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In the mid 1990’s, the debut releases of Goodie Mob’s Soul Food 

(1995) and OutKast’s Southernplayalisticadillacmuzik (1994) marked 

the emergence of southern hip hop into the mainstream of American 

popular music. The albums’ seminal sounds of the “Dirty South” were 

forged in Southwest Atlanta, where the members of Goodie Mob and 

OutKast had known each other as classmates at Benjamin E. Mays 

and Tri-Cities High School, respectively, and then as collaborators in 

Organized Noize’s Atlanta-based rap collective, The Dungeon Family. 

While the phrase “Dirty South,” which represents a style of southern 

rap music, was not invented by Goodie Mob, it gained wider usage 

when the group took it as the title of the fourth track of their debut 

album, Soul Food} Both the Goodie Mob and OutKast albums have 

been rightly praised by critics and fans for their slow southern soul- 

infused grooves that mesh seamlessly with “hardcore” beats associated 

with urban rap and provocative lyrics that resonate with southern black 

dialect and oral tradition. While achieving commercial success, the 

albums also articulated the alienation of inner-city Atlanta blacks and 

voiced social protest of Atlanta’s uneven development, segregation, 

white privilege, and corruption during a period of supposed social and 

economic progress in the “New South”1 of the 1980s and 1990s.

Although OutKast and Goodie Mob made musically fresh and 

socially conscious contributions to hip hop, both groups were initially 

considered to somehow not belong in a rap world that was decidedly 

urban and northern, and struggled mightily to gain visibility and 

acceptance among fans and critics—and even within the rap world 

itself. For example, Big Gipp, a member of Goodie Mob, recalls being 

poorly received at an annual awards show in New York City that 

was hosted by the popular rap magazine The Source. Even though 

OutKast had been awarded “Best New Group” by the magazine that 

year, he recalls “When Big Boi and Dre [of OutKast] got out there 

at those Source Awards, everybody was like, ‘boooo, boooo, boooo.’ 

I remember it was just OutKast and the four Goodie Mob members 

and I was like, man. . . Don’t nobody even give a fuck about us folk” 

(qtd. in Grem 56). Hip hop of the 1990’s was dominated by urban
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rappers of the “East Coast” and “West Coast,” and southern rappers 

were “excluded by their southemness from competing in a rap-music 

market dominated by New York and Los Angeles” (Grem 56) The 

music industry often perceived southern rappers as representing 

regional stereotypes of rural backwardness, including many music 

journalists, who “often display a weakness for timeworn stereotypes 

about the poverty and backwardness of southerners” (Miller 197). Of 

the professional discrimination against southern rappers and biases of 

non-regional audiences, Darren E. Grem writes, “In a word, detractors 

cast Dirty South rap as ‘country,’ an epithet in black culture roughly 

equivalent to white culture’s ‘redneck’” (62).

In spite of outsiders’ denigration of their “country” image, 

both groups gained popularity and commercial success by the end of 

the 1990’s and managed to push their unapologetic raps about southern 

black life to the forefront of the hip hop nation.2 As an important 

part of their southern image, both groups often rap about southern 

foods as signifiers of regional identity and pride. For example, on 

Southernplayalisticadillacmuzik, Andre 3000 (of OutKast) raps, “Like 

collard greens and whole eggs / 1 got soul / That’s something you ain’t 

got / That’s why yo style is rotten.” Commenting on how the style 

and lyrical substance of southern history, experience, and identity 

was misunderstood and thoughtlessly disrespected by their detractors, 

OutKast raps, “My mind catches flashbacks to the black past . . . .  The 

southern slang, figure ways and mojo chicken wangs / But I grew up 

on booty shake we did not know no better thang / So go ‘head and 

diss it, while real hip-hoppers listen” (ATLiens, “ 13th Floor / Growing 

Old”).

