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Abstract

This thesis critically analyzes the construction and Human Resource Management
(HRM) of "authenticity" within contemporary gangsta rap, using the Kendrick
Lamar vs. Drake rivalry as a central case study. It argues that ‘realness' is not
inherent but a managed commodity, shaped by an "Authenticity Algorithm" where
artistic expression intersects with corporate strategy, legal constraints, and
audience perception. HRM functions play a pivotal, often obscured, role in
navigating the tension between the commercial value of perceived authenticity and
the imperative for risk mitigation. Through a theoretical and discourse-driven
approach, this research deconstructs artist personas, examines the influence of
billion-dollar MNCs, and explores the ethical implications of commodifying
cultural narratives, ultimately questioning the limits of artistic freedom in a
commercially driven, algorithmically influenced music industry.




a. Introduction

Purpose: This report outlines the framework and initial drafting of a Master's thesis titled
"Constructing 'Realness’: A Critical Analysis of Human Resource Management and the
Negotiation of Authenticity in Gangsta Rap (The Kendrick/Drake Case Study).” It aims
to provide context for the research, define the central problem concerning the
management of authenticity within the commercial gangsta rap industry, and outline the
research objectives that guide this theoretical inquiry.

Background Factors Necessitating the Project: The enduring cultural and commercial
significance of gangsta rap, coupled with its often controversial content, creates a
persistent tension for the multinational corporations (MNCs) that dominate the music
industry. These corporations seek to capitalize on the genre's appeal, which is often tied
to perceptions of "authenticity” and "realness.” However, the very elements that
contribute to this authenticity (e.g., explicit lyrics, critiques of power, associations with
street life) can also pose significant reputational and legal risks. This necessitates
sophisticated management strategies, often falling under the purview of Human Resource
Management (HRM) functions (including legal, PR, and talent management), to navigate
this complex terrain. The increasing influence of digital media and algorithmic curation
further complicates this dynamic, making a critical examination of these processes both
timely and necessary.

Situational Analysis: The contemporary music industry is characterized by the
dominance of a few large MNCs, a rapidly evolving digital landscape, and heightened
public scrutiny of artist behavior and lyrical content. High-profile conflicts, such as the
rivalry between Kendrick Lamar and Drake, bring these dynamics into sharp focus,
offering a public spectacle through which the construction, performance, and
management of authenticity can be critically examined. There is a discernible pressure on
labels to present artists as "authentic” to resonate with audiences, while simultaneously
implementing measures to control narratives and mitigate risks. This operational paradox,
where art, commerce, and corporate governance intersect, forms the core environmental
condition leading to this research.

Literature Review: The study is informed by several key theoretical domains:

o Authenticity Studies: Scholarship exploring the concept of authenticity in art,
culture, and commerce, including foundational works (e.g., Trilling) and
contemporary analyses of brand authenticity (e.g., Grayson & Martinec).

o Cultural Studies of Hip-Hop: Works examining the history, aesthetics, and
socio-political significance of hip-hop and gangsta rap, focusing on themes of
identity, resistance, and commodification (e.g., Rose, Kitwana).




o
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Critical Management Studies (CMS): Theories analyzing power, control, and
ideology within organizations, particularly applying Foucauldian perspectives to
HRM practices (e.g., Alvesson & Willmott, Townley).

Discourse Analysis and Semiotics: Frameworks for understanding how language
and other sign systems construct meaning, shape narratives, and reflect power
relations (e.g., Fairclough, Wodak).

Relevant Case Studies & Contemporary Analyses: Specific academic
examinations of gangsta rap's performative nature ("Crime as Pop"), lyrical
critique ("Social Critique...in 'Not Like Us™), linguistic markers ("Linguistic
Markers in German Gangsta Rap"), fan perception ("Authenticity...by Adolescent
Fans™), and cross-media authenticity ("Lost in  Thought™).
These bodies of literature highlight the constructed nature of authenticity and the
influence of power but reveal a gap in critically examining the specific, systemic
role of HRM in managing authenticity within the gangsta rap industry.

Exploratory Research: As this thesis is primarily a theoretical and conceptual inquiry,
formal exploratory research (e.g., surveys, focus groups) was not conducted in its
preliminary stages. The "exploration" has involved an extensive review of existing
literature and publicly available data (lyrics, interviews, media reports) to identify key
themes, define the research problem, and develop the conceptual framework.

Further Explanation of Research Topic:

Define Key Terms:

= Authenticity (‘Realness’): A perceived quality of genuineness,
credibility, and connection to lived experience or cultural roots, often
highly valued and contested within gangsta rap. This study views it as a
socially constructed and managed attribute.

= Human Resource Management (HRM): Encompasses not only formal
HR departments but also the broader corporate functions (legal, PR, A&R,
talent management) involved in managing artists as valuable (and
potentially risky) assets, shaping their public personas, and mitigating
corporate liabilities.

= Construction of Authenticity: The active process by which artists, labels,
media, and audiences collectively create, perform, and validate notions of
what constitutes "realness.”




= Negotiation of Authenticity: The ongoing dynamic and often contested
process through which different stakeholders assert, challenge, and
redefine meanings of authenticity.

o Scope: The research focuses on the American gangsta rap scene, using the
Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake rivalry as a primary case study. It examines the
intersection of artistic expression, corporate strategy, HRM practices, and public
perception.

o Relevance to Management: This research is highly relevant to management
within the creative industries. It offers insights into:

= The complexities of managing high-profile, controversial talent.
= The strategic importance of brand authenticity and its potential risks.

= Ethical considerations in the commodification of culture and artist
identity.

= The role of HRM in balancing creative freedom with corporate objectives
and risk mitigation.

= Navigating the impact of digital media and algorithmic influence on artist
management.

e Research Questions & Hypotheses:
o General Research Questions:

1. How is "authenticity” constructed, performed, and managed within the contemporary
gangsta rap industry?

2. What role do Human Resource Management practices and broader corporate strategies
play in this process?

3. What are the ethical implications of managing authenticity in a commercialized cultural
context?

o Specific Research Questions/Hypotheses: (Given the theoretical nature, these
are framed as guiding questions rather than testable hypotheses with defined
variable relationships in an empirical sense.)

1. How do artists like Kendrick Lamar and Drake strategically perform distinct versions of
authenticity, and how are these performances received and interpreted?




2. What evidence suggests that record labels and their HRM functions actively intervene in the
construction and management of artist personas, particularly in high-stakes situations like the
Kendrick/Drake beef?

3. How do legal frameworks and the financial interests of multinational corporations constrain or
shape the performance and management of authenticity in gangsta rap?

4. To what extent do HRM practices designed to manage risk and protect brand image impact
artists' creative freedom and the potential for social critique within gangsta rap?

o Logical Connection: The specific research questions delve into the particular
mechanisms, case studies, and contexts through which the general research
questions about authenticity, HRM, and ethics can be explored and critically
analyzed.

e Research Objectives:
o Derived from questions:

1. To critically deconstruct the concept of "authenticity” as it is constructed, negotiated, and
commodified within the contemporary gangsta rap genre, particularly through the
Kendrick/Drake case study.

2. To analyze the strategies and practices employed by record labels and their HRM functions to
manage artist personas and mitigate risks associated with gangsta rap.

3. To evaluate the ethical implications of HRM's role in shaping artist narratives and managing
authenticity.

4. To develop a conceptual framework (the "Authenticity Algorithm™) that elucidates the
systemic interplay of artistic performance, corporate strategy, audience perception, and risk
management in the construction of 'realness'.

o Stated in measurable terms: (As a theoretical study, "measurable terms” relate
to the depth of analysis and framework development rather than quantitative
metrics.) Success will be measured by the coherence and explanatory power of
the developed conceptual framework, the thoroughness of the critical analysis of
the case study and relevant literature, and the clarity of the ethical arguments
presented.

o Explain how findings will aid decision-making: The findings will aid decision-
making for:

= Music Industry Professionals (including HRM): By providing a critical
perspective on current practices, highlighting ethical considerations, and




suggesting more transparent and artist-centric approaches to talent
management.

Artists: By offering insights into the systemic forces shaping their careers
and public personas, potentially empowering them in their negotiations
with labels.

Cultural Critics and Scholars: By contributing a nuanced theoretical
framework for understanding the complex dynamics of authenticity in
commercialized cultural production.

Consumers/Fans: By fostering greater media literacy and a more critical
understanding of how artist images and narratives are constructed.




b. Research Design and Methodology

e Purpose: This section explains the methodological approach chosen to address the
research questions and achieve the stated objectives, focusing on a theoretical and
conceptual inquiry.

o Type of Research Design:

o Theoretical and Conceptual Inquiry with a Critical, Qualitative
Approach: This design was chosen because the research aims to explore
complex, nuanced, and often hidden power dynamics, ideological constructions,
and ethical dilemmas related to authenticity and HRM in gangsta rap. A purely
quantitative or empirical approach would be insufficient to capture these
intricacies, especially given the difficulty of accessing proprietary internal data.
The critical lens seeks to uncover underlying assumptions and power structures.
The approach is also descriptive in its detailed examination of the
Kendrick/Drake case study as an illustrative example, and exploratory in its
development of the "Authenticity Algorithm™ as a novel conceptual framework.

« Data Collection Methods:

o Medium: The primary "data" for this theoretical study consists of publicly
available texts and cultural artifacts. This includes:

= Academic literature (journal articles, books, theses).

= Song lyrics, music videos.

= Artist interviews and public statements.

= Media reports, news articles, and critical reviews.

= Social media content (from artists, labels, fans, commentators).
= Industry reports and analyses (where available).

o Questionnaire Design: Not applicable, as this is not a survey-based empirical
study.

o Appendix Reference: Not applicable for a questionnaire.
e Sampling Design:

o Target Population: The "population” under study is the phenomenon of
authenticity construction and HRM's role within the American gangsta rap




industry. The Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake beef serves as a purposively selected,
information-rich case study rather than a statistically representative sample.

