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Introduction and Background

YouTube has long been considered one of the most important social media platforms
for aspiring musicians due to its low barrier to entry, speed of message distribution and
vast audience base (Baym, 2018). Since 2005, over 5 billion videos a day are viewed
on YouTube (Stefanone & Derek, 2009). These uploaded videos are commonly based
on user generated content (UGC) based on their own lives and often filmed using
smartphone cameras (Stefanone & Derek, 2009). This format tends to add realism to
the content, thereby generating more interest and drawing larger audiences, with some
user channels garnering tens of millions of subscribers (Lee & Watkins, 2016). YouTube
enables audience members to post comments to stories reported on their website, and,
to do so, one must create a user account by providing personal information (e.g., date
of birth, gender, e-mail address) while entering a username that is linked to the
comments that one posts.

In particular, Black youth in America have harnessed various social media platforms like
YouTube as dynamic "third spaces" (Brock, 2009; 2020). Within this digital landscape,
they find an avenue to assert their presence beyond the gaze of the dominant white
culture, allowing for uninhibited expressions of joy, humor, passionate debates, and the
dissemination of targeted messages and subjective narratives. This phenomenon is
akin to Lane's concept of the "digital street" (2018), where Black youth ingeniously
utilize platforms such as YouTube to replicate the diverse oral cultures found in physical
spaces like barbershops, park district basketball courts, and public housing courtyards.
These virtual realms, deeply interwoven with the fabric of Hip-Hop culture, serve as
vibrant hubs for urban Black youth to engage in information exchange. Despite their
vitality, expressiveness, and communal nature, these digital arenas often remain
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situated outside the spheres of discourse associated with the mainstream entertainment
industry.

A prime example of how YouTube has galvanized the commodification of the digital
street can be seen through Drill rap’s emergence as a phenomenon with the music
industry. Coming to nationally prominence around 2008, Drill rap became infamous for
its grim, violent depictions of Chicago’s South Side and its Black male youth participants
(Drillers) are seen as ambassadors to gang life in these communities, often posting
inside information on violence and street activity about these neighborhoods on social
media platforms and promoting gang affiliation/rivalries as a central theme to their song
lyrics and music videos (Moore, 2016). Though visible outside the watch of corporate
record labels, Chicago’s Drillers cultivated global audiences by utilizing DIY tactics in
digital spaces to circulate new music, highlight press interviews and report career
milestones to rap fans and gang rivals alike (Evans, 2021).

Though not always the case, YouTube allows Dirillers to maintain reputations for
violence without engaging in the physical violence that may have once been required to
gain credibility on the streets of low-income urban communities and within gang culture
(Lane & Stuart, 2022; Patton et al., 2022). In recent years, Drill Hip-Hop has morphed
from being associated with gang territories in Chicago to becoming a global subgenre of
mainstream rap music with artists and scenes from as far and wide as New York City,
Paris, London, Toronto, and Uganda. Even so, Drill continues to be a music genre
known for viral videos on YouTube because it naturally combines Hip-Hop artistic
practices and social media practices of content creators with real-time reporting of
ongoing street activities (Stuart, 2020).

Given this backdrop, this article uses content analysis of two prominent YouTubers in
Chicago’s Drill Rap scene to examine how YouTube vlogs serve as important
intermediaries to not only circulate information about their music scene but provide
Drillers a valuable tool for building (and re-affirming) one’s street authenticity among
Drill fan communities.

Overview of Findings

In my analysis of the content by Drillers DJ U and King Yella, “cross referencing,”
“signifying” and “calling bluffs” emerged as the primary methods Drillers used to attract
audiences to their content. Cross referencing refers to the process whereby
challengers scrutinize and contradict their targets’ online claims of violence by calling
audience attention to past online content or private information that might otherwise go
unnoticed. Calling bluffs refers to the strategy in which challengers publicly call on their
targets to act in accordance with their online claims of violence, particularly online
threats and boasts of violent dispositions. These calls to make good on their violent
words often entail daring rivals to “slide” on them—that is, to enter their territory and
attempt a drive-by shooting. Finally, signifying is employed to challenge and confront
rivals or detractors in a comedic and entertaining way. Signifying in videos is often used
to casually dismiss accusations, question the credibility of enemies, and solidify one’s
current reputation within the drill community.