Music journalists also took note of the significance of images 

of food as signifiers of regional identity in their comments about the 

groups. For example, one reviewer writes of how OutKast raps about 

“Cadillacs rather than Benzes, chicken wings rather than Moet” (qtd. 

in Grem 63). And in an interview with Goodie Mob in the popular 

magazine Rap Pages, another journalist writes:

For T-Mo [a member of the group], Soul Food represents 

Southern Comfort—straight, no chaser . .. Sitting 

down to talk to Cee-Lo [another member of the group] 

is like sitting down to chat with a country preacher 

over lemonade after Sunday service . . .  He responds to 

questions with a soon-to-be signature twang as thick as 

red beans and rice. (DePriest 57)

The groups’ association with images of food is not surprising,
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given that food has long been a staple of southern identity. Numerous 

studies within the field of food scholarship have explored in depth the 

links between southern foodways and identity. For example, David 

A. Davis and Tara Powell in Writing in the Kitchen, Beth A. Latshaw 

in “The Soul of the South: Race, Food, and Identity in the American 

South,” Elizabeth Engelhardt in A Mess o f Greens: Southern Gender 

and Southern Food, and Jessica B. Harris in High on the Hog: A 

Culinary Journey From Africa to America and “I’m Talkin’ ‘Bout the 

Food I Sells” all make the case. And while OutKast and Goodie Mob’s 

identification with food was apparently considered to be remarkable, 

or at least noteworthy, to non-regional audiences at first, it is nothing 

new when viewed within a larger context of African American artistic 

traditions. Cultural critic Doris Witt, for example, writes about the 

centrality of food images within the historical context of African 

American literature and oral tradition:

Food is simply central to African American literature.

Folktales and slave narratives are often obsessively 

focused on this topic, as one would expect, given the 

degradations of chattel slavery . . .  Long after the demise 

of legal slavery, furthermore, food has recurred as both 

a material and metaphoric obsession throughout the 

emergent cannon of African American literature. (8)

Perhaps in no other work of rap is the significance of food as a 

symbol of southern black identity articulated more poignantly than in 

Goodie Mob’s title track for Soul Food. To get a deeper understanding 

and appreciation for how images of food function in the song, and how 

the song both reflects and extends larger African American literary 

and oral traditions, this study compares food motifs in Soul Food with 

those of three landmark twentieth-century works of African American 

literature, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man (1952), Zora Neale Hurston’s 

Mules and Men (1935), and Richard Wright’s Native Son (1940). 

This comparison reveals ways in which images of food function as an 

articulation of southern black identity and social crisis experienced in 

the twentieth-century rural black migration to urban industrial centers 

during the twentieth century.

By moving to northern cities, southern blacks hoped to escape 

racism, poor farming conditions, and the exploitation of sharecropping 

system to pursue better employment opportunities in labor-starved 

factories of the post-World War II period. According to Ronald Bailey, 

the:

Afro-American move from South to North, from country 

to city, and from farm to factory is one of the most
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significant social transformations in the history of the 

United States. No aspect of the lives of black people was 

left unchanged. The dynamic interaction of a southern- 

based rural Afro-American nationality and northern, urban 

experiences is key to understanding this process. (181)

Like a host of other novels by African American writers of 

the mid-twentieth century, Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man explores the 

dramatic social transformation of black migration and related themes 

such as black affirmation and identity, assimilation and racism, and 

the expansion of a black middle class. Not surprisingly, given the 

obsession with food in southern black folklore upon which Ellison and 

other black writers drew, these themes are often expressed through 

images of food as signifiers of rural black southern identity in crisis. 

For example, in an early scene of the novel in which the narrator waits 

to attend a disciplinary meeting with the headmaster of his prestigious 

black college, he catches the scent of the school’s food: “The smell 

of fresh bread being prepared in the bakery drifted to me. The good 

white bread of breakfast; the rolls dripping with yellow butter that I 

had slipped in my pocket so often to be munched later in my room 

with wild blackberry jam from home” (136). The “good white bread” 

indicates not only a comfort and familiarity with the school’s food, 

but also assimilation and compliance with the rules of white society. 

The “wild blackberry jam from home” suggests comfort as well, 

though not one that is based in the institutional setting of the school, 

but rather in the protagonist’s rural southern roots. The jam is enjoyed 

in the privacy of the narrator’s room, and is not shared with others 

in the semi-public space of the school cafeteria, suggesting that rural 

roots are kept invisible. In this food metaphor, the jam is “wild” in 

contrast to the “good” white bread of the school, symbolizing the 

moral struggle of the character as he questions the “goodness” of 

an institutional authority that believes “white is right” and does not 

accept his “wild” rural African American roots.

