she calls for 
Black people to decolonize their mindset and reject the vision of Blackness that white 
supremacy has produced through the constant demonization of their musical forms. 

Before proceeding with this discourse, it is essential to consider one underlying 
inquiry: Why do white Americans both engage with and emulate Black music and 
culture while simultaneously hating the very group responsible for its creation? 

We can find a first response to this question in Black Looks, in bell hooks’ brilliant 
statemently: "Within commodity culture, ethnicity becomes spice, seasoning that can 
liven up the dull dish that is mainstream white culture." (Hooks,1992,pg 20) 

This means that for some white people who consume Black music, it is not always a 
way to share culture but rather to get some excitement out of it. White people want the 
rhythm, the creativity, the "spice" of Blackness, but they do not want Black people 
themselves. They wish to engage with Black culture for its entertainment value and 
rebellious appeal, yet they deliberately ignore the humanity, hardships, and underlying 
politics that define the individuals who created it. That is why we see today how a lot of 
young white people on social media love to listen to rap music and repeat the verses 
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these rappers perform without truly understanding them. For them, it is a rebellious 
act, a way to break free from their white innocence and enter what they imagine as a 
"savage lifestyle," which is how they see Blackness. They engage with the aesthetic, 
the sound, the perceived danger and edge of Black culture, but remain completely 
disconnected from the actual experiences and struggles that created that music in the 
first place. 

This dynamic is particularly dangerous, as it reinforces harmful stereotypes that 
associate Blackness with savagery and whiteness with purity. 

To understand why white Americans are so drawn to Black culture while 
simultaneously devaluing Black people, we can return to Wesley Morris's analysis of 
minstrelsy. The Thomas Dartmouth Rice example is particularly revealing:, a white 
man saw a Black man's creative expression, was captivated by it, copied it for profit, 
and then used that same imitation to justify segregation and oppression. This example 
reveals how white fascination with Black creativity has always coexisted with deep 
anti-Blackness. The same culture that is mocked, criminalized, and banned is 
simultaneously copied, commercialized, and celebrated as long as it is performed by 
white bodies. This is the twisted love-hate relationship America has always had with 
Black culture. Minstrelsy set this template over a century ago, and we are still living 
with its legacy today. 

In addition to having the wrong intentions, white people's access to Black music often 
occurs without considering the context in which these musical forms are created, with 
the potential to further stigmatize and alienate Black people. 

This is what hooks calls the "commodification of the Other": the phenomenon where 
dominant groups in society take elements of marginalized group culture (in our case, 
white media and white people taking Black music), appropriating them, stripping them 
of their real essence and the context in which they are born. The final product is often 
just a commercialized, watered-down version. 
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CHAPTER 2: ELVIS PRESLEY AND ROCK 'N' ROLL 
In the early 1950s, rock 'n' roll was under attack. White America was terrified of this 
new musical form emerging from Black communities. As reported in an Associated 
Press article from October 1957, which reprinted an excerpt from the Paris-based 
magazine “Western World,” Frank Sinatra called rock 'n' roll "the most brutal, ugly, 
degenerate, vicious form of expression," performed by "cretinous goons" (Sinatra, F. 
Article on rock 'n' roll. Western World,1957, October 28 ). White preachers across the 
South condemned it as "blasphemous jungle music" (qt. in Fosler-Lussier, 2020,pg 75 
-80). Perhaps the most revealing condemnation came from Asa Carter, leader of the 
North Alabama White Citizens' Council, who declared that rock 'n' roll was "a means of 
pulling down the white man to the level of the Negro." Carter claimed the NAACP had 
"infiltrated" white teenagers with this "immoral" music and labeled it a plot to 
"mongrelize America." The White Citizens' Council also distributed flyers that pleaded, 
"Help Save the Youth of America, DON'T BUY NEGRO RECORDS!" (Handbill from 
the Citizens' Council of Greater New Orleans, Inc). 

The fear wasn't really about the music itself; it was about Blackness infiltrating white 
America through sound. It was about young white people dancing to Black rhythms, 
admiring Black performers, and potentially crossing the rigid color line that 
segregation created. Radio stations in Pittsburgh, Denver, Chicago, and Cincinnati 
refused to play rock 'n' roll. Cities across Alabama, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Virginia 
banned interracial concerts. 

But by 1956, something had shifted. Rock 'n' roll wasn't being banned anymore - it 
was dominating the radios and breaking sales records. What changed? Not the music 
itself, but who was performing it. When Elvis Presley, a white man from Tupelo, 
Mississippi, started singing the same songs that had been demonized just years 
before, suddenly rock became acceptable. It wasn't "negro music" anymore - it was 
revolutionary American music, and Elvis was its King. 

Understanding Rock 'n' Roll's Origins  
As we established in Chapter 1, narratives matter. They shape how we understand 
history, who gets credit, and whose contributions get erased. The narrative around 
rock 'n' roll is no exception, and it's important to acknowledge from the start that this is 
not a simple story of white people stealing Black music. That narrative, while 
containing truth, is too neat, too clean, and ultimately doesn't capture the complicated 
reality of how rock 'n' roll was born. To understand the appropriation that did occur, 
and it absolutely did occur, we first need to understand the cultural environment that 
produced this music. 

Rock 'n' roll didn't just appear out of nowhere. It started in the American South after 
World War II, during a time of tension and chaos. The South was still segregated, and 
racial boundaries were enforced with violence. But poor white and Black Southerners 
often lived closer together than many people realize. Rock 'n' roll came from the mix of 
Southern hillbilly music and Black rhythm and blues. It might seem strange that 
something so creative could come from such a hostile place. But maybe that's exactly 
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why it happened. The environment was tough, but it pushed people to make 
something new, both musically and socially. 

This context matters because it complicates the narrative of appropriation. Yes, white 
artists would profit enormously from Black music. Yes, Black pioneers would be 
erased from the story. Yes, the economic and social benefits would flow 
disproportionately to white performers. All of that is true, but it would be historically 
inaccurate to argue that rock 'n' roll is solely Black music that was stolen by white 
artists.  There was genuine cultural exchange. There was real appreciation and 
influence flowing in multiple directions. At the same time, this genuine exchange 
happened within a deeply unequal system. When it came the time to profit, to gain 
recognition, to become famous, the advantages all flowed to white performers. Black 
artists created the foundation, but white artists became the kings. 

This is the paradox we have to keep in mind when we talk about Elvis Presley and 
rock 'n' roll. There was real cultural mixing that made the music possible, but also a 
system that took it away from its roots. Big record labels like RCA took over rock 'n' 
roll and removed its Black cultural background. They turned it into something safe and 
mainstream for white audiences. Even when white artists like Elvis respected and 
admired Black musicians, the system made sure they got more money, more fame, 
and more credit. Black pioneers were pushed aside. 

Black culture only became acceptable and profitable when white artists performed it. 
The music was turned into something called 'youth culture.' 

The tragedy is that this appropriation occurred even as rock 'n' roll was creating some 
integrated spaces, even as it was challenging some racist attitudes. 

Big Mama Thornton recorded "Hound Dog" in 1952 - it became a hit in Black 
communities. Elvis recorded it in 1956, and it became one of the biggest-selling 
singles in history. Thornton received minimal royalties and remained relatively 
unknown outside Black musical circles. Elvis became the King of Rock 'n' Roll also 
thanks to her song. 

Elvis cannot be dismissed simply as a thief who stole Black music, nor can he be 
celebrated uncritically as an innocent artist who just loved the music. 

To understand Elvis's role, we need to see him through multiple lenses 
simultaneously. We need to examine what he actually said and did regarding Black 
artists. We need to investigate how he was positioned by the record industry and the 
media. We need to look at how Black communities responded to him at different 
points in his career. And crucially, we need to analyze the disconnect between 
individual actions and systemic outcomes - how even if Elvis personally acknowledged 
his influences and showed respect for Black musicians, the system still used him to 
whitewash rock 'n' roll and ensure that economic benefits flowed primarily to white 
performers and white-owned corporations. 

To explore these questions, this chapter will turn to Alice Walker's short story "1955," 
from her collection You Can't Keep a Good Woman Down. Walker's story provides us 
with something that historical analysis alone cannot: the emotional and human 
dimension of cultural appropriation. Through the character of Gracie Mae Still - a 
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Black blues singer clearly based on Big Mama Thornton - and her complicated 
relationship with a young white singer who becomes famous performing her song 
(unmistakably Elvis Presley), Walker shows us what appropriation looked like and felt 
like from the Black artist's perspective. 

Walker's fictional story asks the questions we need to ask about Elvis: What happens 
when a white artist profits enormously from music created by Black artists? Can 
personal respect and acknowledgment undo systemic theft? What is the emotional toll 
on the artist whose work is taken? Can individual guilt address structural injustice? But 
perhaps most importantly, Walker flips the script on victimhood itself - showing us that 
the real damage of appropriation might not be to the Black artist whose music is 
stolen, but to the white artist who spends his life performing songs he can never truly 
understand. Through Walker's lens, combined with analysis of the 2022 Elvis film, 
we'll examine how Elvis Presley became the King of Rock 'n' Roll, a crown he never 
asked for but also never refused. 

Alice Walker's "1955": The View from the Appropriated 
Walker's story begins with a scene that immediately establishes the power dynamics 
at play. An older white gentleman "dressed like a Baptist deacon" arrives at Gracie 
Mae's door with a young man in tow. From the very first description, Walker signals 
trouble. A white man dressed in a neat, corporate way showing up in a Black 
neighborhood is inherently suspicious, and Gracie Mae senses it immediately. The 
older man's "cold gray eyes look like they're sweating" - an unsettling image that 
combines hardness with guilt (Walker,1971, pg 5). When we think of sweating, we 
think of discomfort, of being caught, of guilt. It's as if the old man knows he's about to 
commit theft, and no matter how much he tries to conceal his real motives with his 
money and seemingly nice deal, he can't hide the truth in his eyes. 

Throughout the story, eyes become a motif - they reveal more than appearances, 
more than the flashy cars and watches that will come later. This is the beauty of 
"1955," and here we see how good Alice Walker is. She analyzes the dynamics of 
appropriation through the lens of the one being appropriated - the perception of the 
Black artist. From these simple physical descriptions, Walker reveals the nature of the 
appropriator in a way that's easy to understand: just two men and a woman meeting, 
but the eyes, the attitude, the physical presence say everything. 

The young man, Traynor, is introduced almost as an afterthought. He's described as 
someone who "bites his thumbnail," someone who isn't really making decisions for 
himself but is guided by the older man. When the deacon nudges him and asks, 
"Traynor here just loves your songs. Don't you, Traynor?" he "blinks, says something I 
can't catch in a pitch I don't register." This is crucial - Traynor is barely present in this 
first encounter. He's weak, passive, almost invisible(pg 4). 

How do we interpret Walker's decision to present Elvis this way? Why make the 
“appropriator” seem so harmless, so weak? Maybe the idea is to show that Traynor 
and Elvis are weak, young people who lack direction despite having everything a man 
could ask for. Or maybe this characterization sets up a contrast with Gracie's strength 
and resilience, showing that, despite being robbed of her art, she's the one who 
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continues to find joy and meaning in life. This might be Walker's way of highlighting 
Black resilience. Or perhaps it's a more sinister choice: showing us Elvis as a 
seemingly harmless young man who's just in awe of Black music, a friend appreciating 
the art, but by the time you realize the exploitation at work, it's too late. The damage is 
done. 