These practices, used together in context, served not only to shock audiences, but they
allowed Dirillers to play upon audience curiosities stemming from the criminalization of
Black communities in mainstream news journalism, scripted television programs, films
and of course, rap music. Therefore, in SME, more charismatic Drillers utilize YouTube
vlogs as valued intermediaries that allow them to circulate powerful narratives from the
physical communities they rap about in their songs. In essence, this content becomes
central to establishing the authenticity of their lyrics and persona, publicly challenging
authority of their rivals, asserting dominance in the marketplace, and communicating
their credibility in having knowledge of the streets.

Discussion and Conclusion

Overall, though YouTube vlogs are leaving some Drillers more able to nurture financially
self-sustaining careers, those depicted in this study are a small minority and not
representative of the experience of independent rap musicians more generally. Even
still, his study has highlighted the ways in which gang-associated youth within the Drill
rap community strategically utilize YouTube as a powerful platform to build and validate
their violent reputations. Through the creation of content such as vlogs and podcasts,
Drillers consciously present themselves as maintaining their violent, "street" identities
even in supposedly private or backstage contexts. The utilization of strategies like
cross-referencing, calling bluffs, and catching lacking allows them to expose potential
fabrications and cast doubt on their rivals' online displays of violence. By generating and
publicizing evidence that contradicts their targets' personas, Drillers aim to validate their
artist reputations for violence and demonstrate authenticity in Chicago gang culture.

Moreover, the highlighted narratives suggest that in the world of social media
entertainment, Driller’s ability to monetize YouTube content incentivizes them to both
embellish and/or promote their past participation in gang activities. Also, the format of
YouTube encouraged a comedic and conversational style of commentating for which
signifying helped Dirillers to reinforce a playful personality to the audience and absolve
themselves from breaking the codes of the streets (e.g. providing criminal evidence or
snitching on others to the police).

Contrary to prevailing research on Drill rap that seeks to predict offline violent outcomes
based on disembodied social media content, this analysis emphasizes the need to
understand the social meanings and contexts of Drillers’ content through their
aspirations in the rap music industry. It eschews the assumption that their online
behaviors aren’t strategic, highlighting the complexity and nuances involved in their
digital labor. Moreover, this study highlights the potential of YouTube as a medium that
not only enables Dirillers to incite violence but also provides avenues for sustainable
celebrity, entrepreneurship, and brand management. Though Drillers have inherently
violent reputations from their music, their authenticity and established fan community,
combined with the ability to monetize YouTube content, has created new opportunities
for Drill musicians to establish themselves as influential figures in the creator economy.

References



Anderson, E. (2000). Code of the street: Decency, violence, and the moral life of the
inner city. WW Norton & Company.

Arditi, D. (2020). Getting Signed: Record Contracts, Musicians, and Power in Society.
Springer Nature.

Banet-Weiser, S. (2012). Authentic™: The politics of ambivalence in a brand culture.
New York University Press.

Boyatzis, R. E. (1998). Transforming qualitative information: Thematic analysis and
code development. Sage.

Brock Jr, A. (2020). Distributed Blackness: African American Cybercultures. New York
University Press.

Brock, A. (2009). Life on the wire: Deconstructing race on the Internet. Information,
Communication & Society, 12(3), 344-363.

Caplan, R., & Gillespie, T. (2020). Tiered governance and demonetization: The shifting
terms of labor and compensation in the platform economy. Social Media+ Society, 6(2),
2056305120936636.

Caro, JF, & Stuart, F. (2021). 6. Stay true. Authenticity and online promotion strategies
in the Chicago drill scene. Ratings , (HS1), 133-155.

Craig, D., & Cunningham, S. (2019). Social media entertainment: The new intersection
of Hollywood and Silicon Valley. NYU Press.