Following his expulsion from college, the narrator moves to 

New York City, where he visits a diner and remarks, “I could feel the 

odor of frying bacon reach deep into my stomach” (177). A waiter 

approaches him and says, “I ’ve got something good for you . . . pork 

chops, grits, one egg, hot biscuits, and coffee!” (178). Though he 

is hungry, the narrator refuses the special, and orders orange juice, 

toast, and coffee, instead, asking himself, “Could everyone see that I 

was southern?” (178). The narrator does not order a country breakfast 

because he does not want to be identified with southern stereotypes.
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As he is leaving the diner, he sees a white customer enjoying the 

special, and for whom the country breakfast does not have the same 

significance. For the narrator, the country breakfast is a symbol of his 

rural blackness, and represents his struggle to come to terms with what 

it means to be an assimilated southern black man living in New York 

City; more specifically, the “Invisible Man” recognizes the difficulty 

of identifying himself as an individual in a white-dominated urban 

society that refuses to see beyond regional and racial stereotypes.

Later in the novel, the narrator encounters a street vendor 

selling baked yams, and is struck “by a swift stab of nostalgia” (262). 

The vendor guarantees his product, saying, “If that ain’t the best 

eating you had in a long time, I give you your money back,” to which 

the narrator replies, “You don’t have to convince me. I can look at it 

and see it’s good” (264). The narrator’s statement sparks recognition 

in the yam salesman: “I can see you’re one of those old-fashioned yam 

eaters” (266). The yam represents a connection with rural southern 

roots, one that is authentic, valued above money, “old-fashioned,” and 

“good.” The narrator walks down the street eating the yam, and thinks, 

“I no longer had to worry about who saw me or what was proper. To 

hell with all that, and as sweet as the yam actually was, it became like 

nectar with the thought” (264). As the narrator grapples to redefine 

his identity and come to terms with failed promises of social equality 

and freedom in the urban north, the encounter with the street vendor 

grounds him in a connection to his past and demonstrates “the power 

of food to excite memory and reinforce identity”(Davis and Powell 6).

Feeling empowered by his experience with the yam salesman, 

the narrator imagines confronting his former school headmaster, 

Dr. Bledsoe, at a Men’s House, shaking raw chitterlings at him, and 

shouting “Bledsoe, you’re a shameless chitterling eater! I accuse 

you of relishing hog bowels! Ha! And not only do you eat them, you 

sneak them in private when you think you’re unobserved! You’re a 

sneaking chitterling lover!” (265). The chitterlings are a revealing 

symbol of rural southern blackness, since “such food as chitlins [also 

known as chitterlings] came into the ‘soul food’ diet because of the 

necessity for rural poverty-ridden southerners to use every bit of food 

available. When a hog was slaughtered, no edible part was wasted” 

(McDearman 679). While chitterlings could serve as a symbol of 

resourcefulness, survival, or sharing in the southern black community, 

they have become a symbol of backwardness and shame in the 

narrator’s fantasy. By eating chitterlings, “He [Dr. Bledsoe] would 

lose caste. The weekly newspapers would attack him. The captions
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over his picture: Prominent Educator Reverts to Field Niggerism!” 

(265). The fantasy of exposing Dr. Bledsoe as a fraud by associating 

him with the stigmatized chitterlings reveals the Invisible Man’s 

desire to debunk what he perceives as false notions of social and 

economic advancement for African Americans and to strip away a 

white sanctioned version of black identity that is practiced by a petit- 

bourgeois of black accommodationists.

By comparing the lyrics of Goodie Mob’s Soul Food with soul 

food themes in Invisible Man, it becomes apparent that the works bear 

striking similarities in terms of how they portray soul food as a symbol 

of a modem crisis of southern black identity. Not accidentally, Goodie 

Mob’s similar concerns emerged from within the context of their home 

of Atlanta, a city with a history of rapid urban development. Writing 

of the South’s history of urbanization and desire for modem progress, 

Carl Abbot explains “hopes for a New South were held most strongly 

by civic leaders in ambitious cities like Atlanta and Birmingham, who 

hoped to emulate northern industrial cities” (1444). Atlanta is unique 

in that it both shares much with its northern urban counterparts, yet also 

represents a metonym for “Southemess” in the popular imagination. 