Sampling Frame & Units: The "sampling frame" for textual data includes major
music publications, academic databases, prominent social media platforms, and
music streaming services. "Units" of analysis are individual texts (articles, songs,
posts, etc.) relevant to the case study and broader themes.

Sampling Method: For the literature review, a systematic approach was used.
For the case study materials, a purposive sampling method was employed,
selecting texts and artifacts that are particularly illustrative of the concepts being
explored (e.g., key diss tracks, widely discussed interviews, significant media
responses).

Sample Size & Response Rate: Not applicable in the traditional empirical sense.
The "sample size" of texts analyzed is determined by their relevance and richness
in illuminating the research questions.

¢ Fieldwork:

o

Describe how/where data was collected: "Data" (texts and cultural artifacts)
were collected through online database searches, archival research of media, and
monitoring of relevant digital platforms.

Pretesting: Not applicable in the traditional sense of piloting a survey. However,
the conceptual framework (the "Authenticity Algorithm™) and the interpretation of
core texts have been developed iteratively through engagement with literature and
critical reflection, akin to a pre-testing of ideas.

o Data Analysis & Interpretation:

O

Data Preparation: For the textual data, "preparation” involves careful reading,
annotation, and thematic coding based on the conceptual framework and research
questions.

Analytical Methods: The primary analytical methods are:

= Critical Discourse Analysis (Principles): Examining how language and
narratives construct meaning, represent power, and embed ideologies
within the collected texts.

= Theoretical Synthesis: Integrating insights from cultural studies, critical
management studies, performance studies, and theories of authenticity to
interpret the collected textual data.
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= Conceptual Framework Application: Using the "Authenticity
Algorithm™ as an analytical lens to dissect the Kendrick/Drake case study
and understand the interplay of its various components.

= Interpretive Analysis: Developing plausible and critically informed
explanations for the observed phenomena, acknowledging the theoretical
nature of the inquiry.

Findings: "Findings" in this theoretical study will be presented as analytical
insights, interpretations of the case study, and the articulation of the conceptual
framework. These will be supported by evidence drawn from the analyzed texts.
Tables/graphs are not central to this type of study but might be used conceptually
(e.g., to illustrate the "Authenticity Algorithm™).

Link to Hypotheses/Research Questions: The analysis will directly address
each research question, discussing how the interpretations and the developed
framework provide answers or new perspectives on these questions.




¢. Limitations

e Purpose: This section acknowledges the inherent constraints and limitations of the study,
ensuring a transparent and realistic assessment of its scope and the generalizability of its
conclusions.

e Sample Issues (Case Study Focus): The primary reliance on the Kendrick Lamar vs.
Drake beef as a case study, while information-rich, means that the specific dynamics
observed may not be universally generalizable to all artists or all situations within the
gangsta rap industry. The uniqueness of these two highly successful artists and the
specific nature of their conflict must be acknowledged.

o Methodological Biases/Constraints:

O

Lack of Primary Internal Data: The most significant limitation is the inability
to access confidential internal documents from record labels or conduct direct
interviews with HRM professionals, label executives, or the artists themselves.
This means the analysis of HRM practices relies on interpretation of publicly
available information and theoretical inference, rather than direct empirical
evidence of internal decision-making.

Researcher Interpretation: As a qualitative and theoretical study, the
interpretations presented are inherently shaped by the researcher’s theoretical lens
and analytical perspective. While striving for rigor and transparency, the
subjective element of interpretation is acknowledged.

Public Persona vs. Private Reality: The study analyzes publicly constructed
personas and narratives. The "true" private motivations or internal label dynamics
remain largely inaccessible.

e Lessons Learned (for potential future empirical research):

o

Developing strategies to gain access to industry insiders for interviews would be
crucial for future empirical validation of the conceptual framework.

A comparative case study approach involving artists at different career stages or
from different sub-genres of hip-hop could enhance generalizability.

Future research could explore quantitative methods to assess fan perceptions of
authenticity or the impact of specific HRM strategies on artist output, though
access would remain a challenge.




o

The "Authenticity Algorithm™ itself could be further refined and potentially tested
through more diverse case studies or, if access were possible, through qualitative
interviews with industry practitioners.




d. Conclusions and Recommendations

e Purpose: This section translates the analytical insights and theoretical discussions into
clear conclusions regarding the research questions and offers actionable
recommendations for relevant stakeholders.

¢« Conclusions:

o Authenticity as a Managed Construct: The study concludes that "authenticity™
in contemporary gangsta rap is not an inherent trait but a dynamically constructed
and meticulously managed attribute, heavily influenced by corporate interests and
HRM strategies operating within the "Authenticity Algorithm.”

o HRM's Pivotal (Though Often Obscured) Role: HRM functions are key actors
in mediating the tension between the commercial value of perceived 'realness' and
the imperative for risk mitigation, significantly shaping artist personas and
narratives.

o The Centrality of Risk and Brand Management: Legal and financial
considerations are paramount in how labels manage authenticity, often prioritizing
brand safety and profitability over unfettered artistic expression.

o The Kendrick/Drake Beef as an Exemplar: The case study vividly illustrated
these dynamics, showcasing how artists perform authenticity within a system of
corporate constraints and how HRM likely intervenes to manage high-stakes
conflicts and narratives.

o Ethical Imperatives: The management of authenticity raises significant ethical
questions regarding artistic freedom, cultural exploitation, corporate
responsibility, and the power imbalances within the industry.

e Recommendations:
o For Music Industry Professionals (including HRM):

1. Foster Greater Transparency: Implement more transparent contractual
agreements and communication channels with artists regarding persona
management, content guidelines, and risk assessment processes.

2. Develop Robust Ethical Frameworks: Collaboratively develop industry-
specific ethical guidelines for managing creative talent, particularly
concerning controversial content and the construction of authenticity,
emphasizing artist well-being and creative integrity.
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3.

Promote Critical Self-Reflection: Encourage internal dialogues within
labels about the ethical implications of commodifying cultural narratives
and the potential for perpetuating stereotypes.

Invest in Artist Development Beyond Commercial Metrics: Support
artist development programs that prioritize long-term creative growth and
diverse forms of expression, rather than solely focusing on immediately
marketable forms of "authenticity."”

For Artists and Artist Advocates:

1.

Increase Awareness and Negotiation Power: Educate artists about the
systemic forces at play and empower them to negotiate contracts that
better protect their creative autonomy and intellectual property.

Strengthen Collective Action: Support or form artist advocacy groups to
collectively address industry practices and push for fairer treatment and
greater artistic freedom.

For Future Research:

1.

Empirical Investigation: Conduct qualitative empirical research (if
access can be gained) involving interviews with industry professionals and
artists to validate and refine the "Authenticity Algorithm™ framework.

Comparative Studies: Undertake comparative analyses of authenticity
management across different music genres, cultural contexts, or types of
record labels (major vs. independent).

Audience Reception Studies: Conduct further research into how diverse
audiences interpret and respond to managed authenticity and the ethical
implications of its construction.

Longitudinal Studies: Track the evolution of authenticity management
practices over time, particularly in response to technological changes and
shifting social norms.




Chapter 1: Introduction: Staging Authenticity in the Algorithmic Age

o Context and Background: The Gangsta Rap Performance and the Kendrick/Drake
Beef.

The soundscape of contemporary popular music is undeniably shaped by the enduring influence
and evolving nature of hip-hop, with gangsta rap occupying a particularly potent, albeit
controversial, space within its vast domain. Originating in the late 1980s and early 1990s amidst
the socio-political turmoil of marginalized urban communities in the United States, gangsta rap
emerged as a raw, often confrontational, artistic expression. Artists like N.W.A., Ice-T, and
Schoolly D chronicled experiences of poverty, systemic racism, police brutality, and the harsh
realities of street life, often employing graphic language and explicit narratives that shocked
mainstream sensibilities but resonated deeply within specific communities. This initial wave
established a complex relationship between the genre, its creators, its audience, and the
burgeoning music industry. Labels like Ruthless Records and Death Row Records navigated
these early controversies, balancing the undeniable commercial potential of this provocative
sound with the risks associated with its often-incendiary content. Authenticity, in this early
context, was often tied to perceived lived experience, a demonstrable connection to the streets,
and an unfiltered portrayal of hardship and resistance.

The subsequent decades witnessed a significant transformation. The increasing commercial
viability of hip-hop led to its absorption into the mainstream music industry apparatus. Major
multinational corporations (MNCs) invested heavily, seeking to capitalize on the genre's growing
global appeal. This era saw the rise of superstar artists whose reach extended far beyond the
confines of their original communities. While this brought unprecedented visibility and financial
success, it also introduced new pressures and dynamics. The relationship between authenticity
and commercial success became increasingly complex. Was the artist who achieved multi-
platinum status still "keeping it real"? How did corporate interests influence artistic choices,
lyrical content, and public image? The very definition of "authenticity” began to shift,
encompassing not just lived experience but also aspects of branding, marketability, and carefully
constructed personas.

The advent of the digital age, particularly the rise of the internet and social media platforms,
further revolutionized this landscape. Artists gained unprecedented direct access to their
audiences, bypassing traditional media gatekeepers. Platforms like Twitter, Instagram, and
TikTok became crucial sites for self-promotion, narrative control, and fan engagement.
However, this digital immediacy also brought heightened scrutiny. Every lyric, every tweet,
every public appearance became subject to instant analysis, commentary, and potential backlash.
Virality could propel an artist to fame overnight, but it could also amplify controversy and
damage reputations with equal speed. This constant surveillance intensified the need for
meticulous persona management, placing artists and their management teams under immense
pressure to navigate the treacherous terrain of online visibility.