What's clear from the beginning is that Gracie Mae is not buying what they're selling. 
When they first arrive, her responses are harsh, reluctant. She can see right through 
them. But then comes the phrase that Walker uses throughout the story like a refrain: 
"one way or another." One way or another, they get inside her house. One way or 
another, they convince her to sell one song. One way or another, they come back for 
all her songs. This repetition shows how appropriation works - it's gradual, insidious, 
and somehow the person being robbed doesn't fully realize the theft until it's complete. 

The first thing the young fellow does when he enters her house is "raise the TV a 
couple of decibels." This small detail reveals so much - the arrogance, the assumption 
that he can change things in her space, the sense of entitlement. This arrogance 
appears again and again throughout the text, most clearly when the older man says, 
"Didn't I give you five hundred dollars? What white man - and don't even need to 
mention colored - would give you more? ... And by God, you'll be sitting pretty." The 
condescension is staggering. He's appropriating her music, taking something from her 
and profiting off it, but somehow he's doing her a favor. This connects directly to what 
we discussed earlier in Chapter 1 about how appropriation gets framed as generosity, 
as white people "sharing" or "celebrating" Black culture, when really it's theft dressed 
up in friendly language. 

Here we also see the economic inequality that forces so many Black artists to sell 
their own work. Gracie admits she gains very little from her singing. When she 
understands the money she can get from selling her songs, she goes past her first 
instinct, which told her something was wrong: "Them two listening to my song by 
themselves, and nobody else getting to hear me sing it, give me a pause." Deep 
down, she knows there is something unsettling about it. But money becomes a need; 
something has to be sacrificed. 

The older man's character is clearly paternalistic and manipulative - perhaps based on 
Colonel Tom Parker, Elvis's manager, who controlled Elvis's career obsessively. But 
what's interesting is how Walker uses this character. By making the older man the 
obvious villain, Walker creates someone behind whom Traynor can hide. The 
exploitation doesn't seem to come from the young singer himself, at least at the 
beginning of the story, but from his manager. This dynamic will be important when we 
examine the 2022 Elvis film, which uses exactly the same structure to avoid 
uncomfortable questions about Elvis's own complicity. 
After they buy the first song, they come back immediately asking for all her songs, a 
detail they “forgot.” The casual way they ask - as if it's nothing, something simple, 
forgettable - might be a deliberate choice by Walker to show the little importance these 
white men give to Gracie’s art. It's something so insignificant it can be bought like 
nothing. This intersects with the discourse about the death of art itself that comes with 
appropriation and exploitation. The music is stripped of the emotional connection 
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between artist and art. It doesn't really matter anymore who sings it or what the 
meaning behind it is - it's just another product that can be bought and sold. 

It's worth noting there are levels to buying music. You can buy the right to perform a 
song, in which case the original owner can still sing it too. But Traynor bought 
exclusive rights - Gracie can no longer perform her own songs publicly. 

In the next section, set in 1956, Traynor is gaining massive success from Gracie's 
music and is playing all over the radio. What's interesting is Gracie's reaction: she 
doesn't seem to mind that someone else is reaping the rewards of her art, as long as 
the money keeps coming. But Walker makes us notice something else: one of the 
reasons why Traynor gains fame is through the sexuality of his performances. Gracie 
describes his moves as "nasty." This oversexualization is another facet of cultural 
appropriation worth highlighting. Elvis was accused of taking Black music and overly 
sexualizing it, adding provocative hip movements and gestures that scandalized white 
audiences. 

But here's the thing: the sexuality white people saw in Elvis's performances had 
always been present in Black music and dance. The excessive sexualization of Black 
art is a pattern that keeps recurring, seen not just in Elvis but in genres like rap and 
hip-hop. It stems from the continuing oversexualization that white society associates 
with Blackness in general. To understand this better, think about twerking. Though 
considered by many Westerners as vulgar and sexual, its origins in West African 
dance were never intended to be sexual - it was a regular ethnic dance, in some 
cultures even considered healing. This same dance form has been popularized by 
figures like Miley Cyrus in 2013 during her "rebel era," which - not coincidentally - 
corresponded to her emulating Black and African culture. 

This connects directly to what bell hooks argued in Black Looks about how white 
Americans love to immerse themselves in Black culture to get the "spice" out of it 
(Hooks,1992,pg 20). White people often see Black culture as rebellious, as a way to 
spice up their lives, to break from their white innocence and enter what they imagine 
as a "savage lifestyle." 

Appropriation can mean taking something and changing its form in a way that's 
harmful to the community it's been taken from. Elvis moving his hips was provocative 
and met with criticism, yes, but it was still more acceptable than a Black person doing 
the same movements. Just like Miley twerking is somehow more acceptable than a 
Black woman doing it. 

When Gracie hears Traynor singing her songs on the radio, she remarks how he has 
"followed every turning of my voice." Traynor has studied and mimicked Gracie so well 
that it's almost as if she's hearing herself sing. He's copied her perfectly, the technical 
execution is flawless. But as the story will show, this perfect mimicry is also completely 
empty. Gracie explains that singing well is not just about having a good voice. A good 
voice helps, but real singing comes from being connected to your music and your 
community. Gracie is a true singer. Traynor only has the technical skill. He is just a 
voice with no real feeling or soul. 
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The Cost of Inauthenticity 
By 1957, Gracie is no longer seen as the owner of her songs. Now people think of 
them as Traynor's songs. Even though his record says 'written by Gracie Mae Still,' 
her name is just another line on the label. It doesn't mean anything. Her real 
contribution is ignored. This is how appropriation works. The original artist might get a 
credit, but it doesn't matter if no one pays attention to it. 

This is where the story shifts, and we start to see what appropriation does to the 
person doing the appropriating. When Traynor comes back to visit Gracie in 1957, the 
atmosphere feels uneasy. As he listens to himself on the radio performing her song, 
his body language speaks volumes;he sits with his head lowered, glass in hand, 
elbows resting on his knees. This posture suggests discomfort or guilt, as though 
hearing himself sing Gracie's song in her presence is deeply awkward for him. 

This unsettledness stems from two things that Traynor battles with throughout the 
story. First, there's guilt. He feels guilty for taking someone else's music and gaining 
money and fame from it. He tries to overcompensate by giving Gracie expensive gifts 
- cars, houses, even a self-cleaning oven. But we know that the one benefiting from 
these gifts is not really Gracie but Traynor himself, who's trying to convince his 
conscience that what he's doing is okay. His obsession with Gracie is so intense that 
he even spies on her, checking up on whether she's using the gifts he's given. 

Second, and more importantly, there's his complete lack of understanding of what he's 
performing. This section marks the beginning of Traynor's quest for meaning. He 
keeps coming back, trying to understand what the words mean, looking for 
reassurance from Gracie. In almost every conversation, he tries desperately to find 
the meaning of the song in her words and the way she acts. But it's clear he's reading 
way too much into the lines, and all his interpretations are wrong. He asks, 
"Everybody still loves that song of yours. They ask me all the time what do I think it 
means, really... Where out of your life did it come from?" But Gracie can't explain it to 
him in a way he'll understand, because the song came from her life, her experience 
not his. 

Later, Traynor compares his experience of marriage to his experience of performing 
Gracie's songs. Traynor doesn't know how to feel the songs he's singing or 
understand their real meaning - he just knows how to buy them. Just like he didn't 
know the meaning of marriage and kept throwing money at his many wives without 
truly understanding the relationship. His entire life becomes characterized by this 
inauthenticity - copying the surface but never grasping the substance. 

Alice Walker shows clearly who is strong and who is weak. Gracie is the Black woman 
whose music was taken, but she does not feel guilty or a victim maybe?. She is the 
strong one. Traynor keeps coming back to her for comfort, almost like a child looking 
for help from his mother. When he talks about his failed marriages and asks for 
advice, Gracie thinks to herself that rich white people always seem to need 
reassurance, even when they are the ones taking from others. This is a powerful 
point. Even though Gracie lost something, she still has to comfort the person who took 
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it. This pattern, where Black people have to reassure white people even while being 
exploited, has happened many times in American history. 

Walker not only highlights the appropriator's weakness but also his soullessness. 
When Traynor returns years later, after all his fame and riches, Gracie says that 
talking to him is like talking to someone but without anyone really being there. She 
could tell "his eyes weren't right." Again, the eyes reveal the truth - the flashy cars and 
expensive watches can't hide the emptiness inside. 

At one point, Traynor finally articulates what's happening: white audiences want the 
essence of Black culture, the feeling and sound of it, but they don't want actual Black 
people. They want what he's offering - Black culture filtered through a white body, 
made safe and acceptable. When he sings, they're tasting something authentic, but 
it's secondhand, diluted. 

But Traynor's self-awareness doesn't help him. Traynor complains that he needs an 
audience that will be honest with him, that won't just reflect back lies. The irony is thick 
here - his entire career is built on a lie, on performing music he doesn't understand for 
audiences who don't understand what they're actually hearing. Everyone is lying: he's 
lying by pretending the music is his, the audience are lying by pretending they 
appreciate something they don't truly comprehend. The whole system is based on a 
mutual agreement to ignore the truth. 

Later in the story, Gracie gets invited to perform at one of Traynor's shows. She sings 
her own song, her own way, and gives it everything she's got. When she finishes … 
what happens?. The audience doesn't recognize the real thing when they hear it. They 
want Traynor's version - the copy - not Gracie's authentic performance. This scene 
captures the ultimate tragedy of appropriation: the original becomes unrecognizable, 
unwanted. The copy becomes more real than reality. 

 

The Flipped Script: Who Is Really the Victim?  
The story ends with Traynor's death. " His fans go on a "crying rampage," mourning 
him on TV. But Gracie observes: "They was crying and crying and didn't even know 
what they was crying for. One day this is going to be a pitiful country, I thought." 

This ending is crucial because it reveals Walker's real argument - and it's not what we 
might expect from a story about cultural appropriation. The conventional narrative 
would make Gracie the victim: the poor Black woman whose art was stolen, who 
never got proper recognition, who died in obscurity while a white man became famous 
from her work. And yes, that's all true on one level. 

But Walker flips the script. She shows us that Gracie, despite everything, lives with 
dignity. She has her identity intact. She knows who she is, knows where her music 
came from, and finds meaning in her life even without fame or fortune. She's secure in 
herself. Meanwhile, Traynor - despite having everything a man could ask for, despite 
being called the Emperor of Rock and Roll - dies miserable and empty. He spent his 
entire life performing something he didn't understand, searching for meaning he could 
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never find, trying to buy authenticity with money and gifts. He couldn't even enjoy his 
own success because it was built on inauthenticity. 

This is perhaps Walker's most radical move: refusing to accept the story of 
victimization. She doesn't conform to the narrative where the Black artist is simply the 
victim and the white appropriator is simply the villain. Instead, she shows us that 
appropriation damages the appropriator's soul. Traynor becomes the real victim - not 
of Gracie, but of a system that allowed him to profit from something he could never 
truly possess. He's left without identity, without authenticity. 