According to Adam Krims, “if it [Atlanta] may stand in for the ‘ South’ 

in general, then much of what the ‘South’ means in African American 

culture and communal memory may be transferred to that city” (125). 

Atlanta’s historical context as a well-connected urban center modeled 

on northern cities makes it a logical location for cultural transmission 

and convergence, not only of different “southern” and “northern” 

sounds, but also of themes of black identity similar to those explored 

by northern writers who drew upon oral traditions of southern black 

folklore.

Like the words of the yam salesman in Invisible Man, for 

example, lines of the chorus of “Soul Food” indicate that soul food is 

“old-fashioned,” “good,” and valued above money: “Come and Get 

yo’ soul food, well well / Good old-fashioned soul food, all right / 

Everything is for free / As good as it can be / Come and get some 

soul food.” In addition to senses of tradition and community that are 

reinforced by the sharing of food, the lyrics suggest that food represents 

a connection to rural identity that the song’s narrator has left behind, 

yet to which he remains connected: “Didn’t know why but it felt so 

good / Like some waffles in the morning / Headed back to the woods / 

Now I’m full as a tick” (Goodie Mob). Like the protagonist of Invisible 

Man, following his encounter with the yam salesman, the narrator of 

“Soul Food” “feels good,” and is not ashamed of identifying himself
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with rural Southern roots. The food is celebrated as a powerful symbol 

of rural black identity that makes the narrator feel “full” in a literal and 

figurative sense.

In addition to regional identification, soul foods in Invisible 

Man and Soul Food suggest rural values of familial and communal 

care. In Soul Food, for example, “Daddy put tha hot grits on my chest 

in tha morning / When I was sick Mary had the hot soup boiling.” There 

is also a character in Invisible Man named Mary, who takes care of the 

narrator, nursing him back to health with hot soup when he awakens 

from unconsciousness following a boiler explosion at the Liberty 

Paints factory. Mary is a maternal figure, who is known throughout the 

Harlem community, and who stirs a “feeling of old, almost forgotten 

relief’ (Ellison 253) in the narrator. The Mary characters in both 

Invisible Man and Soul Food suggest a need to balance the harshness 

of individualist urban capitalist life with a sense of rural community 

and maternal care. In Soul Food, this balance takes imaginary form in 

the narrator’s reminiscence, while in Invisible Man this balance takes 

place in Miss Mary’s reconstitution of traditional gender roles and 

rural community values in Harlem.

The soul food concept also suggests familial sharing that 

extends beyond the immediate family, to distant kin, and even into 

the larger community. In an interview, Goodie Mob member Big Gipp 

states that “at the end of the day, [the Dirty South is] all about family. .

. I ’m talking about bar-b-cue, back yards, big houses, man. . . . Raised 

up by your Grandmama” (qtd. in Miller 186). According to Tony L. 

Whitehead:

Early in their history, the concept of family for southern 

blacks began to extend beyond the residential unit to 

include not only parents, siblings, and children, but 

also biologically related kinsmen such as parents’ 

parents and siblings, siblings’ children, and children’s 

children, as well as people who are not related at all.

Such extension has facilitated survival for blacks in the 

South by increasing the size and range (including people 

of different social, ethnic, and racial categories) of the 

family. (153)

In the final verse of “Soul Food,” these extended familial and communal 

ties are related to the sharing of food: “When mama ain’t cooking / 

Everybody’s out hunting with tha family / Looking for a little soul 

food.” In these lines, the boundaries between family and community 

are blurred. Mama cooks soul food for the family at the home, yet 

when she is not cooking, soul food can be still be found and shared
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in the larger community, whether in local black businesses mentioned 

in the song, such as “J.J.’s Ribshack” and “Bankhead Seafood,” or 

perhaps in the homes of other families.