It is within this intricate historical and technological context that the rivalry between Kendrick
Lamar and Drake emerges as a particularly salient case study. Representing arguably the two
most dominant figures in contemporary hip-hop, their protracted and highly public "beef"
transcends mere personal animosity or artistic competition. It serves as a microcosm of the
broader tensions defining the genre today: the negotiation between artistic integrity and
commercial appeal, the performance of identity in the digital spotlight, the strategic deployment
of social critique, and, crucially, the ongoing struggle over the meaning and ownership of
"authenticity.” Kendrick, often positioned as the critically acclaimed, socially conscious artist
deeply rooted in his Compton origins, stands in contrast to Drake, the globally dominant
superstar known for his melodic versatility, commercial acumen, and carefully curated public
image. Their conflict, played out across diss tracks, social media, and media commentary,
provides a rich text for analyzing how authenticity is constructed, contested, and ultimately
commodified in the 21st-century music industry.

e Research Problem and Significance: The Conflict Between Commercialization and
Authenticity.

This thesis confronts a central research problem: the inherent conflict arising from the music
industry's simultaneous commodification of "authenticity” in gangsta rap and the corporate
imperative, often executed through Human Resource Management (HRM) functions, to manage
risk and maintain brand integrity. Gangsta rap's cultural currency is frequently derived from its
perceived connection to "realness"—narratives of struggle, defiance, street credibility, and
unfiltered expression. Record labels recognize the immense market value of this perceived
authenticity and actively seek to cultivate, package, and sell it to consumers. This involves
identifying artists who embody certain tropes, crafting specific marketing campaigns, and
strategically managing their public image to align with audience expectations of "realness."

However, the very elements that contribute to this perceived authenticity—explicit lyrics about
violence or crime, associations with controversial figures or groups, defiant political stances, or
even unguarded social media posts—are often the same elements that pose significant
reputational and legal risks to the multinational corporations backing these artists. A
controversial lyric can lead to boycotts or media firestorms; a perceived link to criminal activity
can attract legal scrutiny; an inflammatory tweet can alienate advertisers and damage lucrative
brand partnerships. This creates a fundamental paradox: the need to sell "danger" and "realness"
while simultaneously ensuring corporate safety and respectability.

It is within this paradoxical space that HRM practices (whether formal HR departments or the
broader functions of talent management, legal counsel, and public relations operating under the
corporate umbrella) become critical actors. These entities are tasked with navigating this
tightrope, implementing strategies to maximize the commercial appeal of authenticity while
minimizing the associated risks. This might involve contract clauses regarding artist conduct,




media training, social media monitoring, crisis management protocols, and even subtle (or not-
so-subtle) pressure to moderate lyrical content or public statements.

The significance of studying this dynamic is multifaceted. Firstly, it sheds light on the often-
opaque power structures within the contemporary music industry, revealing how corporate
interests can influence artistic creation and cultural expression. Secondly, it raises profound
ethical questions about the limits of artistic freedom, the potential for cultural exploitation, and
the responsibility of corporations profiting from potentially harmful or controversial narratives.
Thirdly, in an era increasingly dominated by algorithmic curation and digital persona
management, understanding how authenticity is constructed and controlled offers critical insights
into broader societal trends concerning identity, representation, and the influence of corporate
power in shaping cultural landscapes. Examining the Kendrick/Drake beef through this lens
allows for a concrete exploration of these abstract forces, grounding the analysis in a culturally
resonant and widely discussed phenomenon. This research is important now because the tools for
managing and monitoring artists are more sophisticated than ever, and the stakes—both financial
and cultural—are incredibly high.

e Objectives and Research Questions:
This thesis aims to achieve the following objectives, guided by specific research questions:

1. Objective 1: To critically deconstruct the multifaceted concept of "authenticity” as it is
constructed, negotiated, and commodified within the contemporary gangsta rap genre.

o Research Question 1.1: How do key stakeholders (artists, labels’THRM, fans,
critics) define and evaluate “authenticity” in relation to gangsta rap artists like
Kendrick Lamar and Drake?

o Research Question 1.2: What specific lyrical themes, stylistic choices, linguistic
markers, and biographical narratives are commonly associated with perceptions of
authenticity in the genre?

o Research Question 1.3: How has the meaning and performance of "authenticity"
in gangsta rap evolved from its origins to the current digital, highly
commercialized era?

2. Objective 2: To analyze the specific strategies and practices employed by record labels
and their HRM functions to manage artist personas and mitigate risks associated with
gangsta rap's content and perceived associations.

o Research Question 2.1: What formal and informal mechanisms (contractual
clauses, media training, social media policies, PR interventions, A&R feedback)
are used to influence or control artist expression and public image?




o Research Question 2.2: How do these practices attempt to balance the perceived
market value of "transgression™ or "realness" with the corporate need for risk
aversion and brand safety?

o Research Question 2.3: How might the perceived authenticity (or lack thereof) of
an artist influence the specific HRM strategies applied to them?

3. Objective 3: To evaluate the ethical implications of HRM's role in shaping artist
narratives and managing authenticity within the gangsta rap industry.

o Research Question 3.1: What are the potential consequences of these
management practices for artists' creative freedom and their ability to engage in
social or political commentary?

o Research Question 3.2: To what extent do these practices contribute to the
perpetuation of stereotypes or the exploitation of cultural narratives for
commercial gain?

o Research Question 3.3: What responsibilities do record labels and HRM
departments have towards the artists they manage and the audiences they engage,
particularly concerning controversial or potentially harmful content?

4. Obijective 4: To investigate how the specific dynamics of the Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake
rivalry illuminate the broader processes of authenticity construction and HRM
intervention in contemporary gangsta rap.

o Research Question 4.1: How do Kendrick Lamar and Drake strategically perform
and negotiate different versions of authenticity within their music and public
personas, particularly during their conflict?

o Research Question 4.2: What evidence suggests potential HRM or label influence
in shaping the public narrative or managing the risks associated with the beef?

o Research Question 4.3: How do fan interpretations and media framing of the beef
reflect broader societal understandings and contestations of authenticity in hip-
hop?

e Scope and Limitations:

This study is primarily focused on the American gangsta rap scene, acknowledging that while
the genre has global reach, its historical roots and dominant commercial structures are largely
US-centric. The analysis will occasionally draw comparative insights from international contexts
(e.g., German gangsta rap, as informed by the literature) but will not undertake a comprehensive
global comparison.




The core theoretical approach is a critical analysis, drawing primarily from cultural studies,
critical management studies, discourse analysis, and theories of authenticity and performance. It
seeks to understand the power dynamics and ideological underpinnings of the phenomena under
investigation.

The data sources for this thesis are limited to publicly available materials. This includes song
lyrics, music videos, artist interviews, press releases, news articles, social media posts (from
artists, labels, fans, and critics), academic literature, and industry reports.

The primary limitation is the lack of direct access to internal record label documents,
confidential HRM policies, or firsthand interviews with label executives, HRM professionals, or
the artists themselves. Obtaining such access, particularly regarding sensitive topics like risk
management and persona control, is notoriously difficult. Therefore, the analysis of HRM
practices will necessarily rely on inference, interpretation of public actions and statements, and
application of theoretical frameworks informed by existing scholarship on HRM in creative
industries. This thesis offers a conceptual framework and a critical interpretation based on
available evidence, rather than presenting definitive empirical findings derived from primary,
internal data.

e Thesis Structure:

This thesis unfolds across six chapters, each building upon the last to construct a comprehensive
critical analysis of authenticity construction and HRM's role in contemporary gangsta rap, using
the Kendrick/Drake beef as a central case study.

e Chapter 1 (Introduction): Establishes the context, defines the central research problem
concerning authenticity, commercialization, and HRM intervention, outlines the
objectives and research questions, clarifies the scope and limitations, and provides this
roadmap for the subsequent chapters.

o Chapter 2 (Literature Review): Critically surveys existing academic literature relevant
to gangsta rap, authenticity, HRM in creative industries, discourse analysis, and cultural
studies. It identifies key theoretical frameworks and highlights the specific gaps in
current scholarship that this thesis aims to address, particularly the lack of focus on
HRM's systemic role in constructing authenticity.

e Chapter 3 (Methodology and Conceptual Framework): Details the theoretical and
discourse-driven methodology employed. It elaborates on the conceptual framework
guiding the analysis, including concepts like "Back-End Persona Management,"
"Controlled Transgression,” and the overarching "Authenticity Algorithm™ metaphor,
explaining how this framework will be used to analyze the construction of ‘realness'.




Chapter 4 (Legal Battles & Financial Stakes): Examines the high-stakes legal and
financial environment surrounding gangsta rap. It analyzes key court cases, discusses the
influence of billion-dollar multinational corporations, and explores how legal risks and
commercial interests shape the management of artist authenticity and potentially
controversial content.

Chapter 5 (Performing 'Realness’): Applies the conceptual framework developed in
Chapter 3 to the specific case study of the Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake rivalry. It
deconstructs their respective personas, analyzes the narratives deployed during their beef,
and investigates evidence of potential HRM and label influence in shaping the public
perception and managing the associated risks.

Chapter 6 (Ethics and Responsibilities): Synthesizes the findings from the preceding
chapters to offer a critical reflection on the ethical implications of HRM practices within
the gangsta rap industry. It discusses the responsibilities of labels and artists, considers
the impact on creative expression and cultural representation, and potentially suggests
avenues for more ethical and artist-centric approaches to managing authenticity and risk.