This doesn't mean appropriation isn't harmful, it absolutely is. Gracie should have 
gotten recognition, money, and fame for her own work. The economic injustice is real 
and devastating. But Walker is saying something more nuanced: cultural appropriation 
doesn't just harm the culture being stolen from. It also undermines the authenticity and 
humanity of those who steal. When you spend your life performing someone else's 
experience, singing someone else's pain, mimicking someone else's joy without 
understanding where it came from, you lose yourself. You become, as Gracie says, 
just "a good voice occupying body space." 

Gracie pities Traynor. This is the flipped script - the appropriated artist feeling sorry for 
the appropriator. Not because the appropriation is okay, not because the theft doesn't 
matter, but because she recognizes that in stealing her music, Traynor has stolen 
something from himself: the possibility of authentic artistic expression, the connection 
between artist and art, the meaning that makes success worthwhile. 

The 2022 Elvis Film: The Script Remains Unflipped 
In 2022, director Baz Luhrmann released a big-budget Elvis biopic that made over 
$287 million at the box office. The film is interesting not because it's accurate history - 
it's not - but because it shows how Hollywood tells the story of Elvis and race in 2022, 
seventy years after the events Walker writes about in "1955." The film reveals what 
mainstream American culture is willing to acknowledge about appropriation and what 
it still wants to avoid. 

To the film's credit, it includes Black musicians prominently. There are scenes of 
young Elvis on Beale Street watching B.B. King perform. There's a character based on 
Sister Rosetta Tharpe performing at a gospel tent revival with young Elvis watching 
mesmerized. Little Richard appears performing "Tutti Frutti." The movie makes it 
visually clear that Elvis's music came from Black sources. This is progress compared 
to older Elvis films that barely showed Black people at all. 

However, the way the film presents this relationship is deeply problematic. First, it 
romanticizes Elvis's connection to Black culture, showing him as deeply immersed in 
Black community life, almost as if he were part of it. But as we discussed earlier, 
historical evidence doesn't support this. Elvis heard Black music and visited some 
Black spaces, but he was always an outsider because of segregation. The film wants 
to have it both ways - acknowledging Black influence while making Elvis seem like he 
earned the right to that music through genuine cultural participation. 
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Second, and more importantly black musicians appear in the movie, but only to show 
their effect on Elvis. They are not granted space for their own stories or perspectives,  
they exist as atmosphere, as background, as merely the source of Elvis's authenticity.   

The most revealing choice in the movie is the fact that Big Mama Thornton, whose 
song made Elvis, appears in the film for a few seconds. This erasure is telling; the film 
can't fully confront the economic reality of appropriation without making Elvis look bad, 
so it simply pretends Big Mama Thornton didn't exist. It's the pattern discussed in 
Chapter 1 playing out in real time: once the whitewashing is complete, once the genre 
belongs to white artists in the public imagination, Black pioneers get written out 
entirely. 

The film includes a brief scene where Elvis watches Martin Luther King Jr. and the 
Civil Rights Movement on TV, looking sympathetic. But it never addresses the fact that 
Elvis stayed publicly silent on civil rights during the most crucial years of the 
movement. The movie wants to suggest Elvis supported civil rights without showing 
him actually doing anything about it. The narrative is once again rewritten, and the film 
can acknowledge racism just enough to seem conscious of it, but not so much that it 
requires white audiences to feel aware of the real dynamics. 

The most important choice the film makes is casting Colonel Tom Parker as the villain. 
Played by Tom Hanks and narrating the entire movie, Parker is shown as greedy, 
manipulative, and controlling. The film suggests Parker exploited Elvis, took his 
money, and ultimately caused his decline and death. While Parker was indeed 
exploitative, making him the sole villain is convenient. By blaming Parker for 
everything - the commercialization, the exploitation, the artistic decline - the film 
removes Elvis from any accountability regarding cultural appropriation. Elvis becomes 
a victim in his own story, exploited by a bad manager, rather than someone who 
benefited enormously from racial privilege. 

This is the structure Walker used in "1955" through the character of the older 
deacon-looking man. He's the obvious bad guy, the manipulator, the one making the 
deals. This allows Traynor to seem more innocent, more passive, less culpable at first. 
The film uses the same strategy, but for a different goal. Walker used this strategy to 
show the appropriator's weakness.  The film ‘s goal is to  allow white audiences to 
acknowledge the  appropriation happened while maintaining sympathy for Elvis.This 
way  racism is acknowledged only to the extent that white protagonists remain heroic 
and sympathetic. 

The film aestheticizes Black culture. For example, the scenes of young Elvis on Beale 
Street are shot with warm, golden lighting that makes everything look nostalgic and 
magical. Black performers are shown in dramatic close-ups emphasizing their artistry. 
These visual choices make Black influence clear, but they also make it feel dreamlike 
and removed from reality. It does not deal with the ugly realities of segregation, 
economic exploitation, and systemic racism. So it makes everything beautiful and 
emotional instead of political and material. 

What the film cannot do - what Hollywood apparently still cannot do in 2022 - is what 
Walker did in 1983: flip the script. Walker centered Gracie's perspective, showed her 
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strength and resilience, and demonstrated that appropriation damages the 
appropriator as much as the appropriated. The Elvis film can't do this because it would 
require fundamentally questioning Elvis's legacy, asking uncomfortable questions 
about what it means to be celebrated for performing other people's culture, examining 
whether success built on appropriation is really success at all. 

Walker showed us Traynor dying miserable despite all his fame, his audiences crying 
without knowing what they're crying for, and Gracie observing it all with clear eyes and 
intact dignity. The film shows us Elvis as tragic, yes, but tragic in a romantic way - a 
brilliant artist destroyed by a bad manager and the pressures of fame. It cannot show 
us what Walker showed: that the tragedy was deeper, that appropriation created a 
kind of soullessness, that success without authenticity is a hollow victory. The film 
wants us to mourn Elvis. Walker wants us to understand what he lost by gaining 
everything the wrong way. 

Conclusion: The Cost of the Crown 
Elvis Presley became the King of Rock 'n' Roll, a crown he never asked for but also 
never refused. Through Alice Walker's "1955," we see both what that crown 
represented and what it cost - not just to Black artists like Big Mama Thornton who 
were erased from history, but to Elvis himself, who spent his life performing music he 
could technically execute perfectly but never fully understand. 
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CHAPTER 3: EMINEM AND HIP-HOP 
The pattern that began with Elvis and rock 'n' roll in the 1950s resurfaced decades 
later with rap and hip-hop. Elvis became the public face of music that Black artists 
created. In a similar way, Eminem became the most successful rapper in a genre that 
started and thrived in Black communities. 

By the time Eminem came along, things had changed. The Civil Rights Movement 
ended legal segregation, and Black artists like Michael Jackson, Prince, and Whitney 
Houston became huge pop stars. That never would have happened in Elvis's time. But 
hip-hop and rap are different. White America accepted rock pretty fast, but rap stayed 
close to Black experiences, language, and issues. Rap is probably the most deeply 
Black genre in American music (Rose, 1994, p. 14). So the question of who gets to be 
part of the rap scene is a lot more complicated than it was with rock. 

Rap as Hidden Transcript 
From its origins, rap has been deeply political. It emerged from the experiences of 
Black Americans and Afro-Caribbean youth as a means to call out racial inequality, 
economic exploitation, and institutional violence. In Black Noise, Tricia Rose 
references James Scott's concept of "hidden transcripts" from Domination and the 
Arts of Resistance. Scott explains that in systems of domination, oppressed groups 
develop two kinds of discourse: the "public transcript," which reflects the language and 
expectations of those in power, and the "hidden transcript," which expresses 
resistance through coded forms of speech, humor, and storytelling. Rose argues that 
rap music functions as a form of this hidden speech - born from oppression and aimed 
at challenging dominant, "public" narratives that uphold social and racial hierarchies 
(Rose, 1994, p. 99-103). Rap uses wordplay, inside jokes, and cultural references to 
give a voice to people who are often ignored. It brings people together and helps them 
stand up to unfair systems. 

​ 

Rap called out people in power, so it got a lot of attention from the government, police, 
and the media. As rap got more popular, its messages were often taken out of context 
or twisted. This made it harder for rap to push back against the system and also 
helped spread stereotypes about its connections to gang violence and crime. 

This history is crucial to understand the modern discourse on cultural appropriation. 
When people question whether non-Black artists can appropriate rap, they're often 
thinking about the genre's roots as a voice of resistance - as a way to fight back 
against racism and poverty. 

Rap was never just for fun. It was a way for marginalized people to survive and tell 
their stories when they had no real power. That's why it can feel strange or even 
upsetting to some when white artists join in. For many Black listeners, it's not just 
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about who gets to rap. It's about how a style that was once attacked when Black 
people did it is now praised when white people do the same thing. 

This brings up some tough questions. Should rap only be for Black artists? Why do 
some people feel weird or even angry about white rappers? Is it wrong for white 
people to rap? These questions aren't simple. If we act like there are just two sides, 
one group taking and one group being taken from, we miss the real picture. Not 
everyone in a racial group has the same connection to a style of music. Things like 
class, where you live, and your own life experience all make it more complicated. 

The truth is that rap has never been universally embraced, even within Black 
communities. Criticism comes from both white institutions and from Black middle- and 
upper-class groups, who sometimes avoid what they see as 'ghetto lifestyle' (Rose 
1994, 118-119). Some Black platforms that say they support Black people do not 
always talk about the anger and problems that working-class Black Americans 
express through rap (ibidem).  Many upper-class Black people have more in common 
with wealthy white people - they share class privilege and are more likely to have 
similar interests and investments in maintaining the status quo. This reality intersects 
with what some scholars call "proximity to whiteness" - the idea that distancing 
yourself from anything considered "too Black" can provide social and economic 
advantages (ibidem). In mostly white spaces, many Black people feel pressure to 
follow unspoken rules about how to act, dress, and even what music to listen to (Rose 
1994, pg 110-113). 

At their core, hip-hop and rap push back against what capitalism and upper-class 
respectability stand for. The lyrics paint a raw picture of poverty, violence, police 
abuse, and racism. When Black male rappers talk about police brutality, profiling, 
being left behind, and the prison system, they're speaking for poor Black communities 
that mainstream society often ignores - including some middle- and upper-class Black 
people (Rose 1994,pg 106). These stories might not connect with wealthy Black 
listeners, but they hit home for poor white kids, Latino kids, and others who grew up 
with the same struggles. These fans might not deal with racism in the same way 
Blacks do, but they know what it feels like to be left out and angry at a system that 
holds them back. At this point, Eminem becomes central to the narrative, raising the 
most challenging questions about race, participation, and authenticity in rap. 
To understand how Eminem became the best-selling rapper in hip-hop history, we 
need to understand how white corporate interests had already colonized the genre 
before he even started rapping. In 1972, Columbia Records head Clive Davis 
commissioned Harvard Business School to study the Black music market and figure 
out how to dominate it (Harvard Report, 1972, as cited in Kopano & Brown, 2014,page 
34). As a result, major white-owned corporations bought many small Black-owned 
labels during the 1970s. By the middle of that decade, most of the profits from Black 
music were no longer going to Black business owners (Kopano & Brown, 2014, page 
35). 