Cunningham, S., & Craig, D. (2016). Online entertainment: A new wave of media
globalization? (Introduction). International journal of communication, 10, 5409-5425.

Cunningham, S., & Craig, D. (2017). Being ‘really real’on YouTube: authenticity,
community and brand culture in social media entertainment. Media International
Australia, 164(1), 71-81.

Cunningham, S., Craig, D., & Silver, J. (2016). YouTube, multichannel networks and the
accelerated evolution of the new screen ecology. Convergence, 22(4), 376-391.

Duffy, B. E. (2017). (Not) getting paid to do what you love: Gender, social media, and
aspirational work. Yale University Press.

Evans, J. (2021). ‘We [mostly] carry guns for the internet’: Visibility labour, social
hacking and chasing digital clout by Black male youth in Chicago’s drill rap

scene. Global Hip Hop Studies, 1(2), 227-247.

Evans, J. M., & Baym, N. K. (2022). The audacity of clout (chasing): Digital strategies of
Black youth in Chicago diy Hip-Hop. International Journal of Communication, 16, 19.

Fatsis, L. (2019). Policing the beats: The criminalisation of UK drill and grime music by
the London Metropolitan Police. The sociological review, 67(6), 1300-1316.



Forman, M. (2002). The'hood comes first: Race, space, and place in rap and hip-hop.
Wesleyan University Press.

Hallinan, B., & Striphas, T. (2016). Recommended for you: The Netflix Prize and the
production of algorithmic culture. New media & society, 18(1), 117-137.

Harkness, G. (2013). Gangs and gangsta rap in Chicago: A microscenes
perspective. Poetics, 41(2), 151-176.

Kassing, J. W., & Sanderson, J. (2009). “You're the kind of guy that we all want for a
drinking buddy”: Expressions of parasocial interaction on Floydlandis.com. Western
Journal of Communication, 73(2), 182-203.

Lane, J. (2018). The digital street. Oxford University Press.

Lane, J., & Stuart, F. (2022). How social media use mitigates urban violence:
Communication visibility and third-party intervention processes in digital urban contexts.
Qualitative Sociology, 45(3), 457-475.

Lee, J. (2020). Blowin'up: rap dreams in South Central. University of Chicago Press.

Lee, J. E., & Watkins, B. (2016). YouTube vloggers' influence on consumer luxury brand
perceptions and intentions. Journal of Business Research, 69(12), 5753-5760.

Moore, N. Y. (2016). The south side: A portrait of Chicago and American segregation.
Macmillan.

Papacharissi, Z. (2015). Affective publics: Sentiment, technology, and politics. Oxford
University Press.

Patton, D. U., Eschmann, R. D., Elsaesser, C., & Bocanegra, E. (2016). Sticks, stones
and Facebook accounts: What violence outreach workers know about social media and
urban-based gang violence in Chicago. Computers in human behavior, 65, 591-600.

Patton, D. U., Hong, J. S., Ranney, M., Patel, S., Kelley, C., Eschmann, R., &
Washington, T. (2014). Social media as a vector for youth violence: A review of the
literature. Computers in Human Behavior, 35, 548-553.

Patton, D. U., Rambow, O., Auerbach, J., Li, K., & Frey, W. (2018). Expressions of loss
predict aggressive comments on Twitter among gang-involved youth in Chicago. NPJ
digital medicine, 1(1), 11.

Schwarze, T., & Fatsis, L. (2022). Copping the blame: the role of YouTube videos in the
criminalization of UK drill music. Popular Music, 41(4), 463-480.

Stefanone, M. A., & Lackaff, D. (2009). Reality television as a model for online behavior:
Blogging, photo, and video sharing. Journal of computer-mediated
communication, 14(4), 964-987.



Stuart, F. (2020). Ballad of the bullet: Gangs, drill music, and the power of online
infamy. Princeton University Press.

Watkins, S. C. (1998). Representing: Hip hop culture and the production of black
cinema. University of Chicago Press.