Chapter 2: The Ghosts of Authenticity: A Critical Survey of Relevant
Literature

e Introduction: Mapping the Scholarly Terrain

Before embarking on a critical analysis of Human Resource Management's role in constructing
authenticity within contemporary gangsta rap, it is imperative to engage with the existing
scholarly landscape. This chapter undertakes a systematic review of relevant literature, drawing
from diverse fields including cultural studies, hip-hop studies, critical management studies,
sociology, and discourse analysis. The objective is twofold: first, to identify and critically
evaluate the key concepts, theoretical frameworks, and empirical findings that inform our
understanding of authenticity, performance, power, and risk management within the context of
gangsta rap; and second, to pinpoint the specific gaps and limitations in current scholarship that
this thesis seeks to address. By mapping this terrain, we establish the theoretical foundations
upon which the subsequent analysis will be built, ensuring the research is grounded in existing
knowledge while simultaneously pushing its boundaries. The focus remains tethered to
understanding how 'realness' is not merely expressed but actively constructed and managed,
often under the complex influence of corporate structures.

e Systematic Literature Review (SLR) Methodology

To ensure a comprehensive and rigorous engagement with the relevant scholarship, a systematic
literature review (SLR) methodology was employed. This approach involved several key stages:

1. Search Strategy: A targeted search was conducted across major academic databases,
including JSTOR, ProQuest Central, Google Scholar, Scopus, and relevant university
repositories. Keywords and search strings were carefully selected to capture literature
pertinent to the core themes of the thesis. These included combinations such as: "gangsta
rap authenticity,” "hip-hop HRM," "artist persona management,” "music industry risk
management,” "Kendrick Lamar discourse analysis," "Drake authenticity,” "performance
studies hip-hop,” "cultural commodification music," and "critical management creative
industries.” Boolean operators (AND, OR) were utilized to refine searches. Snowballing
techniques were also employed, reviewing reference lists of key articles to identify
further relevant sources.

2. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria: Specific criteria were established to filter the search
results. Inclusion criteria prioritized peer-reviewed articles, book chapters, and relevant
theses/dissertations published primarily within the last 20 years (though foundational
earlier works were included where necessary). Sources needed to directly address
concepts of authenticity, identity construction, performance, risk management, or
corporate influence specifically within the context of hip-hop or gangsta rap, or offer
relevant theoretical frameworks from related fields (e.g., HRM in creative sectors).




Exclusion criteria filtered out sources that were purely biographical, lacked theoretical
depth, focused solely on musicological analysis without socio-cultural context, or were
journalistic pieces without scholarly rigor.

Quality Assessment: Selected sources were evaluated based on several quality
indicators: relevance to the research guestions, methodological soundness (for empirical
studies), theoretical contribution and depth, clarity of argument, peer-review status, and
citation impact (where applicable). The goal was to prioritize sources offering substantial
critical insights into the core themes of authenticity construction and HRM's role.

Core Paper Analysis (5 Papers)

From the broader literature search, five core papers were selected for in-depth analysis due to
their direct relevance and foundational insights for this thesis:

1.

""Crime as Pop: Gangsta Rap as Popular Staging of Norm Violations™ (MDPI Arts,
2023):

o Summary: This article posits that gangsta rap's appeal lies not merely in reflecting
reality but in its function as a "popular staging” of criminality and norm
violations. It argues that the genre dramatizes transgression, making it an
attractive pop-cultural phenomenon through performance rather than simple
representation.

o Critical Analysis: A strength lies in its conceptualization of gangsta rap as
performance, moving beyond simplistic debates about "glorification.” It provides
a useful lens for analyzing the constructed nature of the genre's content. However,
its focus remains largely on the artistic and cultural output itself.

o Relevance: Directly supports the thesis's focus on performance and construction.
The "staging" concept is crucial for analyzing how authenticity is performed in
the Kendrick/Drake beef and managed by external forces.

o ldentified Gap: The paper largely neglects the industry's role in shaping and
managing this "staging.” It doesn't explore how labels or HRM functions might
influence which norm violations are staged, how they are presented, or how the
associated risks are mitigated. My thesis directly addresses this gap by examining
the back-end management of this performance.

"Social Critique and Cultural Commentary in Kendrick Lamar’s ‘Not Like Us’"
(2024):

o Summary: Employing discourse analysis, this paper examines Kendrick Lamar's
"Not Like Us" as a site of complex social critique and cultural commentary,




3.

focusing on his interrogation of authenticity, regional identity, and industry
politics within the context of his feud with Drake.

Critical Analysis: Its strength is the detailed discourse analysis, showcasing how
lyrical content functions as a sophisticated negotiation of authenticity and power.
It highlights the potential for gangsta rap to serve as potent social commentary. Its
limitation, for my purposes, is its primary focus on Lamar's authorial intent and
lyrical meaning.

Relevance: Provides a concrete example of how authenticity is
actively negotiated by artists within the genre and demonstrates the complexity of
lyrical meaning that HRM must potentially navigate. It directly informs the
analysis of the Kendrick persona in Chapter 5.

Identified Gap: The paper doesn't delve into how the reception and
potential risks associated with such pointed social critique are managed by the
label or HRM. How is the line between permissible critique and brand-damaging
controversy determined and enforced? This thesis explores that management
dimension.

"The Importance of Linguistic Markers of Identity and Authenticity in German
Gangsta Rap™ (University of Nottingham, 2018):

o

Summary: This study investigates how specific linguistic features (slang, dialect,
code-switching) are utilized by German gangsta rappers to construct and assert
identities rooted in specific socio-cultural contexts, thereby performing
authenticity.

Critical Analysis: Its value lies in demonstrating the micro-level techniques of
authenticity construction through language and its comparative perspective,
showing these are not solely US phenomena. It offers methodological insights
into analyzing specific markers. However, its scope is confined to linguistic
analysis within a specific national context.

Relevance: Underlines the importance of specific cultural codes and language in
performing authenticity. This informs the analysis of how artists signal 'realness’
and how HRM might potentially monitor or attempt to influence these linguistic
choices if deemed risky or unmarketable to broader audiences.

Identified Gap: The study doesn't connect linguistic performance to industry
management practices. It explores how authenticity is signaled linguistically, but
not how these signals are managed or potentially constrained by label/HRM
concerns about marketability or legal risk.




4.

5.

" Authenticity in Hip Hop as Discussed by Adolescent Fans™ (University of South
Florida, 2009):

O

Summary: This thesis explores how young hip-hop fans interpret, discuss, and
evaluate authenticity in the genre and its artists, identifying the criteria they use to
judge "realness.”

Critical Analysis: Provides crucial insight into audience reception and the co-
construction of authenticity between artists and fans. It highlights the subjective
and often contradictory nature of authenticity judgments. Its limitation is its focus
on a specific demographic (adolescents) and its pre-social media saturation
context (2009).

Relevance: Emphasizes that authenticity is not solely dictated by the artist or label
but is actively interpreted and validated by the audience. This is crucial for
understanding why persona management is so important for labels — it's about
managing audience perception. Fan reactions directly influence marketability and
risk.

Identified Gap: While it explores fan perception, it doesn't examine
how labels/HRM actively try to shape or respond to that perception. How do
industry actors attempt to align artist personas with perceived fan expectations of
authenticity?

"Lost in Thought: Authenticity in Rap and Literature' (Specific Source Needed,
Assuming Conceptual Relevance):

o

Summary: This article (based on the description) likely compares the expression
and contestation of authenticity in rap music with literary traditions, potentially
highlighting similarities in how "realness” is performed, questioned, or
destabilized across different artistic mediums.

Critical Analysis: Its strength would lie in broadening the theoretical lens on
authenticity, drawing parallels and contrasts with established literary analysis. It
encourages thinking about authenticity beyond genre confines. Potential
limitation might be a lack of specific engagement with the
music industry structures unique to rap.

Relevance: Reinforces the idea that authenticity is a long-standing aesthetic and
philosophical concern across various art forms. It prompts consideration of
whether HRM approaches differ based on the perceived "artistic merit" or
medium of the creator, potentially revealing biases in how "authenticity” is
managed.




o ldentified Gap: Unlikely to address the specific role of HRM within
the commercial music industry context. How does the corporate structure
surrounding rap music uniquely shape the management of authenticity compared
to, say, literary publishing?

e Synthesis and Identification of Research Opportunities

Synthesizing the insights from these core papers and the broader literature reveals several key
themes and persistent gaps. Scholarship on hip-hop has extensively debated the meaning and
significance of "authenticity,” often linking it to lived experience, street credibility, racial
identity, social commentary, and resistance against dominant culture (Rose, 1994; Kitwana,
2005). The performative aspect of this authenticity is increasingly recognized, viewing "realness"
not as an inherent quality but as something actively constructed and negotiated through lyrics,
style, language, and public persona (as highlighted by the MDPI Arts and German Gangsta Rap
papers). Discourse analysis has proven valuable in dissecting how artists like Kendrick Lamar
engage in these complex negotiations (as shown in the "Not Like Us" analysis). Furthermore, the
role of the audience in co-constructing and validating authenticity is undeniable (as explored in
the USF thesis).

However, a significant lacuna persists: the critical examination of the institutional and corporate
forces that actively shape and manage this construction of authenticity. While critical
management studies have explored power dynamics and HRM in creative industries generally
(Alvesson & Willmott, 2012; Townley, 1993), there is a notable lack of research applying these
frameworks specifically to the systemic role of HRM (or its equivalent functions) within the
gangsta rap genre. Existing studies often focus on the output (the music, the lyrics, the artist's
image) or the reception (fan interpretation), neglecting the process of persona management and
risk mitigation occurring behind the scenes within record labels.