When hip-hop started in the late 1970s and early 1980s, some Black business leaders 
and radio executives did not support it. They wanted music that would appeal to white 
audiences and thought hip-hop was too raw and too closely tied to Black culture. This 
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allowed white entrepreneurs to launch key hip-hop labels such as Profile Records, 
Tommy Boy Records, and Def Jam Records. By the time Black business leaders 
recognized hip-hop's commercial value, white-owned companies already controlled 
the main parts of the industry (Kopano & Brown, 2014 page 35) 

Scholar M. K. Asante compares the music industry to European colonialism, 
remarking that just like colonial powers extracted resources from Africa and sold them 
back as finished products, four major record companies control over 80% of the music 
market and extract Black artists' talent, repackage it, and sell it back to communities 
(Kopano & Brown, 2014, page 29) But the real goal isn't just money - it's control over 
the message. Rapper Too Short claims his label, Jive Records, refused to let him 
make socially conscious songs about poverty and police brutality, instead forcing him 
to make an entire album of sex songs. Once he did what they wanted, they never let 
him make the music he wanted to make (qt in Kopano & Brown, 2014, page 30). 

This shows what the music industry was doing. They pushed Black artists who fit 
certain stereotypes, like being materialistic, sexual, or violent, and held back artists 
who wanted to talk about real issues. By keeping the focus on surface-level stuff 
instead of real problems, the industry distracted people, spread negative images of 
Black people, and made a lot of money. This was the world Eminem walked into in the 
late 1990s. 

Scholar Harry Allen uses the Tarzan narrative to explain what happens next. In the 
Tarzan story, a white baby is abandoned in the jungle, raised by apes, and grows up 
to dominate the non-white people and their environment. He becomes the leader of 
the very culture that raised him (qt in Kopano & Brown, 2014, page 34). This is exactly 
what happens with white artists in Black music. Eminem enters hip-hop, gets 
mentored and "raised" by Dr. Dre and other Black artists, and then becomes the 
dominant commercial force in the genre. Dr. Dre becomes what Allen calls the "black 
facilitator" - the Black person who helps develop the white artist who will eventually 
surpass him in commercial success and mainstream recognition. 

Eminem himself acknowledges this dynamic in his song "Without Me." He directly 
states that he might be “the worst thing since Elvis Presley to do Black music so 
selfishly and use it to get wealthy.”  He knows he's following the Elvis pattern - a white 
artist using Black music for personal wealth. The comparison to Elvis is deliberate and 
self-aware, and we'll return to this crucial difference later. 

Eminem didn't get famous just because he was talented and worked hard, even 
though that mattered a lot. The music industry, especially the big companies that ran 
the labels and radio, has a huge say in who is to become a star. When white-owned 
companies took over most of hip-hop, they became the gatekeepers. They picked who 
got a shot at being famous. Like with Elvis, white audiences were more comfortable 
with a white rapper. The industry could easily put a white face at the front of a style 
Black people created, while the people who built hip-hop watched someone from 
outside become the biggest name. 

​ 
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Performing Authenticity: The Visual Language of Hip-Hop 
Eminem's entry into hip-hop wasn't just about his rapping skills - it was about getting 
validated by the right Black gatekeepers. Dr. Dre's co-sign was everything. When Dre, 
one of the most legendary producers in hip-hop, publicly validated Eminem and chose 
to mentor him, it gave Eminem legitimacy in a genre where he was an outsider. This 
follows a pattern we see throughout hip-hop where Black artists validate white 
participants, almost giving them permission to be there. 

But Eminem didn't just need Dre's validation - he also had to look the part. He adopted 
the aesthetic that came directly from Black male culture: the fade haircut, popularized 
in hip-hop but rooted in Black barbershop culture, where hair is cut tight to the skin on 
the sides and short on top. He wore baggy clothes, baseball caps, and adopted the 
whole visual language of hip-hop. This wasn't accidental; in hip-hop, how you dress 
and present yourself matters because it signals that you are part of the community. 
The clothes, the hair, the style - these are nonverbal ways of communicating that you 
belong, that you understand the culture. 

You can see this pattern repeating itself with other white celebrities who dip into Black 
aesthetics. Take Miley Cyrus, for example: when she started wearing grills, it was 
treated as a playful, edgy phase, hyped by the media as her “reinventing herself.” Kim 
Kardashian has worn cornrows on multiple occasions, calling them “Bo Derek braids,” 
and is praised for her bold style almost as if she’s discovering something new. Justin 
Bieber, too, has adopted Black hairstyles and fashion, and his choices are often 
shrugged off as just another evolution in his look. Even Post Malone, who built his 
image around braids, gold teeth, and hip-hop fashion, is celebrated for a style that, on 
Black men, can provoke stereotypes of criminality or “unprofessionalism.” Iggy Azalea 
is another example; she adopted braids, darker skin tones in her styling, and a Black 
accent (blaccent) when performing rap, all markers borrowed directly from Black 
culture. Her persona became a kind of costume. 

But for Black Americans, these same styles, grills, cornrows, and braids are not just 
trends. They’re a part of their culture and identity, and wearing them can mean dealing 
with real-life consequences. Countless Black students have been sent home from 
school or barred from graduation ceremonies because their hair was labeled 
“unprofessional.” The case of DeAndre Arnold, a Black Texas high school student 
suspended and told he couldn’t walk at graduation unless he cut his locs, became 
national news in 2020 (Beachum 2020, page) In workplaces across the country, 
policies have existed for decades banning natural Black hairstyles, forcing employees 
to conform to Eurocentric standards of appearance . Even Michelle Obama has 
spoken about how, as First Lady, she felt she couldn’t wear her hair in braids at the 
White House because it wouldn’t be accepted (Obama, M. (2025, November 29)) 

 

The irony is that the same styles that get Black people in trouble are called 'cool' when 
white celebrities wear them. This isn't just about hair or grills.  It’s about the freedom to 
experiment with identity versus the reality of being judged or stereotyped for simply 
existing as yourself. White celebrities can dip into Black culture when it’s cool, then 
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drop it when it doesn’t fit their image anymore. They get to treat things like hairstyles 
or clothes as just fashion choices, while Black people can get judged, punished, or 
discriminated against for wearing the same things. 

This whole debate is really about who gets to decide what's 'cool' or 'professional.' For 
Black Americans, these styles aren't just trends; they're part of daily life. It's not 
something you can just put on or take off. The consequences are losing out on 
chances, dealing with microaggressions, or having to code switch. 

Many Black people criticize white artists wearing black hairstyles  also because it feels 
like a performance of Blackness, almost like modern-day minstrel shows. This brings 
us back to Wesley Morris's argument in his New York Times article about how Black 
culture was appropriated even during slavery. Morris argues that many modern white 
musicians in predominantly Black genres feel like they're doing minstrel shows - they 
adopt the way of talking, dressing, and performing Blackness. He specifically names 
Justin Timberlake and Eminem as modern-day minstrel artists who perform Blackness 
(Morris,2019) 

For Eminem, adopting these markers of authenticity was crucial because his 
whiteness already marked him as an outsider. He had to prove, through his style, 
language, connection to Dre, and skills, that, despite being white, he was really part of 
hip-hop culture. The irony is that all these markers he adopted to prove his 
authenticity were themselves borrowed from the Black community that created them. 

With this context in mind, we can now examine how these issues of race, authenticity, 
and belonging are dramatized in 8 Mile, a film that reflects many of the complexities 
discussed above. 

8 Mile: The Battle for Belonging 
 

The 2002 film 8 Mile is far superior to the Elvis biopic for what concerns factual 
objectivity. While the Elvis movie presents major misrepresentations and erasures of 
certain aspects of Elvis's life in order to present a whitewashed, "safe" representation 
of Elvis and his appropriation of music, 8 Mile doesn't have the objective of presenting 
a better image of Eminem. That's the movie's true strength: its accuracy in depicting 
Eminem's reality. 

The film follows Jimmy Smith Jr., nicknamed B-Rabbit, a poor white kid living in a 
trailer park in Detroit with his alcoholic mother Stephanie, her abusive boyfriend, and 
his little sister. He works at a car factory and dreams of becoming a successful rapper. 
The film opens with Jimmy choking at a rap battle - he freezes on stage and can't 
perform, getting booed off. This humiliation sets up his journey. 

Jimmy hangs out with a crew called "Three One Third" (313 is Detroit's area code), his 
friends Future, DJ Iz, Sol George, and Cheddar Bob. Most of his friends are Black. 
They spend time at a hip-hop club called The Shelter, where rap battles happen. 
Jimmy lives in a run-down trailer in a poor area near 8 Mile Road, which separates 
white and Black neighborhoods in Detroit. He grew up around Black communities, 
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immersed in hip-hop culture, not as a tourist but as someone living on the boundary 
between two worlds. 

This film does not focus on how the Black community as a whole responds to a white 
rapper in hip-hop, and rightfully so, because that's not the film's goal. The goal is to 
show Eminem's story. But by telling that story, it also gives us an idea of how some in 
the Black community perceived him, both in terms of acceptance and resistance. 

One important omission in the movie is the lack of representation for Dr. Dre, who is 
clearly a crucial figure in Eminem's career. He was like a father figure who gave 
Eminem entry to the scene. This pattern, where a Black mentor provides validation 
and opportunity to a white artist, seems to come back repeatedly in stories of cultural 
appropriation. We saw this play out in the relationship between Traynor and Gracie 
Mae in Alice Walker's "1955," where Traynor kept returning to Gracie like a child 
seeking approval from a mother. We saw hints of it with Elvis and the Black musicians 
who influenced him. 

This connects to a concept introduced earlier in the first chapter: the role of Black 
individuals in enabling cultural appropriation. In music and Black culture more broadly, 
there is often a Black figure who provides access and validation to white artists. This 
topic is widely debated among Black Americans, particularly online, where many admit 
that it would be better to gatekeep their own culture more carefully. The central 
question is, when does validation cross the line into facilitating appropriation? 

Within Black communities, viewpoints on this issue are diverse: some see validation 
as a necessary path to gain recognition and influence, while others warn that it risks 
diluting or commodifying culture. The criteria that distinguish genuine validation from 
appropriation often involve intent, context, and outcome. Genuine validation may 
center on mutual respect, acknowledgment of origin, and a commitment to uplifting the 
community from which the culture originates. Discouraging participation may help 
protect cultural integrity, but can also limit opportunities for cross-cultural 
understanding and influence. 

In 8 Mile, the paternal mentor figure from Eminem’s real life, Dr. Dre, is replaced by 
the character Future, played by Mekhi Phifer, who serves as the film’s Black facilitator. 
He can’t be considered as Dr Dre since he is not a manager who is willing to listen to 
Eminem’s music ; nonetheless, he still represents that paternal figure that Dre 
embodies in real life.  

Future is Jimmy's best friend, DJ, and battle host. The presence of Black friends, 
especially Future, is crucial to the film's argument that Jimmy belongs in hip-hop. 
Future acts as Jimmy's validator - the Black friend who says, "You're one of us." 
Future encourages Jimmy, believes in him, and vouches for him to others. He's the 
one who protects Jimmy throughout the movie from the criticism he gets from the 
Black Detroit community. 