As in Soul Food, food is shared in abundance by the people 

of the African American community of Eatonville, Florida that is 

depicted in Zora Neale Hurston’s Mules and Men. In the first part 

of the book, Hurston leaves New York City to collect black folklore 

in Eatonville, and soon after she arrives, she is swept up into a “toe 

party,” at which “There was plenty of chicken perleau and baked 

chicken and fried chicken and rabbit. Pig feet and chitterlings and hot 

peanuts and drinkables. Everybody was treating wildly” (15). One of 

the men at the party, Charlie Jones, insists, “Come on, Zora, and have 

a treat on me!” and “You done et chicken-ham and chicken bosom wid 

every shag-leg in Orange County but me. Come on and spend some of 

my money,” to which Zora replies, “Thanks, Charlie, but five helpin’s 

of chicken inside already. Ah either got to get another stomach or 

quit eatin’” (15). In spite of the supposed poverty of rural southern 

blacks, Eatonville’s people are depicted as having all the things they 

need to survive, as they are self-sufficient, share generously, and have 

not entered into what would, by contrast, be a market economy that 

encourages competition and social inequality, and systematically 

deprives people of access to food.

“Soul Food” contains similar images of abundance and 

sharing in a rural community: “Everything is for free / As good as it 

can be / Come and get some soul food.” And in the song’s last verse: 

“A heaping helping of fried chicken / Macaroni and collard greens 

/ Too big for my jeans.” Though the narrator is not wealthy by the 

materialist standards of capitalist society, his survival needs are met 

amply, and this is enough to be thankful for: “Ain’t never had a lot but 

thankful for / The little that I got why not be.” Contrasted with these 

images of simple abundance and thanks, are disturbing images of the 

fast food industry: “Fast food got me feeling sick / Them crackers 

think they slick / By trying to make this bullshit affordable / 1 thank the 

lord that my voice was recordable.” Resonating with these lines of the 

song is a scene in the Soul Food music video, in which the members 

of the group play the roles of fast food workers. In the scene, the group 

members serve rude customers and work beneath a verbally abusive 

white female manager, suggesting fears of racial subordination and 

emasculation in the fast food industry. Shots of food preparation 

show one group member cooking an unappetizing grey hamburger 

that sizzles limply on the grill, while another group member purposely
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over-salts French fries. When they have had as much of the job as they 

can tolerate, they quit collectively. On their way out of the restaurant, 

they give a hamburger to an old black man who is begging on the street, 

which suggests the sharing of food as a symbol of black solidarity and 

resistance. In addition to critiquing racism and economic exploitation 

in the fast food industry, the music video and song lyrics critique the 

quality of fast food, which is described as cheap “bullshit.” These 

images of fast food stand in contrast to the song’s appetizing images 

of soul food, which is prepared patiently and carefully, is abundant, 

and is shared among community members.

Though written before the emergence of the modem fast food 

industry, Richard Wright’s Native Son also critiques the capitalization 

of and competition for food in modem urban society. The novel’s main 

character, Bigger Thomas, lives in a state of chronic hunger, and his 

family’s ability to obtain food is in constant jeopardy. He is forced to 

take a job with a wealthy white family, the Daltons, and though Bigger 

hates the idea, his mother warns him, “if you don’t take that job, the 

relief’ll cut us off. We won’t have any food” (16). Bigger dislikes the 

Daltons, who exhibit paternalistic racist attitudes toward him while 

thinking themselves to be communist cmsaders for social equality and 

great philanthropists for black causes. The Dalton heiress, Mary, and 

her boyfriend, Jan, try to experience black life by convincing Bigger 

to take them into a restaurant that serves mostly black customers. 

Mary and Jan eat fried chicken and drink beer, and Mary remarks, 

“This is simply grand!” (73), and Jan, apparently trying to sound black 

in his speech concurs, “You got something there” (73). Though Bigger 

has eaten at the restaurant many times before, he feels an intense 

discomfort with bringing white people into its social space, and is off- 

put by Mary and Jan’s attempts to experience authentic blackness.

Later, Bigger takes Mary home when she is too drunk to walk 

and escorts her to her room. They begin kissing, but are interrupted 

when Mrs. Dalton enters. Terrified, Bigger covers Mary’s face with 

a pillow so that she will not make noise, and accidentally kills her. 