The core research opportunity, therefore, lies in bridging this gap. This thesis aims to move
beyond analyzing authenticity solely as an artistic expression or a fan interpretation, and instead
investigate it as a managed commodity subject to corporate strategies and HRM interventions.
It seeks to understand how the "staging of norm violations™ is influenced not just by artists, but
by label calculations of risk and reward; how the "social critique" is potentially moderated or
framed by corporate interests; how "linguistic markers" are evaluated for marketability; and how
attempts are made to align artist personas with perceived "fan expectations,” all within the
complex web of power relations inherent in the music industry.

e Concluding Remarks

This review establishes the necessity for a critical analysis focused on the intersection of
authenticity construction, HRM practices, and corporate power within gangsta rap. The existing
literature provides valuable concepts and contextual understanding, but leaves largely
unexplored the specific mechanisms by which 'realness' is managed and controlled by the




industry itself. Having identified this critical gap, the following chapter will outline the specific
theoretical framework and conceptual tools — including the notion of the "Authenticity
Algorithm™ — that will be employed to undertake this investigation.




Chapter 3: Methodology and Conceptual Framework: Artifice, Power, and
the Algorithmic Lens

e Introduction: Moving Beyond the Surface

Having established the context and identified the crucial gaps in existing scholarship concerning
the management of authenticity in gangsta rap, this chapter outlines the methodological approach
and conceptual framework that will guide the thesis. Given the inherent difficulties in accessing
proprietary internal data from record labels and HRM departments, this study adopts
a qualitative, theoretical, and discourse-driven methodology. The aim is not to provide a
definitive empirical account based on primary, internal sources, but rather to develop a
robust conceptual framework for understanding the complex interplay between authenticity,
performance, corporate power, and risk management. This framework will then be applied to
publicly available materials, primarily focusing on the Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake case study, to
critically analyze how 'realness' is constructed, negotiated, and potentially controlled within the
contemporary music industry. The core of this chapter lies in elaborating the theoretical tools and
conceptual lenses—including the central metaphor of the "Authenticity Algorithm"—that will be
used to dissect the intricate dynamics at play.

o Methodological Approach: Theoretical Exploration and Critical Discourse Analysis

This thesis employs a non-empirical, theoretical approach grounded in critical analysis and
informed by discourse analysis principles. The primary methods involve:

1. Rigorous Theoretical Engagement: The study will engage deeply with established
theoretical frameworks relevant to the research questions. This includes drawing upon:

o Cultural Studies: Theories concerning representation, ideology, hegemony,
subculture, and the commodification of culture (e.g., Stuart Hall, Raymond
Williams).

o Critical Management Studies (CMS): Frameworks analyzing power dynamics,
organizational control, subjectivity, and ethics within corporate structures,
particularly applying Foucauldian concepts of power/knowledge and discipline
(e.g., Alvesson & Willmott, Townley, Foucault).

o Performance Studies: Theories exploring performance as a mode of constructing
identity, negotiating social norms, and enacting resistance (e.g., Judith Butler,
Erving Goffman).

o Sociology of Media and Communication: Concepts related to media framing,
narrative construction, audience reception, and the influence of digital platforms
(e.g., McLuhan, Castells).




o Philosophical Inquiries into Authenticity: Engaging with historical and
contemporary debates on the meaning and possibility of authenticity in art and life
(e.qg., Trilling, Sartre, Heidegger).

2. Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) Principles: While not conducting a formal CDA
study on a specific corpus, the thesis will adopt key principles from CDA to analyze
publicly available texts. This involves:

o Examining how language (lyrics, interview statements, social media posts, media
articles) constructs representations of artists, authenticity, and conflict.

o ldentifying underlying ideologies, power relations, and assumptions embedded
within the discourse surrounding gangsta rap and the Kendrick/Drake beef.

o Analyzing how narratives are framed and contested by different actors (artists,
labels, media, fans).

o Focusing on the relationship between discourse, social practice (HRM strategies,
label decisions), and broader social structures (corporate power, racial dynamics).

3. Conceptual Framework Development: The core methodological contribution lies in
developing and applying a novel conceptual framework—the "Authenticity Algorithm"—
to synthesize theoretical insights and analyze the case study. This involves identifying
key variables, relationships, and processes involved in the construction and management
of authenticity.

4. Interpretive Analysis: The analysis of the Kendrick/Drake case study (Chapter 5) and
the legal/financial context (Chapter 4) will be interpretive, drawing connections between
observed phenomena (public statements, song lyrics, legal outcomes) and the theoretical
framework developed. It seeks to offer a plausible and critically informed explanation of
the underlying dynamics, acknowledging the limitations imposed by the lack of direct
access to internal decision-making processes.

o Conceptual Framework: The " Authenticity Algorithm™

To capture the complex, multi-faceted process by which authenticity is constructed, evaluated,
and managed within the contemporary music industry, this thesis proposes the conceptual
framework of the ""Authenticity Algorithm." This is not intended as a literal description of a
software program, but rather as a metaphor representing the intricate system of calculations,
inputs, feedback loops, and power dynamics that collectively shape the perception and
commodification of 'realness' surrounding artists like Kendrick Lamar and Drake.




This "algorithm™ operates based on several key interacting components:

1. Input Variables (The Raw Material):

o

Artist Background & Biography: Perceived life experiences, origin stories,
connections to specific communities or subcultures.

Lyrical Content & Themes: Explicit discussion of street life, violence, social
issues, personal struggles, wealth, success, etc.

Artistic Style & Sound: Musical production choices, vocal delivery, flow,
adherence to genre conventions (or subversion thereof).

Linguistic Markers: Use of slang, dialect, specific cultural references (as
explored in the German Gangsta Rap study).

Visual Aesthetics: Music videos, fashion choices, public image presentation.

Public Statements & Interviews: Articulated beliefs, political stances, responses
to controversy.

Social Media Activity: Online persona, interactions with fans and other artists,
perceived affiliations.

Perceived Associations: Connections (real or rumored) to gangs, criminal
elements, political movements, or other controversial figures.

2. Processing Nodes (The Sites of Negotiation & Management):

O

Artist Agency & Performance: The artist's own conscious (and unconscious)
efforts to perform authenticity, negotiate their identity, and respond to external
pressures.

A&R (Artists & Repertoire): Label function identifying talent, shaping artistic
direction, potentially guiding artists towards or away from certain themes or
sounds deemed authentic and marketable.

Marketing & PR Departments: Crafting narratives, managing media
appearances, shaping promotional materials to emphasize specific aspects of
authenticity deemed commercially valuable.

HRM & Legal Departments (Risk Assessment & Control): Evaluating input
variables for potential legal liability (defamation, incitement) and reputational
damage (controversy, negative press, brand association risk). Implementing
strategies (contractual, advisory, disciplinary) to mitigate identified risks. This is
the core focus — the intervention point.




o Audience Reception & Fan Interpretation: Continuous feedback loop where
fan reactions (sales, streams, social media engagement, critical reviews, fan
discussions — as highlighted in the USF thesis) validate or challenge perceived
authenticity, influencing subsequent management decisions.

o Media Framing: How traditional and online media outlets interpret and represent
artists and their authenticity, shaping broader public perception.

o Algorithmic Curation (Platform Influence): How streaming service algorithms
and social media feeds promote certain content, potentially amplifying specific
facets of an artist's persona while suppressing others, indirectly influencing
perceptions of authenticity.

3. Output Variables (The Perceived Outcome):

o Perceived Level of Authenticity: The degree to which an artist is generally
regarded as "real™ or "authentic” by various audiences.

o Marketability & Commercial Success: Sales, streams, endorsements, brand
partnerships — often linked (positively or negatively) to perceived authenticity.

o Brand Risk Profile: The assessed level of potential negative impact the artist
poses to the label's reputation and bottom line.

o Cultural Impact & Credibility: The artist's influence within the genre and
broader culture, often tied to notions of authenticity and artistic integrity.

4. Core Tension (The Central Conflict): The algorithm constantly negotiates the inherent

tension between maximizing the market value of perceived authenticity (often linked to
transgression,  "realness,"” social commentary) and minimizing the corporate
risk associated with that same authenticity (legal liability, reputational damage,
controversy). HRM functions are positioned as key regulators attempting to optimize this
balance in favor of corporate interests.

Key Elements Further Defined:

"Back-End Persona Management™: This refers specifically to the often
invisible work done by label departments (HRM, Legal, Marketing, PR) to
actively construct, refine, and protect the artist's public image. It involves
strategic decision-making about which aspects of an artist's identity or narrative to
emphasize or downplay, crisis management planning, media training, and
potentially influencing creative choices to align with brand strategy and risk
tolerance.




"Controlled Transgression': This concept posits that labels may not always
seek to eliminate risky behavior or content entirely. Instead, they might
strategically manage or even subtly encourage certain forms of transgression
deemed "authentically” aligned with the genre or artist brand, provided these
transgressions remain within acceptable (and legally defensible) boundaries and
contribute positively to marketability. It's about finding the "sweet spot™ between
dangerous and profitable.

Algorithmic Amplifier/Censor: This acknowledges the growing influence of
digital platforms. While not direct HRM functions, the way algorithms prioritize
or de-prioritize content based on engagement metrics or content flags can
significantly impact an artist's visibility and how their authenticity is perceived,
creating another layer of complexity for HRM to navigate (e.g., managing content
to avoid algorithmic suppression).

Application of the Framework:

This "Authenticity Algorithm™ framework will be used throughout the thesis, particularly in
Chapters 4 and 5, to analyze the legal/financial context and the Kendrick/Drake case study. It
provides a structured way to dissect the complex interactions between artistic expression,
corporate strategy, legal constraints, audience perception, and technological influence in the
construction and management of 'realness".