Jimmy's group of friends is composed of Black men, all working-class guys who 
freestyle, listen to hip-hop, and dream of making it out of Detroit. They frequent The 
Shelter, a hip-hop club where weekly rap battles happen, mostly with Black audiences 
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and participants. The battles are intense - two rappers go head-to-head, exchanging 
insults and verses, and the crowd votes on who wins. 

Jimmy's main rivals are "The Leaders of the Free World," led by Papa Doc (played by 
Anthony Mackie). They immediately target Jimmy for being white, calling him "Elvis," 
"Vanilla Ice," and other names that reference white appropriators of Black music. The 
Shelter can be interpreted as a powerful metaphor. For Jimmy, winning there does not 
just mean a personal victory; it represents his ability to prove himself in the highly 
competitive, racially divided environment of Detroit's underground rap scene. The club 
is where authenticity, skill, and acceptance are constantly tested, especially for a white 
artist like Jimmy. On a broader level, winning the Shelter symbolizes Eminem's 
acceptance by the Black hip-hop community. In hip-hop, you only really belong if you 
earn respect from the people who started it. 

The battles are the film's way of answering the question of appropriation: Can a white 
person compete in a Black art form? The Free World crew represents the gatekeepers 
saying "no," while Jimmy must prove "yes." Eminem faced this in real life constantly. 
Throughout his early career and even in his lyrics later, he addresses being told he 
doesn't belong, being rejected by record labels for being white, and having to prove 
himself over and over in ways Black rappers didn't. 

Let's look at one of the most famous rap battles in the movie, between Jimmy and 
Lotto, a Black rapper from the Free World. Lotto's entire verse attacks Jimmy for being 
white, calling him a "choke artist" and questioning why he's even in "a Black man's 
sport." He compares Jimmy unfavorably to Vanilla Ice, the white rapper who became a 
punchline for his lack of authenticity in hip-hop. To these racial attacks Jimmy does not 
really have an answer, in fact he loses this battle.He hasn't figured out how to 
reconcile his whiteness with his love for hip-hop. This loss sets up a contrast to the 
final battle against Papa Doc where Jimmy does not dodge the race issue, he faces it 
head-on. 

Just like Jimmy works hard to be accepted, Eminem did too. This racial tension 
culminates when Papa Doc and the Free World crew jump Jimmy in an alley and beat 
him up badly. They do this because he has been challenging them and because of the 
racial tension. This shows the kind of resistance white participants can face in Black 
cultural spaces. 

​ 

The final battle is the climax, and it's where we connect with what we talked about in 
the beginning: how dividing people into neat, binary categories is wrong when it 
comes to conversations about appropriation. Jimmy faces Papa Doc in the final battle 
at The Shelter. This time, Jimmy goes first (which is usually a disadvantage). His 
strategy is brilliant: He admits to everything his opponent could use against him. He 
acknowledges that he's white, that he's poor, and that he lives in a trailer with his 
mom. He also says that his Black friend Future is an “Uncle Tom" for supporting him. 

Jimmy’s use of the term “Uncle Tom” is a deliberately provocative move. This term has 
historically been used as a slur for Black people perceived as betraying their own 
community by siding with white interests. By using it against Future Jimmy signals his 
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awareness of the complex racial dynamics at play: he recognizes the social risks for a 
Black person supporting a white rapper in a Black-dominated space, and exposes the 
pressures Future faces as a validator. 

Eminem, in this final battle, lays it all out there: "I know everything he's got to say 
against me.” Then he flips it and attacks Papa Doc, exposing that “his real name is 
Clarence, that he went to Cranbrook (a private school), that he has two parents in a 
nice home with a real marriage.” He reveals that Papa Doc is basically middle-class 
and not as "hood" as he pretends to be. 

Jimmy wins because the crowd, a mostly Black audience, can actually relate to him 
more than they can to Papa Doc. He destroys the idea that belonging to the same 
race always means being on the same side. He ultimately unmasks the irony and 
fakeness of Papa Doc, who belittles him for being white and not belonging, but ends 
up being the one who doesn't actually belong to the working-class struggle he claims 
to represent. 

This is crucial. The film shows that class can sometimes matter more than race in 
determining who authentically represents a community's struggle. Jimmy, despite 
being white, shares the economic reality, the neighborhood, and the daily struggles of 
poor Black Detroit in ways that middle-class Papa Doc doesn't. This doesn't erase 
race. Jimmy still benefited from white privilege in many ways Papa Doc's character 
didn't ,but it complicates the simple narrative that white people can never authentically 
participate in Black culture. 

"White America": The Self-Aware Appropriator 
What truly distinguishes Eminem from Elvis is his willingness to acknowledge exactly 
what he's doing. To really understand how Eminem went from being rejected by the 
Black community to becoming the most famous rapper in the world, we need to 
examine his lyrics and music closely. From the start, several record studios turned him 
down because he was white, and only Dr. Dre worked with him. The reasons behind 
this are clear in one of his most honest and revealing songs, "White America" from his 
2002 album The Eminem Show. 

In this track, Eminem directly addresses race, fame, and double standards in how his 
whiteness affected his career. He discusses how, when he was poor and trying to 
make it in a predominantly Black genre, being white worked against him, but once he 
became famous, being white made him far more marketable to mainstream (white) 
audiences. In the song, he makes a striking observation about his success, 
suggesting that if he were Black, his sales would have been dramatically lower. He's 
acknowledging that the same system that initially rejected him for being white later 
rewarded him for that same whiteness once he broke through. 

What Eminem is saying in these lines is what we already discussed at the beginning 
of this chapter: there's a systemic inequality in place that was designed to ensure he 
would succeed once he got past the initial barriers. This system includes the rap 
companies that are white-owned, and connects to the long tradition of white America 
always rewarding whiteness first and foremost. So the barrier he found in the hood, in 
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predominantly Black areas, eventually disappeared. His making it out of the Detroit 
underground facilitated and started the actual exploiting aspect of appropriation, not 
because of his individual choices, but because the corporate machinery was designed 
to make a white rapper more profitable than Black rappers once given the opportunity. 

Eminem's self-awareness stands out, especially compared to Elvis. Elvis never 
publicly acknowledged, at least in his own music, that he was profiting from Black 
music while Black artists remained poor. He never addressed the economic disparities 
or the racial dynamics of his success. When asked about his influences, he would 
credit Black artists, but he never went further to examine the system that allowed him 
to become wealthy while Arthur Crudup lived in poverty or Big Mama Thornton 
struggled financially. Elvis stayed silent during the Civil Rights Movement, never using 
his massive platform to support racial equality, at least during the heat of it, even as he 
built his career on Black cultural forms. He waited until it was “safe” to do it. 

Eminem, on the other hand, doesn't just sit back and enjoy his privilege. He talks 
about it openly. In his music, he keeps bringing up how being white sometimes hurt 
him but also helped him in the end. 

Eminem has been consistently vocal in supporting the Black community and calling 
out racial injustice. He's used his music to address police brutality, systemic racism, 
and political issues affecting Black Americans. When Donald Trump was president, 
Eminem released a freestyle explicitly criticizing Trump's racism and making clear that 
any of his fans who supported Trump's policies were not welcome. He's addressed 
racial profiling and police violence in his lyrics. He's used his enormous platform, the 
very platform he gained partly because of his whiteness, to advocate for the Black 
community and challenge the systems that gave him that advantage. 

I believe that the fact Eminem spoke up for Black people made him more real to a lot 
of Black fans. He put himself on the line, especially with the white media. He took real 
risks by speaking out, even though he knew it could cost him fans or bring trouble. 

In "The Way I Am," Eminem addresses how white America is simultaneously attracted 
to and terrified by him because he represents Black culture infiltrating white suburban 
homes. He acknowledges that white parents see him as dangerous, specifically 
because he's bringing their kids into contact with Black music and culture. 

This brings up a tough question: Does acknowledging appropriation make it more 
acceptable? Does self-awareness somehow make Eminem a "more likable" 
appropriator than Elvis? These are complicated questions, and the answer is probably 
that there's no "good" way to profit from appropriating someone else's culture. But 
what makes Eminem's story different is that he didn't facilitate the appropriation 
system; he benefited from a system that was already in place, designed and waiting 
for someone like him. The corporate colonization of hip-hop had already happened. 
White-owned record companies already controlled the industry. The machinery was 
built and is running. Eminem walked into a system that was primed to make a white 
rapper successful. 
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The 8 Mile Bridge: A DiŠerent Kind of Appropriation 
What can we learn from Eminem's story? His case shows that discussions about 
appropriation don't have to be based on clear-cut, essentialistic assumptions about 
black and white identities, and don't have to assume that every instance of cultural 
borrowing comes from a desire to violently own and take. Eminem's story represents 
something more complex. 

Let's go back to the title of his biopic, 8 Mile, which is the road that divides white and 
Black Detroit. Eminem actually grew up in this area, and the title of the movie is 
absolutely fitting. Eminem was brought up on this street, which in real life separates 
the hood from the suburbs - like a bridge. In that same way, Eminem can be seen as a 
bridge between white people and Black culture, unlike Elvis, for the reasons already 
mentioned. He grew up right on that line, between two worlds. For him, it wasn't about 
taking over. He really connected with Black culture because that's what he grew up 
around. 

To understand Eminem's situation more deeply, let's borrow from another context 
entirely, that of a South American writer. We need to look outside the United States for 
a moment because South America, with its extremely rich intermixed history of 
indigenous, European, and African cultures, has produced some of the most nuanced 
thinking about what it means to live between worlds. Latin American scholars and 
writers have been grappling with questions of cultural hybridity, transculturation, and 
identity for over a century, long before American academics began using terms like 
"cultural appropriation.” 

The Spanish colonizers mixed with indigenous populations and enslaved Africans in 
ways that created genuinely hybrid cultures - what Cuban anthropologist Fernando 
Ortiz called "transculturation," as we discussed in Chapter 1. Latin American writers 
have been trying to communicate these complicated feelings for generations, that is 
the experience of belonging to multiple worlds and to none of them completely, of 
being a bridge between cultures but also being lost in the gap between them, of 
participating authentically in a culture while still being marked as an outsider by race 
or class. 

This is why José María Arguedas, the Peruvian writer, offers such a powerful parallel 
to Eminem's position. Arguedas was born into the white landowning elite, but when his 
mother died and his father abandoned him, he was raised by indigenous servants who 
spoke Quechua. He learned Quechua before Spanish; it became his language of 
affection, his emotional home. When he later had to learn Spanish and enter the world 
of white Peruvian society, he experienced it as a violent uprooting from his true 
origins. 

Arguedas revolutionized indigenist literature precisely because he wasn't 
appropriating indigenous culture from the outside; he had been shaped by it from 
childhood, just as Eminem was shaped by Black culture. Arguedas became a cultural 
bridge capable of translating between two worlds that seemed impossible to reconcile: 
the indigenous world and the Spanish-speaking elite world. His Spanish was 
reconstructed, influenced by Quechua structures and rhythms. He didn't represent 
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indigenous people as masks or stereotypes but participated in their world 
authentically. 

Eminem and Arguedas have this in common: both grew up on the edge between 
cultures, both became bridges, and both wondered if they could ever really fit in 
anywhere. 