To hide the evidence of his crime, Bigger bums Mary’s body in the 

furnace, after which he feels a sense of empowerment, because he has 

performed a racially transgressive act of which nobody would think 

him capable. He hastily decides to convince the Daltons that Mary has 

been kidnapped, and writes a ransom note that he slides under their 

door. When he has delivered the note, he becomes aware of “a too 

long lack of sleep and food . . .  He should go to the kitchen and ask 

for his dinner. Surely, he should not starve like this” (175). Bigger’s
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impulsive decisions are made because he lives in a desperate state of 

constant deprivation. The biting hunger and exhaustion that cloud his 

mind are also the manifestation of racist inequality against which he 

rebels, as well as the impetus for his irrational acts of violence.

Not coincidentally, it is steak that Bigger eats in the Daltons’ 

kitchen, and also in prison after he has been apprehended. In “Soul 

Food,” steak is decidedly not a part of soul food cuisine: “Didn’t come 

for no beef cause I don’t eat steak. I got a plate of soul food chicken, 

rice and gravy.” In Native Son and in Soul Food, different foods are 

linked to different social spaces. Steak is a relatively expensive food, to 

which Bigger does not normally have access, and he only encounters it 

in the home of a wealthy white family and in the disciplinary space of 

the prison. Chicken, on the other hand, is a food that is associated with 

the black social space of the soul food restaurant. In the Soul Food 

music video, the hamburger is associated with the fast food industry, 

the abusive manager, and rude customers. A soul food meal of chicken 

and rice, in opposition to beef and steak, represents authentic black 

identity, a valuation of black community, and resistance to racist 

economic exploitation.

In addition to more concrete meanings related to particular 

social spaces, the phrase “food for my soul” in “Soul Food” has 

religious overtones that convey black power and transcendence in the 

face of adversity:

It’s such a blessing when my eyes

Get to see the sun rise

I’m ready to begin another chance

To get further away from where I’ve been

But I’ll never forget everything I went through

I appreciate the shit because

If I hadda went and took the easy way

I wouldn’t be the strong nigga that I am today

Everything that I did

Different things I was told

Just ended up being food for my soul

Many twentieth-century black authors critiqued oppressive 

aspects of Christian dogma, for example in the portrayal of the blind 

Reverend E. Barbee in Invisible Man, who preaches a subservient 

message of black Christian forbearance in white-dominated society. 

Soul Food, however, presents religion as a more spiritual, personalized, 

and empowering force. According to Mark Lewis Taylor, in rap 

music there is often an important distinction between the rigid social 

hierarchies of organized “religion” and a more personalized and
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empowering sense of “spirit.” A sense of “spirit,” allows (rap) speakers 

to “cultivate their own discursive and ritual experiences of mystery, to 

construct or join alternative religious communities and movements, 

and thus seek to avoid more established religious orders” (119). In 

Barbee’s sermon in Invisible Man, God is equated in many ways 

with the Founder of the College, who represents a religious image 

of progress for the “race,” one that accords with white social norms 

and is regarded as sacred truth. In contrast, Goodie Mob’s concept of 

soul food represents a spiritual struggle, one that is both personal and 

collective, and in which God offers strength in the face of adversity 

and “food for the soul,” rather than a prescribed set of religious beliefs.

Connections between food and spirituality are also depicted on 

the cover picture of the Soul Food album, in which Goodie Mob is seated 

at a dining table, upon which are placed hot sauce, salt, and pepper. 

The group is praying together, presumably saying a blessing before 

partaking in a soul food feast. Here, the artwork makes connections 

between spirituality, food, and communal struggle. “Goodie Mob,” 

which stands for “the Good Die Mostly Over Bullshit,” is written at 

the top of the cover. The two “O’s” in “Goodie” are stylized to form a 

pair of hands in shackles, and the “M” in “Mob” is drawn to represent 

a lynching. These images of entrapment and death in the group’s name 

suggest the struggle to survive in a racist society, while the image of 

communal prayer and thanks for the blessing of “soul food” suggests 

the group’s collective strength and transcendence. The soul food for 

which they pray is not only literal and physical sustenance, but also 

communal and spiritual nourishment. The album’s title, Soul Food, 

written in a light black font that blends into the cover picture, suggests 

that soul food represents the wholeness of all of these elements in the 

black community.