Chapter 4: Leqgal Battles, Billion-Dollar MNCs, and the Stakes of Authenticity

e Introduction: Where Art Meets Litigation and Commerce

While the construction of authenticity in gangsta rap involves intricate cultural negotiations and
artistic performances, it unfolds within a high-stakes environment profoundly shaped by legal
constraints and the immense financial power of multinational corporations (MNCs) that
dominate the music industry. The perceived "realness” that lends the genre its cultural potency
and commercial appeal often treads a fine line with legally actionable content and behaviors that
expose both artists and their backing labels to significant liability. This chapter delves into this
critical dimension, examining how legal battles, corporate risk assessment, and the sheer
financial weight of MNCs influence the management of authenticity and shape the boundaries of
acceptable expression within gangsta rap. Understanding this legal and economic landscape is
crucial for appreciating the pressures faced by artists and the strategic calculations undertaken by
HRM departments and corporate entities. The performance of authenticity is never entirely free;
it is always shadowed by the potential for litigation and the demands of the bottom line.

o High-Profile Legal Battles: Defining the Boundaries of Expression

The history of gangsta rap is punctuated by numerous legal challenges that have tested the limits
of free speech and artistic expression, simultaneously highlighting the risks associated with the
genre's often provocative content. Examining landmark cases provides insight into the specific
legal vulnerabilities and the ways labels have responded:

1. Obscenity Charges and Censorship Attempts: Early controversies, such as the reaction
to N\W.A''s "Fuck tha Police” or 2 Live Crew's As Nasty As They Wanna Be, saw
attempts to censor artists and prosecute them and retailers on obscenity grounds. While
often ultimately unsuccessful in court due to First Amendment protections (particularly
the Miller v. California test requiring a lack of serious artistic, literary, political, or
scientific value), these battles established a climate of scrutiny and forced labels to
develop legal defense strategies. They demonstrated that lyrics depicting violence,
explicit sexuality, or anti-authority sentiments could attract significant legal and political
opposition, requiring careful navigation by label legal teams.

2. Defamation and Libel Lawsuits: Diss tracks, a staple of hip-hop culture and a key
element in conflicts like the Kendrick/Drake beef, frequently involve pointed personal
attacks. This opens the door to defamation lawsuits, where individuals claim their
reputation has been damaged by false statements. High-profile artists and labels often
face suits from rivals, former associates, or public figures named in songs. Labels must
assess the potential for such suits, often advising artists on lyrical content or preparing for
legal defense. The need to avoid costly litigation can subtly influence how far artists are
willing (or allowed) to go in their lyrical battles, potentially tempering the "authenticity"
of the conflict.




3. Incitement to Violence Claims: Lyrics depicting or arguably encouraging violence have
led to accusations that artists or labels bear responsibility for real-world crimes
committed by listeners or inspired by the music. Cases like the lawsuit against Tupac
Shakur's estate following a murder allegedly inspired by his lyrics, or suits against artists
whose music was playing during violent incidents, illustrate this risk. While proving
direct causality is extremely difficult legally, the mere threat of such litigation and the
associated negative publicity compels labels and their HRM/legal functions to scrutinize
lyrics for potentially inflammatory content. This creates a tension between portraying the
"authentic" harsh realities of street life and avoiding language that could be construed as
incitement.

4. Copyright Infringement (Sampling): While not directly tied to lyrical content, the
pervasive use of sampling in hip-hop production has generated countless copyright
lawsuits (e.g., Bridgeport Music, Inc. v. Dimension Films). The high cost of clearing
samples or defending against infringement claims represents a significant financial risk
managed by labels, indirectly impacting the creative process and the sonic "authenticity"
of the music.

5. Racketeering and Criminal Enterprise Allegations (RICO): In some instances,
prosecutors have attempted to link artists and labels to criminal organizations using RICO
(Racketeer Influenced and Corrupt Organizations Act) statutes, alleging that the label
itself functions as part of a criminal enterprise (e.g., investigations surrounding labels like
Murder Inc.). While often difficult to prove, such investigations generate immense
negative publicity and legal costs, making any perceived association with organized
crime a major risk factor closely monitored by corporate entities.

These legal battles demonstrate that the content and associations central to gangsta rap's
perceived authenticity carry tangible legal risks. The outcomes of these cases, and the ongoing
threat of future litigation, directly inform the risk assessment frameworks used by labels and
influence the advice given by legal and HRM departments to artists and A&R teams.

e Financial Interests and Corporate Influence: The Billion-Dollar Equation

The modern music industry is dominated by a small number of powerful MNCs (Universal
Music Group, Sony Music Entertainment, Warner Music Group). These publicly traded or
privately held conglomerates operate with a primary fiduciary duty to maximize shareholder
value or owner profit. Gangsta rap, despite its controversies, represents a significant and highly
profitable market segment. However, the financial stakes involved mean that risk management
becomes paramount.

1. Investment and Return: Labels invest heavily in artists (advances, recording costs,
marketing, distribution). They expect a substantial return on this investment.
Controversies that lead to boycotts, dropped endorsements, cancelled tours, or legal




settlements directly threaten this ROl. HRM and related departments are tasked with
protecting these investments.

2. Brand Management and Corporate Image: Major labels are often part of larger media
conglomerates with diverse holdings (film, television, publishing). A major scandal
involving a gangsta rap artist can negatively impact the parent corporation's overall brand
image and stock value. Maintaining a semblance of corporate responsibility, even while
profiting from controversial content, is a key objective. This often involves careful PR
framing and crisis management strategies implemented by or in coordination with HRM.

3. Advertising and Sponsorship Revenue: Artists, particularly successful ones, generate
significant revenue through endorsements and brand partnerships. Controversial behavior
or lyrics can jeopardize these lucrative deals, impacting both the artist's and the label's
income streams. Labels and their HRM teams may advise artists on maintaining a brand-
friendly image to protect these partnerships.

4. Marketability vs. Risk Tolerance: Decisions about which artists to sign, which songs to
promote, and how to manage controversies involve a complex calculation of
marketability versus risk tolerance. An artist perceived as authentically "dangerous”
might appeal to a core demographic but alienate broader audiences or potential corporate
partners. HRM input, alongside marketing and A&R, contributes to assessing this
balance. Labels may prioritize artists whose "authenticity” is deemed marketable but
ultimately manageable within acceptable risk parameters.

5. The "Gatekeeper' Function: While artists have more direct access to audiences via
digital platforms, major labels still control significant resources related to global
distribution, radio play, major playlist placements, and large-scale marketing campaigns.
This gatekeeper function gives them considerable leverage over artists. The implicit
threat of withholding resources or support can be a powerful tool for encouraging
compliance with label expectations regarding content and conduct, subtly shaping the
performance of authenticity.

The immense financial power of these MNCs creates an inherent asymmetry in the relationship
between labels and artists. While artists provide the creative product and embody the authenticity
that drives sales, the corporation ultimately holds the purse strings and dictates the terms of
engagement, prioritizing financial stability and risk minimization.

o Ethical Implications: Profit, Power, and Responsibility

The intersection of legal risks and financial imperatives raises significant ethical questions
regarding the management of authenticity in gangsta rap:




1. Exploitation of Culture: Are labels cynically profiting from narratives of Black
struggle, violence, and poverty while simultaneously attempting to sanitize or control the
artists who embody those narratives? Does the commodification process strip the cultural
expression of its original context and resistance potential?

2. Artistic Censorship (Direct and Indirect): Does the fear of legal action or reputational
damage lead to direct censorship (e.g., demanding lyric changes) or indirect censorship
(e.g., pressuring artists to avoid certain topics, prioritizing less controversial artists)?
How does this impact the artistic integrity and social commentary potential of the genre?

3. Perpetuation of Stereotypes: In seeking marketable forms of "authenticity,” do labels
sometimes encourage or reward performances that reinforce harmful stereotypes about
Black masculinity, criminality, and hypersexuality? Does risk management focus
disproportionately on artists of color compared to artists in other genres engaging in
potentially risky behavior?

4. Responsibility for Content: What is the ethical responsibility of a billion-dollar
corporation profiting from music that depicts graphic violence or potentially harmful
behavior? Does the pursuit of profit absolve them of responsibility for the potential real-
world impact of the content they distribute? How does HRM navigate its dual role of
protecting the company and potentially managing employees (artists) whose work
involves controversial themes?

5. Transparency and Artist Rights: Are artists fully aware of the extent to which their
personas are being managed or their expression potentially constrained? Are the terms of
contracts regarding conduct and content fair and transparent?

e Conclusion: The Shadow of the Law and the Ledger

The legal landscape and the economic imperatives of the MNC-dominated music industry cast a
long shadow over the construction and performance of authenticity in gangsta rap. The constant
threat of litigation and the overriding need to protect massive financial investments create a
powerful incentive for labels and their HRM functions to actively manage artist personas and
mitigate risks associated with their creative output. This management process, operating through
a complex interplay of legal counsel, contractual obligations, marketing strategies, and risk
assessment, inevitably influences the boundaries of acceptable expression and shapes the very
definition of what constitutes marketable "realness.” The Kendrick/Drake beef, therefore, cannot
be fully understood without appreciating this context — the performance of authenticity unfolds
not just on tracks and social media, but also within the constraints imposed by courtrooms and
corporate boardrooms. The next chapter will delve into how these specific artists navigate this
complex terrain.