Eminem has identified so strongly with the Black community that he's even received 
hatred from white America for it. White supremacists and conservative commentators 
have attacked him for "acting Black," for being a "race traitor," for corrupting white 
youth with Black culture. His autobiography through his music shows someone caught 
between worlds - too white to be fully accepted in hip-hop initially, too identified with 
Black culture to be fully accepted by white mainstream America. 

This doesn't erase the structural advantages he had. It doesn't change the fact that he 
became the best-selling rapper while Black artists who created the genre made less 
money. But it does show that appropriation can exist on a spectrum, that there are 
differences between someone who extracts from a culture purely for profit while 
remaining distant from it, and someone who grows up immersed in that culture and 
genuinely sees it as part of their identity. 

Eminem's story suggests that the conversation about cultural appropriation shouldn't 
be rigidly policed in a way that assumes all cultural exchange is exploitation. There's a 
difference between Pat Boone covering Little Richard to make Black music "safe" for 
white audiences while having no real connection to the culture, and Eminem, who 
grew up in Black neighborhoods, was mentored by Black artists, faced rejection for 
being white, and has consistently used his platform to support the Black community 
politically. 

Eminem stands out because he knows what he's doing and speaks up for the Black 
community. That makes him different from white artists who came before him in Black 
music. 

Maybe what Eminem represents is a final, more complex form of cultural participation, 
one that acknowledges we live in a multicultural society where people are influenced 
by cultures other than their own, where boundaries aren't always clear, and where 
growing up in mixed communities means your identity is shaped by multiple cultures. 
The question isn't whether cultural exchange will happen; it will. The question is 
whether it happens with awareness, respect, solidarity, and an honest reckoning with 
power dynamics and economic inequality. 

Context matters when we talk about appropriation. What people choose to do inside 
unfair systems still counts. Eminem knowing what he's doing doesn't fix the bigger 
problems, but it does show a different, more honest way to be part of the culture. 

His story might show us a path toward something better, a future where cultural 
participation across races happens with full acknowledgment of history, power, and 
inequality. Where success in someone else's cultural form comes with the 
responsibility to support that community. Where privilege is named and used for 
solidarity rather than simply enjoyed in silence. Eminem's story suggests that the goal 
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may not be cultural segregation, where no one can participate in anything outside their 
own racial or ethnic background, but rather a more honest, equitable, and politically 
conscious form of cultural exchange. 

​ 

This doesn't make him perfect. This doesn't solve appropriation. But it shows that 
there are better and worse ways to participate in someone else's culture. There are 
more and less ethical relationships to privilege and power. And maybe, just maybe, if 
we can have honest conversations about these differences - conversations that don't 
reduce everything to simple binaries of right and wrong, Black and white, 
appropriation and appreciation, we can move toward a future where cultural exchange 
happens with justice, respect, and genuine solidarity rather than exploitation and 
calling it tribute. 

​ 

 

CONCLUSION 
When I started this thesis, I wanted to understand the pattern I'd noticed throughout 
American music history ,where Black musical forms get whitewashed and ultimately 
benefit only white people . I wanted to understand why this phenomenon happens 
across generations. 

After examining the history of appropriation in Black music, analyzing Alice Walker's 
"1955," studying Elvis's career and the 2022 film about him, and exploring Eminem's 
place in hip-hop through 8 Mile and his own lyrics, I've reached some conclusions. But 
I've also realized that the questions are more complicated than I initially thought. 

What I've learned is that  the story is more complicated than just "white people steal 
Black music." American music is hybrid, born from the mixing of African, European, 
and Indigenous traditions. The cultural mixing itself isn't the problem. The problem is 
the inequality in who profits from it and who gets erased from the story. 

Alice Walker's "1955" taught me something crucial: appropriation doesn't just harm the 
people whose culture gets taken, it also damages the appropriators. Traynor ends up 
empty despite all his wealth because he's spent his life performing music he doesn't 
understand. Meanwhile, Gracie Mae, whose song was stolen, lives with dignity and 
intact identity.  

Comparing Elvis and Eminem revealed important differences. Elvis never publicly 
addressed the racial dynamics of his success. Eminem explicitly acknowledges 
appropriation in his lyrics. Does this difference matter? There's no simple answer. 
Self-awareness without structural change doesn't fix economic inequality. But what 
artists do with their privilege does matter.  
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So what can we learn? First, we need to separate individual actions of artists  from an 
unequal system.  .Second , we need a change in the structures themselves; Black 
ownership of labels, equitable distribution, accurate histories that center Black 
contributions, and economic justice for Black artists. Third, the conversation about 
appropriation needs nuance. We can't reduce everything to simple binaries. 

 And finally self-awareness and political solidarity matter. Maybe if enough white 
artists acknowledge their advantages and use their platforms for justice, we can move 
toward a future where cultural exchange happens with equality and respect rather 
than exploitation. That's the hope anyway. Asking these questions and creating 
spaces where these conversations happen is the first step toward a change. 
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Riassunto in Italiano 
 

Questa tesi esamina il tema dell’appropriazione culturale nella musica afroamericana, 
analizzando in che modo le espressioni musicali originate dalle comunità nere siano 
state ripetutamente prese in prestito da artisti bianchi, che ne hanno guadagnato un 
prestigio commerciale e riconoscimenti più ampi. Attraverso lo studio di due casi 
emblematici—Elvis Presley nel rock and roll degli anni cinquanta ed Eminem 
nell'hip-hop dagli anni novanta fino ai giorni nostri—questo testo esplora i meccanismi 
economici, sociali e culturali che hanno facilitato la continuazione di tale schema nel 
corso delle generazioni. 

Il primo capitolo individua  il contesto teorico, spiegando cosa si intenda per 
appropriazione culturale e differenziandola da concetti simili come assimilazione e 
transculturazione. Viene tracciata l'evoluzione dell'appropriazione nella musica 
afroamericana, dai minstrel show del XIX secolo fino alla dominazione commerciale 
dell'industria musicale nel XX secolo. Il capitolo analizza come le case discografiche 
controllate da bianchi abbiano sistematicamente controllato la distribuzione e le 
trasmissioni radiofoniche, e promosso artisti bianchi per rendere i generi musicali neri 
più accettabili dal pubblico generale (bianco). 

Il secondo capitolo si dedica a Elvis Presley e al rock and roll, facendo uso del 
racconto "1955" di Alice Walker come lente interpretativo. La narrazione di Walker, 
che racconta di Gracie Mae Still (evidentemente omaggiando Big Mama Thornton) e 
del giovane cantante Traynor ( Elvis), offre una visione dell’appropriazione dal punto 
di vista di chi viene appropriato. L’analisi di Walker svela una verità fondamentale: 
l’appropriazione non solo danneggia economicamente gli artisti neri, ma lascia anche 
gli appropriatori in uno stato di vuoto spirituale, distaccati. Il capitolo confronta inoltre il 
racconto di Walker con i fatti storici su Elvis e discute come il film biografico del 2022 
continui a rinforzare narrazioni problematiche sull’appropriazione, oscurando 
importanti artisti neri nella storia del rock e usando il manager Colonel Parker come 
capro espiatorio per sfuggire a domande scomode riguardo alla complicità di Elvis 
stesso. 

Il terzo capitolo si focalizza su Eminem e sull’hip-hop, analizzando l’evoluzione dei 
modelli di appropriazione che, sebbene mutati, persistono. Attraverso l’analisi di 8 
Mile (2002) e dei testi di Eminem, il capitolo esplora la sua posizione come artista 
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bianco in un genere predominato da artisti neri. A differenza di Elvis, Eminem 
riconosce esplicitamente l’appropriazione nei suoi testi, confrontandosi con Elvis e 
ammettendo di aver sfruttato la musica nera per il proprio tornaconto. Eminem però 
partecipato attivamente alla causa della comunità nera, denunciando il razzismo di 
Trump e affrontando la brutalità della polizia nei propri brani. Tuttavia, la sua 
consapevolezza non risolve il problema strutturale: rimane il rapper con le vendite più 
alte nella storia, in un genere sviluppato da persone nere, traendo enormi vantaggi dal 
privilegio bianco. 

La tesi dimostra che l’appropriazione culturale nella musica afroamericana è una 
realtà concreta, persistente e fondamentalmente legata a dinamiche di potere e 
economia, piuttosto che a motivazioni individuali. Da Elvis a Eminem, il modello si 
ripete: gli artisti bianchi nei generi musicali neri ricevono più trasmissioni radiofonici, 
maggiore accettazione nel mainstream e, in generale , un successo commerciale 
superiore rispetto agli artisti neri che producono la stessa musica. Questo non è 
attribuibile a un maggiore talento, ma a un sistema che ha sempre favorito I bianchi in 
America. Tuttavia, è importante riconoscere che la musica americana è ibrida, nata 
dalla mescolanza di tradizioni africane, europee e indigene. Il problema non è la 
mescolanza culturale in sé, ma la disuguaglianza in chi ne trae profitto e chi viene 
cancellato dalla storia.  

La tesi conclude che sono necessari cambiamenti strutturali: più case discografiche in 
mano agli afroamericani, accesso equo alla distribuzione e promozione, storie 
accurate che mettano al centro i contributi neri, e giustizia economica per artisti neri.  
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	Appropriation in Black Music 
	 
	 
	CHAPTER 2: ELVIS PRESLEY AND ROCK 'N' ROLL 
	In the early 1950s, rock 'n' roll was under attack. White America was terrified of this new musical form emerging from Black communities. As reported in an Associated Press article from October 1957, which reprinted an excerpt from the Paris-based magazine “Western World,” Frank Sinatra called rock 'n' roll "the most brutal, ugly, degenerate, vicious form of expression," performed by "cretinous goons" (Sinatra, F. Article on rock 'n' roll. Western World,1957, October 28 ). White preachers across the South condemned it as "blasphemous jungle music" (qt. in Fosler-Lussier, 2020,pg 75 -80). Perhaps the most revealing condemnation came from Asa Carter, leader of the North Alabama White Citizens' Council, who declared that rock 'n' roll was "a means of pulling down the white man to the level of the Negro." Carter claimed the NAACP had "infiltrated" white teenagers with this "immoral" music and labeled it a plot to "mongrelize America." The White Citizens' Council also distributed flyers that pleaded, "Help Save
	The fear wasn't really about the music itself; it was about Blackness infiltrating white America through sound. It was about young white people dancing to Black rhythms, admiring Black performers, and potentially crossing the rigid color line that segregation created. Radio stations in Pittsburgh, Denver, Chicago, and Cincinnati refused to play rock 'n' roll. Cities across Alabama, Louisiana, Arkansas, and Virginia banned interracial concerts. 
	But by 1956, something had shifted. Rock 'n' roll wasn't being banned anymore - it was dominating the radios and breaking sales records. What changed? Not the music itself, but who was performing it. When Elvis Presley, a white man from Tupelo, Mississippi, started singing the same songs that had been demonized just years before, suddenly rock became acceptable. It wasn't "negro music" anymore - it was revolutionary American music, and Elvis was its King. 
	Understanding Rock 'n' Roll's Origins  

