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Representations of Swedish ‘gangster rap’ in contemporary 
media – Exploring dimensions of public pedagogy
Alexandra Söderman and Johan Söderman

Department for Education, Communication and Learning, University of Gothenburg, Gothenburg, Sweden

ABSTRACT
This article investigates Swedish ’gangster rap,“ a prominent topic 
in Swedish media since its emergence in late 2018. The aim of the 
article is twofold; i) to analyse the dominant narratives about 
Swedish gangster rap that emerge through a selection of media 
publications, and around which values they are centred, and ii) to 
explore how these narratives can be understood in terms of public 
pedagogy. The theoretical approach of this study draws from cul
tural studies, anchored in both Bourdieusian theory and perspec
tives derived from popular pedagogy. This framework guides the 
qualitative analysis of Swedish media portrayals of ”gangster rap“ as 
a cultural phenomenon. Our findings reveal that these publications 
predominantly emphasize values such as enigma, anxiety/caution, 
nostalgia, introspection, and positioning. To elucidate the connec
tion between these values and different narrative strands, results 
are presented through three distinct themes: ”Gangster rap as 
a journalistic sub-cultural enigma,“ ”Gangster rap as a cautionary 
media narrative,“ and ”Gangster rap as a youth culture continuum.’ 
These themes are discussed in relation to the multifaceted ways in 
which Swedish gangster rap is represented and interpreted in the 
media landscape, shedding light both on its cultural significance 
and popular pedagogical implications.
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Media narratives significantly influence public opinion and perceptions, acting as a form 
of public pedagogy that shapes both conscious and unconscious learning (McCombs and 
Valenzuela 2020). They also tend to be intertwined with cultural and societal debates, 
making scholarly study highly relevant (Gripsrud 2017). In this article, we specifically 
examine a topic that has rendered major media interest, namely ‘gangster rap,’ which 
has been a recurring theme in Swedish news media since its emergence in late 2018. 
Artists like Z.E, Dree Low, and Einàr brought the genre to mainstream attention, featuring 
prominently in various media formats, including TV debates (SVT Nyheter 2020a), doc
umentaries (SVT Play 2023, 2022), and international publications like The New York Times 
(Marshall and Coscarelli 2022).

While media narratives play a crucial role in shaping public perceptions of ‘gangster 
rap,’ the term itself is contentious. Although popularized, the label ‘gangster rap’ is 
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debated, as the musical style is closer to ‘drill’ rap than to its American West Coast origins 
(Arvidson 2023; Chang 2006; Stuart 2023). Therefore, the term can rather be understood 
to link hip-hop culture to issues such as crime and gang violence in contemporary 
Sweden. To date, few in-depth studies have addressed this sub-genre; notable examples 
include Emil Arvidson’s Swedish Gangster Rap: A Reportage (Arvidson 2023) and Diamant 
Salihu’s Until Everyone Dies (Dennis 2007), both of which examine connections between 
rap music and gang crime. The only scholarly work focusing on this musical expression is 
Sjors Joosten’s (2024) dissertation, which also distinguishes newer artists’ raw depictions 
of criminality, from older Swedish hip-hop withs its emancipatory feature. Despite these 
contributions, there consequently remains a significant gap in scholarly analyses of 
Swedish ‘gangster rap’ as a cultural phenomenon.

Considering that the media coverage of gangster rap is vast and can be understood to 
play a significant role in shaping public perceptions, this article aims to analyse the media 
narratives surrounding the genre. Specifically, we aim to explore two key questions: i) 
what dominant narratives about Swedish gangster rap emerge in a selection of media 
publications, and around which values are these narratives centred, and ii) how can these 
narratives be understood to shape public discourses, opinions, and values?

The article is structured as follows: first, we outline our theoretical framework, situating 
the study within a broader cultural studies context. This is followed by positioning the 
article’s knowledge interest in relation to prior research that highlights narratives on hip- 
hop and gangster rap. Next, we present the research methods and ethical considerations 
employed in the study, followed by three categories of analytical results. The article 
concludes with a discussion that also clarifies how the research aims and questions 
have been addressed.