As symbols of black community, family, rurality, 

“southemess,” and tradition, the members of Goodie Mob, like 

other black authors of the twentieth century, use food metaphors 

to powerfully articulate urban black experience and struggle. By 

comparing food motifs in Soul Food to those in classics of African 

American literature, it becomes apparent that such songs are worthy of 

consideration as an important reflection, contribution, and extension 

of larger African American oral and literary traditions. In addition, 

the comparison illuminates a specific example of how hip-hop can be 

valuable in its ability to expose African American traditions and their 

collective wisdom to popular audiences. While recognizing the value 

of hip-hop’s connection to traditional art forms, it is also important to
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consider how hip-hop as a form of popular entertainment is constrained 

by its commercial demands in ways that artistic traditions such as 

communal storytelling, literature, or painting are not. As an intelligent 

art form, hip-hop has the power to educate people: “Got some soul on 

blast in tha cassette / Food for my brain / 1 haven’t stopped learning 

yet” (Goodie Mob). As a base appeal to mass audiences, however, hip- 

hop is often reduced to superficial and sensational images of sex and 

violence, stereotypical portrayals of “pimps,” “gangstas,” and “ho’s,” 

and materialist trappings of cars, gear, and “bling.”

Within an arguably degraded yet also in some ways 

empowering4 commercial landscape of popular hip hop culture, Goodie 

Mob’s Soul Food will stand the test of time as an original, meaningful, 

and outstanding work of art. By both standing upon and extending 

African American oral and literary traditions, the album presents 

intelligent and poignant social protests of racism and postindustrial 

black life in the American South while also offering reasons to hope for 

social change. Like many other socially conscious artistic statements 

with intellectual substance, however, the original impulse of Goodie 

Mob’s vision of the “Dirty South” has been diminished in the arena of 

popular culture, in which profit-driven industries cater to fickle hyper- 

mediated mass markets, white middle class listeners, and the lowest 

common denominators of taste. Expressing concerns about how the 

Dirty South “brand” has been used to market products such as clothes 

and energy drinks, one reviewer writes, “Now, they [industry leaders] 

create it, package it and market it... It’s mythological. It’s fake. And 

it’s soulless. It’ll be interesting to see what happens when the hype 

wears off and the energy-drink industry starts crashing. Then what? 

OutKast’s Low Carb Cheesecake?” (qtd. in Grem 70-71). With hip 

hop’s increased commercialization as a multi-billion dollar industry, it 

is essential for artists, industry professionals, scholars, and audiences 

to be able to recognize and understand the music’s historical contexts 

and traditional influences when evaluating its artistic quality and social 

purpose. By so doing, we can gain not only a greater appreciation of 

the art form, but also the ability to make critical distinctions between 

the mindless rhythms of the market and the music that is food for the 

soul.
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Notes

'See ‘“The South Got Something to Say’: Atlanta’s Dirty South 

and the Southemization of Hip-Hop America” (Grem) and “Rap’s Dirty 

South: From Subculture to Pop Culture” (Miller).

2Here the term “New South” refers to an ideology of a modem, 

capitalist, non-racist South, promoted by white Southern politicians and 

reflected in neoconservative social and economic policies of the 1980’s and 

1990’s. See “Rap’s Dirty South: From Subculture to Pop Culture” (Miller).

3The phrase “hip hop nation” refers to broadly to a nationalistic 

geography of rap music, comprised of distinct rap styles that are associated 

with different regions, for example “East Coast,” “West Coast,” and “Dirty 

South” to name a few. While some historical studies of hip hop have 

arguably overlooked much of the Dirty South’s contribution to hip hop’s 

development (see for example, Chang’s Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: a History 

of the Hip Hop Nation), the music’s southern influences gained increasing 

recognition from music scholars during the 2000’s. See, for instance, ‘“The 

South Got Something to Say’: Atlanta’s Dirty South and the Southemization 

of Hip-Hop America” (Grem) and “Rap’s Dirty South: From Subculture to 
Pop Culture” (Miller).

4See “Black Youth and the Ironies of Capitalism” (Watkins 2012).
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