	As we established in Chapter 1, narratives matter. They shape how we understand history, who gets credit, and whose contributions get erased. The narrative around rock 'n' roll is no exception, and it's important to acknowledge from the start that this is not a simple story of white people stealing Black music. That narrative, while containing truth, is too neat, too clean, and ultimately doesn't capture the complicated reality of how rock 'n' roll was born. To understand the appropriation that did occur, and it absolutely did occur, we first need to understand the cultural environment that produced this music. 
	Rock 'n' roll didn't just appear out of nowhere. It started in the American South after World War II, during a time of tension and chaos. The South was still segregated, and racial boundaries were enforced with violence. But poor white and Black Southerners often lived closer together than many people realize. Rock 'n' roll came from the mix of Southern hillbilly music and Black rhythm and blues. It might seem strange that something so creative could come from such a hostile place. But maybe that's exactly why it happened. The environment was tough, but it pushed people to make something new, both musically and socially. 
	This context matters because it complicates the narrative of appropriation. Yes, white artists would profit enormously from Black music. Yes, Black pioneers would be erased from the story. Yes, the economic and social benefits would flow disproportionately to white performers. All of that is true, but it would be historically inaccurate to argue that rock 'n' roll is solely Black music that was stolen by white artists.  There was genuine cultural exchange. There was real appreciation and influence flowing in multiple directions. At the same time, this genuine exchange happened within a deeply unequal system. When it came the time to profit, to gain recognition, to become famous, the advantages all flowed to white performers. Black artists created the foundation, but white artists became the kings. 
	This is the paradox we have to keep in mind when we talk about Elvis Presley and rock 'n' roll. There was real cultural mixing that made the music possible, but also a system that took it away from its roots. Big record labels like RCA took over rock 'n' roll and removed its Black cultural background. They turned it into something safe and mainstream for white audiences. Even when white artists like Elvis respected and admired Black musicians, the system made sure they got more money, more fame, and more credit. Black pioneers were pushed aside. 
	Black culture only became acceptable and profitable when white artists performed it. The music was turned into something called 'youth culture.' 
	The tragedy is that this appropriation occurred even as rock 'n' roll was creating some integrated spaces, even as it was challenging some racist attitudes. 
	Big Mama Thornton recorded "Hound Dog" in 1952 - it became a hit in Black communities. Elvis recorded it in 1956, and it became one of the biggest-selling singles in history. Thornton received minimal royalties and remained relatively unknown outside Black musical circles. Elvis became the King of Rock 'n' Roll also thanks to her song. 
	Elvis cannot be dismissed simply as a thief who stole Black music, nor can he be celebrated uncritically as an innocent artist who just loved the music. 
	To understand Elvis's role, we need to see him through multiple lenses simultaneously. We need to examine what he actually said and did regarding Black artists. We need to investigate how he was positioned by the record industry and the media. We need to look at how Black communities responded to him at different points in his career. And crucially, we need to analyze the disconnect between individual actions and systemic outcomes - how even if Elvis personally acknowledged his influences and showed respect for Black musicians, the system still used him to whitewash rock 'n' roll and ensure that economic benefits flowed primarily to white performers and white-owned corporations. 
	To explore these questions, this chapter will turn to Alice Walker's short story "1955," from her collection You Can't Keep a Good Woman Down. Walker's story provides us with something that historical analysis alone cannot: the emotional and human dimension of cultural appropriation. Through the character of Gracie Mae Still - a Black blues singer clearly based on Big Mama Thornton - and her complicated relationship with a young white singer who becomes famous performing her song (unmistakably Elvis Presley), Walker shows us what appropriation looked like and felt like from the Black artist's perspective. 
	Walker's fictional story asks the questions we need to ask about Elvis: What happens when a white artist profits enormously from music created by Black artists? Can personal respect and acknowledgment undo systemic theft? What is the emotional toll on the artist whose work is taken? Can individual guilt address structural injustice? But perhaps most importantly, Walker flips the script on victimhood itself - showing us that the real damage of appropriation might not be to the Black artist whose music is stolen, but to the white artist who spends his life performing songs he can never truly understand. Through Walker's lens, combined with analysis of the 2022 Elvis film, we'll examine how Elvis Presley became the King of Rock 'n' Roll, a crown he never asked for but also never refused. 
	Alice Walker's "1955": The View from the Appropriated 

	Walker's story begins with a scene that immediately establishes the power dynamics at play. An older white gentleman "dressed like a Baptist deacon" arrives at Gracie Mae's door with a young man in tow. From the very first description, Walker signals trouble. A white man dressed in a neat, corporate way showing up in a Black neighborhood is inherently suspicious, and Gracie Mae senses it immediately. The older man's "cold gray eyes look like they're sweating" - an unsettling image that combines hardness with guilt (Walker,1971, pg 5). When we think of sweating, we think of discomfort, of being caught, of guilt. It's as if the old man knows he's about to commit theft, and no matter how much he tries to conceal his real motives with his money and seemingly nice deal, he can't hide the truth in his eyes. 
	Throughout the story, eyes become a motif - they reveal more than appearances, more than the flashy cars and watches that will come later. This is the beauty of "1955," and here we see how good Alice Walker is. She analyzes the dynamics of appropriation through the lens of the one being appropriated - the perception of the Black artist. From these simple physical descriptions, Walker reveals the nature of the appropriator in a way that's easy to understand: just two men and a woman meeting, but the eyes, the attitude, the physical presence say everything. 
	The young man, Traynor, is introduced almost as an afterthought. He's described as someone who "bites his thumbnail," someone who isn't really making decisions for himself but is guided by the older man. When the deacon nudges him and asks, "Traynor here just loves your songs. Don't you, Traynor?" he "blinks, says something I can't catch in a pitch I don't register." This is crucial - Traynor is barely present in this first encounter. He's weak, passive, almost invisible(pg 4). 
	How do we interpret Walker's decision to present Elvis this way? Why make the “appropriator” seem so harmless, so weak? Maybe the idea is to show that Traynor and Elvis are weak, young people who lack direction despite having everything a man could ask for. Or maybe this characterization sets up a contrast with Gracie's strength and resilience, showing that, despite being robbed of her art, she's the one who continues to find joy and meaning in life. This might be Walker's way of highlighting Black resilience. Or perhaps it's a more sinister choice: showing us Elvis as a seemingly harmless young man who's just in awe of Black music, a friend appreciating the art, but by the time you realize the exploitation at work, it's too late. The damage is done. 
	What's clear from the beginning is that Gracie Mae is not buying what they're selling. When they first arrive, her responses are harsh, reluctant. She can see right through them. But then comes the phrase that Walker uses throughout the story like a refrain: "one way or another." One way or another, they get inside her house. One way or another, they convince her to sell one song. One way or another, they come back for all her songs. This repetition shows how appropriation works - it's gradual, insidious, and somehow the person being robbed doesn't fully realize the theft until it's complete. 
	The first thing the young fellow does when he enters her house is "raise the TV a couple of decibels." This small detail reveals so much - the arrogance, the assumption that he can change things in her space, the sense of entitlement. This arrogance appears again and again throughout the text, most clearly when the older man says, "Didn't I give you five hundred dollars? What white man - and don't even need to mention colored - would give you more? ... And by God, you'll be sitting pretty." The condescension is staggering. He's appropriating her music, taking something from her and profiting off it, but somehow he's doing her a favor. This connects directly to what we discussed earlier in Chapter 1 about how appropriation gets framed as generosity, as white people "sharing" or "celebrating" Black culture, when really it's theft dressed up in friendly language. 
	Here we also see the economic inequality that forces so many Black artists to sell their own work. Gracie admits she gains very little from her singing. When she understands the money she can get from selling her songs, she goes past her first instinct, which told her something was wrong: "Them two listening to my song by themselves, and nobody else getting to hear me sing it, give me a pause." Deep down, she knows there is something unsettling about it. But money becomes a need; something has to be sacrificed. 
	The older man's character is clearly paternalistic and manipulative - perhaps based on Colonel Tom Parker, Elvis's manager, who controlled Elvis's career obsessively. But what's interesting is how Walker uses this character. By making the older man the obvious villain, Walker creates someone behind whom Traynor can hide. The exploitation doesn't seem to come from the young singer himself, at least at the beginning of the story, but from his manager. This dynamic will be important when we examine the 2022 Elvis film, which uses exactly the same structure to avoid uncomfortable questions about Elvis's own complicity. 
	After they buy the first song, they come back immediately asking for all her songs, a detail they “forgot.” The casual way they ask - as if it's nothing, something simple, forgettable - might be a deliberate choice by Walker to show the little importance these white men give to Gracie’s art. It's something so insignificant it can be bought like nothing. This intersects with the discourse about the death of art itself that comes with appropriation and exploitation. The music is stripped of the emotional connection between artist and art. It doesn't really matter anymore who sings it or what the meaning behind it is - it's just another product that can be bought and sold. 
	It's worth noting there are levels to buying music. You can buy the right to perform a song, in which case the original owner can still sing it too. But Traynor bought exclusive rights - Gracie can no longer perform her own songs publicly. 
	In the next section, set in 1956, Traynor is gaining massive success from Gracie's music and is playing all over the radio. What's interesting is Gracie's reaction: she doesn't seem to mind that someone else is reaping the rewards of her art, as long as the money keeps coming. But Walker makes us notice something else: one of the reasons why Traynor gains fame is through the sexuality of his performances. Gracie describes his moves as "nasty." This oversexualization is another facet of cultural appropriation worth highlighting. Elvis was accused of taking Black music and overly sexualizing it, adding provocative hip movements and gestures that scandalized white audiences. 
	But here's the thing: the sexuality white people saw in Elvis's performances had always been present in Black music and dance. The excessive sexualization of Black art is a pattern that keeps recurring, seen not just in Elvis but in genres like rap and hip-hop. It stems from the continuing oversexualization that white society associates with Blackness in general. To understand this better, think about twerking. Though considered by many Westerners as vulgar and sexual, its origins in West African dance were never intended to be sexual - it was a regular ethnic dance, in some cultures even considered healing. This same dance form has been popularized by figures like Miley Cyrus in 2013 during her "rebel era," which - not coincidentally - corresponded to her emulating Black and African culture. 
	This connects directly to what bell hooks argued in Black Looks about how white Americans love to immerse themselves in Black culture to get the "spice" out of it (Hooks,1992,pg 20). White people often see Black culture as rebellious, as a way to spice up their lives, to break from their white innocence and enter what they imagine as a "savage lifestyle." 
	Appropriation can mean taking something and changing its form in a way that's harmful to the community it's been taken from. Elvis moving his hips was provocative and met with criticism, yes, but it was still more acceptable than a Black person doing the same movements. Just like Miley twerking is somehow more acceptable than a Black woman doing it. 
	When Gracie hears Traynor singing her songs on the radio, she remarks how he has "followed every turning of my voice." Traynor has studied and mimicked Gracie so well that it's almost as if she's hearing herself sing. He's copied her perfectly, the technical execution is flawless. But as the story will show, this perfect mimicry is also completely empty. Gracie explains that singing well is not just about having a good voice. A good voice helps, but real singing comes from being connected to your music and your community. Gracie is a true singer. Traynor only has the technical skill. He is just a voice with no real feeling or soul. 
	The Cost of Inauthenticity 