Theoretical framework

This study employs a cultural studies approach grounded in Bourdieusian theory and 
concepts of public pedagogy. This framework facilitates an analysis of the values in media 
reports on gangster rap and the narratives they promote. Examining media representa
tions is generally motivated by a desire to understand broader discourses and ideological 
stances (cf. Polletta et al. 2011). For Swedish gangster rap, the analytical focus therefore 
extends individual publications in order to encompass a comprehensive understanding of 
overarching media narratives surrounding this hip-hop subgenre.

Bourdieu and capital

To analytically consider both the narratives that form around Swedish gangster rap and 
the fact that these are conveyed through media, we apply a cultural sociological approach 
grounded in Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of capital and his theories on how value is 
constructed, consecrated, elevated, and recognized in various contexts (Bourdieu 2000). 
Bourdieu emphasizes that capital can take different forms – economic, cultural, social, and 
symbolic – and that these forms of capital can influence individuals and their positions in 
society. By exploring the types of values present in media narratives about Swedish 
gangster rap, we aim to approach what these values are and how they contribute to 
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position gangster rap in relation to the economic and artistic poles of social space 
(Bourdieu 2000).

The analytical approach and focus on media narratives also enable a critical 
examination of how media constructs specific types of narratives, shaped by factors 
such as framing, language choices, and dramaturgy (see Bourdieu 1996). This analy
sis aims to illuminate what is valued and recognized within a given context and how 
these elements can be interpreted as holding symbolic capital related to the topic 
gangster rap. Given the empirical focus on a phenomenon situated within youth 
and/or urban culture, one hypothesis is that certain aspects of gangster rap may 
gain recognition for its subcultural (Thornton, 1995) or street cultural values 
(Sandberg & Pedersen, 2007). Additionally, it is possible that a combination of 
symbolic and cultural assets might collectively be seen as valuable, akin to 
Rimmer’s (2012) concept of ‘musical omnivory’. Furthermore, Bourdieu’s notion of 
illusio (Bourdieu 1990) – the belief in and commitment to a particular cultural 
expression – helps explain how certain values are internalized within cultural prac
tices. These concepts together demonstrate the potential of Bourdieu’s theories of 
capital in enhancing empirical studies, particularly those involving music and cultural 
sociology.

In order to direct the analytical searchlight towards these different types of values in 
media narratives about Swedish gangster rap, we ask ourselves analytically what it is that 
can be interpreted through the media publications as recognized values in narratives 
about gangster rap (see Howell 2017). The analytical approach is thus in line with 
Bourdieu’s reasoning about the relational value of capital, meaning that it is in a certain 
context that something is given value. In this context, the surrounding society is highly 
relevant. Since the late 2010s, Sweden has faced a notable rise in gang violence and 
shootings (Hradilova Selin, Skarp, and Repo 2024), a development that has been linked to 
an increase in perceived political polarization (Oscarsson et al. 2021). The context we 
examine here can thus be framed as the intersection of gangster rap, mass media, 
a certain place and a certain defined time frame.

Linking to public pedagogy

While Bourdieu offers a framework for understanding how values are constructed and 
recognized within specific cultural fields, public pedagogy (J. Sandlin, Schultz, and Burdick  
2010) complements this by highlighting the potential pedagogical functions of gangster 
rap narratives in Swedish media. Rather than focusing on how the public is affected, we 
are interested in the media representations themselves and their implications for shaping 
public discourse around gangster rap.

Media narratives of gangster rap intersect two key arenas that Sandlin, O’Malley, and 
Burdick (Polletta et al. 2011) conceptualize as public pedagogy: popular culture and the 
media. More specifically, art, culture, and media are understood as ‘sites of culture in the 
public sphere’ because they function as pedagogical spaces that teach the public specific 
ways of thinking about people and the world (J. A. Sandlin, Burdick, and Rich 2016). 
Popular culture, including both music and media outlets, serves as an informal educa
tional space where societal norms, identities, and values are continuously negotiated and 
transmitted. The focus of this article on Swedish gangster rap in media output reveals how 
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this genre, as part of both popular culture and media, operates as a site of public 
pedagogy. The media’s portrayal of artists and their music intersects with broader societal 
debates on identity, social norms, and morality, thereby contributing to public learning 
and mirroring and shaping perceptions.