Chapter 5: Performing "'Realness': Deconstructing the Kendrick-Drake
Narrative

e Introduction: The Beef as a Microcosm

Having established the theoretical framework of the "Authenticity Algorithm™ and explored the
legal and financial pressures shaping the music industry, this chapter turns to the central case
study: the protracted and intensely scrutinized rivalry between Kendrick Lamar and Drake. This
conflict serves as a crucial microcosm for examining the concepts discussed previously. By
applying the conceptual lenses of "Back-End Persona Management” and "Controlled
Transgression,” this chapter dissects how these two towering figures in contemporary hip-hop
perform distinct versions of authenticity, navigate the pressures of fame and commerce, and
potentially interact with the risk management strategies of their respective labels and
management teams. The analysis focuses not on declaring a "winner,” but on
understanding how their performances of 'realness' are constructed, contested, and managed
within the specific context of their beef, illuminating the broader dynamics of authenticity
negotiation in 21st-century gangsta rap and popular music.

e Deconstructing the Kendrick Persona: The Prophet, The Pulitzer, The Street

Kendrick Lamar's public persona, cultivated over a critically acclaimed career, is built upon a
foundation of perceived authenticity rooted in several key Input Variables within our
"Authenticity Algorithm™:

1. Geographical Origin & Lived Experience: His deep, explicit connection to Compton,
California, is central. His lyrics frequently detail the realities of growing up amidst
poverty, gang violence ("m.A.A.d city"), and systemic inequality, lending his narratives
significant weight and perceived "street credibility."

2. Lyrical Depth & Social Commentary: Lamar is lauded for his intricate lyricism,
complex storytelling, and willingness to engage with weighty themes of race, identity,
trauma, spirituality, and politics ("Alright,” "The Blacker the Berry,” To Pimp a
Butterfly, DAMN.). This positions him as a "conscious" artist, an heir to hip-hop's
tradition of social critique.

3. Critical Acclaim & Institutional Recognition: Winning a Pulitzer Prize for Music
for DAMN. bestowed upon him an unprecedented level of mainstream artistic validation,
further distinguishing his brand from purely commercial contemporaries. This
institutional recognition adds another layer to his authenticity — that of a serious,
validated artist.

4. Relatively Guarded Public Image: Compared to many peers, Lamar maintains a more
private off-stage persona, limiting his social media presence and mainstream media




saturation. This perceived reticence can contribute to an aura of artistic seriousness and
distance from commercial superficiality.

Performance of Authenticity During the Beef:

During the conflict with Drake, Lamar strategically deployed and weaponized these elements:

Framing Drake as Inauthentic: Tracks like "Euphoria™ and especially "Not Like Us"
directly attacked Drake's perceived lack of connection to hip-hop's cultural roots, his
alleged use of ghostwriters, his racial ambiguity (as framed by Lamar), and his perceived
status as an industry "colonizer" appropriating Black American culture, specifically West
Coast culture. This leverages Lamar's own strong regional identity and perceived cultural
rootedness.

Emphasizing Street Credibility & Danger: Lamar invoked specific street knowledge,
gang affiliations (implicitly), and threats, reinforcing his connection to the "dangerous”
authenticity associated with Compton and traditional gangsta rap tropes, directly
contrasting this with Drake's perceived safer, more suburban image.

Leveraging Lyrical Skill: The complexity and density of his diss tracks were widely
praised, reinforcing his reputation as a superior lyricist, a key marker of authenticity in
hip-hop.

Mobilizing Cultural Commentary: "Not Like Us" functioned not just as a diss track but
as a broader cultural critique, resonating widely and becoming an anthem, particularly on
the West Coast, further solidifying his role as a culturally significant voice.

Potential HRM/Label Influence (pgLang/Interscope):

While Lamar operates with significant artistic freedom, particularly through his own company
pgLang (in partnership with Interscope), it's plausible to infer potential "Back-End Persona
Management"":

Risk Assessment: His label likely assessed the risks associated with the directness of his
attacks (defamation, potential for real-world violence escalation). The lyrical content,
while aggressive, arguably stayed within bounds that were legally defensible as artistic
expression within a rap battle context.

Strategic Silence/Timing: The calculated timing of his responses and periods of silence
could suggest strategic coordination.

""Controlled Transgression': Lamar's transgressions were primarily lyrical and targeted
within the established (albeit shifting) norms of a rap beef. His team likely calculated that
the cultural capital gained by "winning" the authenticity battle outweighed the risks,
especially given his established critical reputation which provides a degree of insulation.




His performance felt "authentic™ because it aligned with his established persona, making
the transgression feel controlled by him, even if strategized with his team.

e Deconstructing the Drake Persona: The Global Hitmaker, The Brand, The Sensitive
Thug

Drake's persona offers a contrasting model of authenticity, built on global reach, commercial
consistency, and a carefully managed blend of vulnerability and dominance:

1. Commercial Dominance & Global Reach: His unprecedented streaming numbers, chart
success, and international appeal form the bedrock of his identity. His authenticity is
partly derived from his undeniable success and cultural ubiquity.

2. Melodic Versatility & Genre Blending: Drake is known for seamlessly blending
rapping with R&B singing, incorporating global sounds (dancehall, UK drill), making
him adaptable and broadly appealing, though sometimes drawing criticism for genre
dilution or appropriation.

3. Curated Vulnerability & Relatability: Lyrical themes often focus on relationships,
heartbreak, insecurity, and the pressures of fame, creating a sense of emotional
relatability for a vast audience, contrasting with traditional hyper-masculine rap tropes.

4. Brand Management & Corporate Ties: Drake is a master brand builder (OVO), with
numerous high-profile endorsements and business ventures. His image is meticulously
managed, projecting wealth, sophistication, and cultural influence.

5. Toronto Identity: While not foregrounded in the same way as Lamar's Compton roots,
his connection to Toronto ("The 6") is a consistent element of his brand.

Performance of Authenticity During the Beef:
Drake's responses aimed to defend his established persona and undermine Lamar's claims:

o Highlighting Commercial Success: He frequently emphasized his numbers, wealth, and
global impact as validation, implicitly arguing that commercial success is a form of
authenticity in the modern industry.

e Questioning Lamar's Mainstream Appeal/Toughness: He attempted to paint Lamar as
critically acclaimed but commercially niche, or as performatively "street” ("Push Ups,"”
"Family Matters").

e Leveraging Industry Influence: Drake utilized his platform and connections, involving
other artists and producers, showcasing his central position within the industry network.




Attempting Emotional Manipulation/Gossip: Tracks like "Taylor Made Freestyle"
(using Al Tupac/Snoop voices) and "Family Matters" delved into personal attacks,
gossip, and allegations about Lamar's private life, shifting the focus away from purely
cultural authenticity debates.

Potential HRM/Label Influence (OVO/Republic/Universal):

Drake's operation, deeply integrated with major label Universal Music Group, likely involves
extensive "Back-End Persona Management":

Brand Protection Paramount: Given Drake's status as a global brand and major
revenue generator, his label's primary concern would be mitigating reputational damage
that could affect sales, streams, and endorsements. HRM and PR teams would be heavily
involved in crisis management and narrative shaping.

Risk Assessment (Legal & Commercial): The use of Al voices ("Taylor Made
Freestyle™) likely underwent legal review regarding publicity rights. The intensely
personal nature of attacks in "Family Matters™ carried defamation risks. Decisions were
likely made weighing the potential "wins" in the beef against these significant risks. The
swift removal of the Al track suggests risk mitigation took precedence.

Calculated Responses: The timing and nature of Drake's responses likely involved
significant strategic calculation by his team, aiming to control the news cycle and frame
the narrative favorably.

""Controlled Transgression': Drake's transgressions often involved flexing commercial
power or deploying personal gossip rather than invoking the kind of "street" danger
Lamar utilized. This aligns with managing his broader, more commercially sensitive
brand. The line he seemed unwilling or unable to effectively cross was convincingly
challenging Lamar on the grounds of cultural authenticity within hip-hop's core value
system.

The Narrative and HR: Managing the Unmanageable?

Applying the "Authenticity Algorithm™ to the beef itself reveals a chaotic, rapidly evolving
system where HRM/label control was likely imperfect and constantly adapting:

Input Overload: The sheer volume and speed of diss tracks, social media reactions,
memes, and media commentary created an information overload, making centralized
narrative control difficult.

Audience Reception as Key Driver: Fan reactions played a massive role. The
overwhelming online consensus favoring Lamar, particularly after "Not Like Us,"
significantly shifted the perceived narrative and likely influenced subsequent strategic




decisions (or lack thereof) from Drake's camp. HRM/labels monitor this sentiment
closely.

e Evidence of "Back-End Management': While direct proof is scarce, the strategic
timing, the nature of the attacks (shifting from cultural to personal), the legal
considerations (Al track removal), and the eventual tapering off of responses all suggest
behind-the-scenes calculation and management influenced by risk assessment.

e Limits of "Controlled Transgression™: The beef arguably pushed the boundaries of
controlled transgression. The intensity and personal nature of the attacks created genuine
risks (reputational damage, potential for real-world conflict escalation) that likely caused
considerable concern for label legal and HRM departments. The eventual silence might
represent a strategic retreat driven by risk aversion.

o Differing Strategies: The likely management approaches differed significantly. Lamar's
team seemingly embraced a strategy focused on cultural authenticity and lyrical
dominance, accepting the associated risks. Drake's team appeared more focused on brand
protection, commercial validation, and ultimately, damage control when the narrative
turned against him.

e Conclusion: Authenticity Forged in the Fires of Conflict (and Commerce)

The Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake beef offers a compelling, real-time illustration of the concepts
explored in this thesis. Both artists performed distinct versions of authenticity, strategically
deploying elements of their established personas within the context of the conflict. Kendrick
leveraged his perceived rootedness, lyrical prowess, and critical acclaim to frame the battle
around cultural authenticity, while Drake emphasized commercial dominance and attempted to
shift the narrative towards personal attacks. The analysis suggests that while artists retain agency
in their performance, their actions unfold within a system shaped by corporate interests, legal
constraints, and sophisticated risk management strategies likely orchestrated by HRM and related
departments. The "Authenticity Algorithm™ was pushed to its limits, revealing the inherent
instability and high stakes involved in constructing 'realness’ when art, ego, commerce, and
corporate control collide so spectacularly on the public stage. The differing outcomes and
perceived "winner"” reflect not just lyrical skill, but also the complex interplay of performed
authenticity, audience validation, and the underlying calculations of risk and reward managed
behind the corporate curtain.