	By 1957, Gracie is no longer seen as the owner of her songs. Now people think of them as Traynor's songs. Even though his record says 'written by Gracie Mae Still,' her name is just another line on the label. It doesn't mean anything. Her real contribution is ignored. This is how appropriation works. The original artist might get a credit, but it doesn't matter if no one pays attention to it. 
	This is where the story shifts, and we start to see what appropriation does to the person doing the appropriating. When Traynor comes back to visit Gracie in 1957, the atmosphere feels uneasy. As he listens to himself on the radio performing her song, his body language speaks volumes;he sits with his head lowered, glass in hand, elbows resting on his knees. This posture suggests discomfort or guilt, as though hearing himself sing Gracie's song in her presence is deeply awkward for him. 
	This unsettledness stems from two things that Traynor battles with throughout the story. First, there's guilt. He feels guilty for taking someone else's music and gaining money and fame from it. He tries to overcompensate by giving Gracie expensive gifts - cars, houses, even a self-cleaning oven. But we know that the one benefiting from these gifts is not really Gracie but Traynor himself, who's trying to convince his conscience that what he's doing is okay. His obsession with Gracie is so intense that he even spies on her, checking up on whether she's using the gifts he's given. 
	Second, and more importantly, there's his complete lack of understanding of what he's performing. This section marks the beginning of Traynor's quest for meaning. He keeps coming back, trying to understand what the words mean, looking for reassurance from Gracie. In almost every conversation, he tries desperately to find the meaning of the song in her words and the way she acts. But it's clear he's reading way too much into the lines, and all his interpretations are wrong. He asks, "Everybody still loves that song of yours. They ask me all the time what do I think it means, really... Where out of your life did it come from?" But Gracie can't explain it to him in a way he'll understand, because the song came from her life, her experience not his. 
	Later, Traynor compares his experience of marriage to his experience of performing Gracie's songs. Traynor doesn't know how to feel the songs he's singing or understand their real meaning - he just knows how to buy them. Just like he didn't know the meaning of marriage and kept throwing money at his many wives without truly understanding the relationship. His entire life becomes characterized by this inauthenticity - copying the surface but never grasping the substance. 
	Alice Walker shows clearly who is strong and who is weak. Gracie is the Black woman whose music was taken, but she does not feel guilty or a victim maybe?. She is the strong one. Traynor keeps coming back to her for comfort, almost like a child looking for help from his mother. When he talks about his failed marriages and asks for advice, Gracie thinks to herself that rich white people always seem to need reassurance, even when they are the ones taking from others. This is a powerful point. Even though Gracie lost something, she still has to comfort the person who took it. This pattern, where Black people have to reassure white people even while being exploited, has happened many times in American history. 
	Walker not only highlights the appropriator's weakness but also his soullessness. When Traynor returns years later, after all his fame and riches, Gracie says that talking to him is like talking to someone but without anyone really being there. She could tell "his eyes weren't right." Again, the eyes reveal the truth - the flashy cars and expensive watches can't hide the emptiness inside. 
	At one point, Traynor finally articulates what's happening: white audiences want the essence of Black culture, the feeling and sound of it, but they don't want actual Black people. They want what he's offering - Black culture filtered through a white body, made safe and acceptable. When he sings, they're tasting something authentic, but it's secondhand, diluted. 
	But Traynor's self-awareness doesn't help him. Traynor complains that he needs an audience that will be honest with him, that won't just reflect back lies. The irony is thick here - his entire career is built on a lie, on performing music he doesn't understand for audiences who don't understand what they're actually hearing. Everyone is lying: he's lying by pretending the music is his, the audience are lying by pretending they appreciate something they don't truly comprehend. The whole system is based on a mutual agreement to ignore the truth. 
	Later in the story, Gracie gets invited to perform at one of Traynor's shows. She sings her own song, her own way, and gives it everything she's got. When she finishes … what happens?. The audience doesn't recognize the real thing when they hear it. They want Traynor's version - the copy - not Gracie's authentic performance. This scene captures the ultimate tragedy of appropriation: the original becomes unrecognizable, unwanted. The copy becomes more real than reality. 
	 
	The Flipped Script: Who Is Really the Victim?  

	The story ends with Traynor's death. " His fans go on a "crying rampage," mourning him on TV. But Gracie observes: "They was crying and crying and didn't even know what they was crying for. One day this is going to be a pitiful country, I thought." 
	This ending is crucial because it reveals Walker's real argument - and it's not what we might expect from a story about cultural appropriation. The conventional narrative would make Gracie the victim: the poor Black woman whose art was stolen, who never got proper recognition, who died in obscurity while a white man became famous from her work. And yes, that's all true on one level. 
	But Walker flips the script. She shows us that Gracie, despite everything, lives with dignity. She has her identity intact. She knows who she is, knows where her music came from, and finds meaning in her life even without fame or fortune. She's secure in herself. Meanwhile, Traynor - despite having everything a man could ask for, despite being called the Emperor of Rock and Roll - dies miserable and empty. He spent his entire life performing something he didn't understand, searching for meaning he could never find, trying to buy authenticity with money and gifts. He couldn't even enjoy his own success because it was built on inauthenticity. 
	This is perhaps Walker's most radical move: refusing to accept the story of victimization. She doesn't conform to the narrative where the Black artist is simply the victim and the white appropriator is simply the villain. Instead, she shows us that appropriation damages the appropriator's soul. Traynor becomes the real victim - not of Gracie, but of a system that allowed him to profit from something he could never truly possess. He's left without identity, without authenticity. 
	This doesn't mean appropriation isn't harmful, it absolutely is. Gracie should have gotten recognition, money, and fame for her own work. The economic injustice is real and devastating. But Walker is saying something more nuanced: cultural appropriation doesn't just harm the culture being stolen from. It also undermines the authenticity and humanity of those who steal. When you spend your life performing someone else's experience, singing someone else's pain, mimicking someone else's joy without understanding where it came from, you lose yourself. You become, as Gracie says, just "a good voice occupying body space." 
	Gracie pities Traynor. This is the flipped script - the appropriated artist feeling sorry for the appropriator. Not because the appropriation is okay, not because the theft doesn't matter, but because she recognizes that in stealing her music, Traynor has stolen something from himself: the possibility of authentic artistic expression, the connection between artist and art, the meaning that makes success worthwhile. 
	The 2022 Elvis Film: The Script Remains Unflipped 

	In 2022, director Baz Luhrmann released a big-budget Elvis biopic that made over $287 million at the box office. The film is interesting not because it's accurate history - it's not - but because it shows how Hollywood tells the story of Elvis and race in 2022, seventy years after the events Walker writes about in "1955." The film reveals what mainstream American culture is willing to acknowledge about appropriation and what it still wants to avoid. 
	To the film's credit, it includes Black musicians prominently. There are scenes of young Elvis on Beale Street watching B.B. King perform. There's a character based on Sister Rosetta Tharpe performing at a gospel tent revival with young Elvis watching mesmerized. Little Richard appears performing "Tutti Frutti." The movie makes it visually clear that Elvis's music came from Black sources. This is progress compared to older Elvis films that barely showed Black people at all. 
	However, the way the film presents this relationship is deeply problematic. First, it romanticizes Elvis's connection to Black culture, showing him as deeply immersed in Black community life, almost as if he were part of it. But as we discussed earlier, historical evidence doesn't support this. Elvis heard Black music and visited some Black spaces, but he was always an outsider because of segregation. The film wants to have it both ways - acknowledging Black influence while making Elvis seem like he earned the right to that music through genuine cultural participation. 
	Second, and more importantly black musicians appear in the movie, but only to show their effect on Elvis. They are not granted space for their own stories or perspectives,  they exist as atmosphere, as background, as merely the source of Elvis's authenticity.   
	The most revealing choice in the movie is the fact that Big Mama Thornton, whose song made Elvis, appears in the film for a few seconds. This erasure is telling; the film can't fully confront the economic reality of appropriation without making Elvis look bad, so it simply pretends Big Mama Thornton didn't exist. It's the pattern discussed in Chapter 1 playing out in real time: once the whitewashing is complete, once the genre belongs to white artists in the public imagination, Black pioneers get written out entirely. 
	The film includes a brief scene where Elvis watches Martin Luther King Jr. and the Civil Rights Movement on TV, looking sympathetic. But it never addresses the fact that Elvis stayed publicly silent on civil rights during the most crucial years of the movement. The movie wants to suggest Elvis supported civil rights without showing him actually doing anything about it. The narrative is once again rewritten, and the film can acknowledge racism just enough to seem conscious of it, but not so much that it requires white audiences to feel aware of the real dynamics. 
	The most important choice the film makes is casting Colonel Tom Parker as the villain. Played by Tom Hanks and narrating the entire movie, Parker is shown as greedy, manipulative, and controlling. The film suggests Parker exploited Elvis, took his money, and ultimately caused his decline and death. While Parker was indeed exploitative, making him the sole villain is convenient. By blaming Parker for everything - the commercialization, the exploitation, the artistic decline - the film removes Elvis from any accountability regarding cultural appropriation. Elvis becomes a victim in his own story, exploited by a bad manager, rather than someone who benefited enormously from racial privilege. 
	This is the structure Walker used in "1955" through the character of the older deacon-looking man. He's the obvious bad guy, the manipulator, the one making the deals. This allows Traynor to seem more innocent, more passive, less culpable at first. The film uses the same strategy, but for a different goal. Walker used this strategy to show the appropriator's weakness.  The film ‘s goal is to  allow white audiences to acknowledge the  appropriation happened while maintaining sympathy for Elvis.This way  racism is acknowledged only to the extent that white protagonists remain heroic and sympathetic. 
	The film aestheticizes Black culture. For example, the scenes of young Elvis on Beale Street are shot with warm, golden lighting that makes everything look nostalgic and magical. Black performers are shown in dramatic close-ups emphasizing their artistry. These visual choices make Black influence clear, but they also make it feel dreamlike and removed from reality. It does not deal with the ugly realities of segregation, economic exploitation, and systemic racism. So it makes everything beautiful and emotional instead of political and material. 
	What the film cannot do - what Hollywood apparently still cannot do in 2022 - is what Walker did in 1983: flip the script. Walker centered Gracie's perspective, showed her strength and resilience, and demonstrated that appropriation damages the appropriator as much as the appropriated. The Elvis film can't do this because it would require fundamentally questioning Elvis's legacy, asking uncomfortable questions about what it means to be celebrated for performing other people's culture, examining whether success built on appropriation is really success at all. 
	Walker showed us Traynor dying miserable despite all his fame, his audiences crying without knowing what they're crying for, and Gracie observing it all with clear eyes and intact dignity. The film shows us Elvis as tragic, yes, but tragic in a romantic way - a brilliant artist destroyed by a bad manager and the pressures of fame. It cannot show us what Walker showed: that the tragedy was deeper, that appropriation created a kind of soullessness, that success without authenticity is a hollow victory. The film wants us to mourn Elvis. Walker wants us to understand what he lost by gaining everything the wrong way. 
	Conclusion: The Cost of the Crown 

	Elvis Presley became the King of Rock 'n' Roll, a crown he never asked for but also never refused. Through Alice Walker's "1955," we see both what that crown represented and what it cost - not just to Black artists like Big Mama Thornton who were erased from history, but to Elvis himself, who spent his life performing music he could technically execute perfectly but never fully understand. 
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