Chapter 6: Ethics and Responsibilities: Charting a Path Forward in the
Managed Soundscape

e Introduction: Reckoning with the Costs of Constructed 'Realness’

This thesis embarked on a critical analysis of the construction and management of authenticity
within contemporary gangsta rap, focusing on the intricate role played by Human Resource
Management practices (and broader corporate functions) within major record labels. Using the
highly visible Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake rivalry as a central case study, we have navigated the
complex terrain where artistic expression, cultural commodification, legal risks, financial
imperatives, and audience perception intersect. From the foundational concept of gangsta rap as
a "staging of norm violations" (Chapter 2) to the development of the "Authenticity Algorithm"
framework (Chapter 3), the examination of legal and corporate pressures (Chapter 4), and the
deconstruction of the Kendrick-Drake narrative (Chapter 5), a consistent theme emerges: the
inherent tension between the perceived value of 'realness' and the corporate drive to control and
sanitize it.

Having dissected the mechanisms and pressures involved, this concluding chapter shifts focus
explicitly to the profound ethical questions and responsibilities that arise from this dynamic. If
authenticity is indeed constructed and managed, often behind the corporate curtain by HRM and
related departments, what are the ethical costs? Who bears responsibility for the messages
disseminated and the potential impact of artist personas shaped by commercial interests? This
chapter synthesizes the preceding analysis to confront these ethical quandaries directly, reflecting
on the power dynamics at play and considering potential pathways towards more responsible and
artistically respectful practices within the industry. It is a necessary reckoning with the
implications of constructing 'realness’ in a world increasingly defined by algorithms, branding,
and the pervasive influence of billion-dollar corporations.

o Synthesizing Key Findings: The Managed Nature of Authenticity

The journey through the preceding chapters yields several crucial conclusions that form the basis
for this ethical reflection:

1. Authenticity as a Fluid Construct: The analysis confirms that "authenticity” in gangsta
rap is not a fixed or inherent quality but a dynamic, socially constructed concept. It is
performed by artists, interpreted by audiences, and, crucially, influenced and shaped by
industry forces. Its meaning evolves, encompassing elements from lived experience and
social commentary to linguistic markers, commercial success, and curated vulnerability.

2. HRM's Strategic (Though Often Invisible) Role: While often operating behind the
scenes, HRM functions — encompassing legal counsel, PR, marketing strategy, and talent
management — play a pivotal role in navigating the "Authenticity Algorithm.” They are
central actors in assessing risks, shaping narratives, managing artist personas, and




implementing strategies ("Back-End Persona Management,” "Controlled Transgression™)
designed to align artistic output with corporate objectives and risk tolerance.

3. The Primacy of Legal and Financial Imperatives: The analysis in Chapter 4
underscored how the legal landscape (potential lawsuits for defamation, incitement, etc.)
and the financial goals of multinational corporations heavily influence the management
of authenticity. Risk mitigation and brand protection often supersede purely artistic
considerations, creating significant constraints on expression.

4. The Kendrick/Drake Beef as Illuminating Case: The case study demonstrated how
these dynamics play out in real-time. Both artists engaged in strategic performances of
authenticity, but their approaches and the likely interventions from their respective teams
reflected differing calculations of risk, brand identity, and cultural capital, ultimately
highlighting the managed nature of even seemingly raw conflicts.

o Ethical Quandaries Revisited: Navigating the Murky Waters

These findings force a confrontation with several persistent ethical dilemmas inherent in the
corporate management of gangsta rap authenticity:

1. Artistic Freedom vs. Corporate Control: The core ethical conflict revolves around the
fundamental right to artistic expression versus the corporation's perceived right (and
financial incentive) to control the output associated with its brand. Where does legitimate
risk management end and stifling censorship begin? Does the pressure to conform to
brand safety standards, subtly or overtly applied by HRM and related departments, lead
to self-censorship among artists? Does the "Authenticity Algorithm,” by prioritizing
marketable and manageable 'realness," inadvertently homogenize artistic expression and
discourage genuine creative risk-taking? The potential chilling effect on artists unwilling
or unable to navigate these corporate constraints is a significant ethical concern.

2. Commodification and Cultural Exploitation: Is there an ethical line crossed when
corporations, often far removed from the lived realities depicted in gangsta rap, profit
immensely from the commodification of narratives rooted in Black struggle, systemic
inequality, and street violence? Does HRM, in its role of packaging and managing these
narratives for maximum market appeal while minimizing corporate risk, become
complicit in a form of cultural exploitation? This involves potentially sanitizing radical
messages, amplifying stereotypical elements deemed commercially viable, and ultimately
detaching the cultural expression from its context of origin for broader consumption.

3. Responsibility for Content and Real-World Impact: The debate over the influence of
media on behavior is complex, but the ethical question of responsibility remains. When
labels profit from lyrics depicting graphic violence or potentially harmful activities, what
ethical obligations do they, and by extension their HRM functions, bear regarding the




4. potential real-world impact? Is simply citing artistic freedom a sufficient ethical defense
when significant financial gain is involved? How should HRM balance its duty to protect
the company with a broader sense of social responsibility regarding the content it helps
manage and distribute?

5. Transparency, Fairness, and Power Imbalances: The inherent power imbalance
between globally dominant MNCs and individual artists raises ethical questions about
fairness and transparency. Are artists fully aware of the extent of persona management
they are subject to? Are contractual clauses regarding conduct, content approval, and risk
mitigation clearly understood and fairly negotiated? Does the corporate structure
inherently disadvantage artists in asserting control over their own narratives and authentic
expression?

6. Perpetuation of Stereotypes and Representational Harm: In managing authenticity
for marketability, do HRM strategies sometimes inadvertently (or even intentionally) lean
into or amplify harmful stereotypes associated with gangsta rap and Black masculinity?
Does the focus on certain types of "controlled transgression” reinforce problematic tropes
while potentially marginalizing artists who offer alternative representations? What is the
ethical duty regarding representation, particularly when dealing with historically
marginalized groups?

e A Reflection on Culture, Power, and the Future in the Algorithmic Age

The dynamics explored in this thesis are not static; they are continuously evolving, particularly
under the influence of digital technologies and algorithmic culture. Social media provides artists
with powerful tools for self-representation but also subjects them to unprecedented levels of
scrutiny and instantaneous judgment, further intensifying the need for strategic persona
management. Algorithms on streaming platforms and social media shape visibility and
discovery, potentially creating feedback loops that reward certain types of content and personas
over others, adding another layer of impersonal, systemic influence that HRM must contend with
or leverage.

This raises crucial questions about the future trajectory of authenticity in gangsta rap and
beyond. Will the increasing sophistication of "Back-End Persona Management™ and the
pressures of algorithmic visibility lead to an era of hyper-managed, increasingly artificial
"realness™? What is lost culturally when transgression is always "controlled,” when risk is
meticulously calculated, and when authenticity becomes primarily a branding strategy refined by
corporate committees and HRM protocols? The power dynamics remain starkly asymmetrical,
with individual artists often navigating a complex web of contractual obligations, market
pressures, and corporate oversight.




o Towards Ethical Frameworks and Recommendations (Considerations for Practice)

While this thesis primarily offers a critical analysis rather than prescriptive solutions, the ethical
quandaries identified suggest potential areas for consideration within the industry:

1. Enhanced Transparency: Greater clarity and fairness in artist contracts regarding
clauses related to conduct, content review, and persona management could foster more
equitable relationships.

2. Developing Industry-Specific Ethical Guidelines: HRM professionals, label
executives, and artists could benefit from clearer, industry-specific ethical guidelines
addressing the unique challenges of managing creative talent and controversial content,
balancing artistic freedom with corporate responsibility.

3. Prioritizing Artist Well-being and Autonomy: Shifting focus towards supporting artist
well-being and fostering greater creative autonomy, perhaps through revised contract
structures or stronger artist advocacy groups, could mitigate some ethical concerns.

4. Critical Self-Reflection within Institutions: Encouraging critical self-reflection within
record labels and HRM departments about their role in shaping cultural narratives and the
potential for perpetuating stereotypes or engaging in exploitative practices is essential.

5. Fostering Media Literacy: Promoting critical media literacy among audiences can
empower listeners to engage more thoughtfully with constructed personas and challenge
simplistic notions of authenticity.

These are not simple fixes, and the inherent conflict between maximizing profit and fostering
unfettered artistic expression may be irresolvable. However, acknowledging the ethical
dimensions and fostering dialogue around responsibility is a crucial step.

e Concluding Thoughts: The Enduring Question of '‘Realness'

This thesis has critically examined the construction of authenticity in contemporary gangsta rap,
revealing the significant, often obscured, role of Human Resource Management and corporate
strategy in shaping what we perceive as 'real’. The Kendrick Lamar vs. Drake beef served as a
powerful illustration of these complex dynamics, showcasing how artistic performance intersects
with calculated risk management and the relentless pressures of the commercial music industry.
The "Authenticity Algorithm,” driven by legal constraints, financial imperatives, and audience
perception, constantly negotiates the value and danger of 'realness.

Ultimately, the question of authenticity remains central not only to gangsta rap but to our broader
cultural landscape in the digital age. As corporations become increasingly adept at managing
narratives and constructing personas, and as algorithms subtly shape our consumption, the
critical examination of how authenticity is defined, performed, controlled, and commodified




becomes ever more urgent. This thesis contributes to that critical project by illuminating the
specific mechanisms at play within a vital and influential cultural genre, urging a continued
interrogation of the ethical responsibilities that accompany the power to construct ‘realness’. The
ghosts of authenticity will continue to haunt the machine, demanding that we remain vigilant
about who controls the narrative and at what cost.
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