Hip-hop narratives – Background and previous research

Narratives play a crucial role in all music genres, influencing listeners’ attraction to specific 
artists, bands, or genres (Lilliestam 2003). In hip-hop, different narratives are particularly 
evident through various forms of storytelling, as reflected in research (Forman 2002; 
Harrison and Arthur 2019; Schweig 2014). To understand the narratives about gangster 
rap that emerge in contemporary Swedish media, it is essential to consider previous hip- 
hop narratives, which often lack total consensus and are subject to ongoing negotiations 
among different actors.

Media narratives about hip-hop have shown both supportive and critical stances. Some 
critics blame hip-hop music and culture for marginalizing African Americans, while others 
argue this criticism reflects societal racism (Dyson 2007; Reyna, Brandt & Tendayi Viki,  
2009). International research explores various themes that shape narratives, such as hip- 
hop’s influence on youth behaviours, including drug use and criminality (Herd 2008; 
North and Hargreaves 2007; Tatum 1999), as well as its positive effects in fostering 
understanding and community among youths (Tatum 1999; Silow Kallenberg, 2016). 
These dichotomies set the stage for understanding the complex and often contradictory 
narratives surrounding hip-hop, particularly gangster rap, providing a foundation for 
further examination of media representations of the genre.

The genesis of hip-hop culture

A widely held narrative about hip-hop’s genesis suggests it emerged as an alternative to 
violence, providing a voice for marginalized residents in socially disadvantaged areas 
(Chang 2006; J. Söderman and Sernhede 2010). This contested narrative includes accounts 
of how hip-hop’s four aesthetic elements developed as responses to escalating gang 
violence (Chang 2006; J. Söderman and Sernhede 2010). Such historiography is also 
reflected in popular culture, exemplified by the fictional Netflix series ‘The Get Down,’ 
which portrays the social educational ideals emphasized by hip-hop researcher Tricia Rose 
(1994, 2008).

In Europe, the rise of hip-hop culture reveals locally reinterpreted narratives, resulting 
in distinct national accounts of hip-hop’s origins. Nitzsche and Grünzweig (2013, 8–9) 
describe hip-hop in various European contexts as unique, hybrid, and transnational, 
blending elements of American hip-hop with local identities and cultural heritage (see 
also Bennett 1999a, 1999b). Notably, narratives of Swedish hip-hop development echo 
those of East Coast hip-hop in the U.S., shaped by the view of hip-hop as a constructive 
force (Strage 2001). The Swedish narrative centres on the genre’s rise in popularity during 
the 1990s, allowing Swedish youth with immigrant backgrounds to identify with the 
themes of African American artists (Sernhede 2002; Söderman 2007). With groups like 
Latin Kings and artists like Petter, Swedish gradually became the dominant language in 
domestic rap. Simultaneously, hip-hop’s emancipatory nature intertwined with a social- 

330 A. SÖDERMAN AND J. SÖDERMAN



democratic heritage, evident in its classification as ‘folkhem rap’ (Bredström and Dahlstedt  
2002). Since the 2000s, hip-hop in Sweden has further integrated into the tradition of 
Nordic bildung or popular adult education (folkbildning), reinforcing its connection to the 
American genesis through the institutionalization of hip-hop as a tool for empowerment 
(J. Söderman 2023; J. Söderman and Sernhede 2010).

The role of hip-hop in a diverse Sweden

In Sweden, hip-hop is often seen as the ‘soundtrack’ of a multicultural society, reflecting 
diverse urban youth experiences. Scholars note that hip-hop narratives are vital expres
sions for marginalized communities, serving as both entertainment and social commen
tary, which is significant in a society grappling with identity and cultural integration.

Emerging in the 1990s with artists like Latin Kings and Petter, Swedish hip-hop enabled 
youth to connect with struggles articulated by African American artists, creating a unique 
narrative that blends local identities with emancipatory themes from American hip-hop. It 
became a platform for discussing social issues such as racism, class disparity, and youth 
culture, positioning it as a critical voice in public discourse. Since the early 2000s, Swedish 
hip-hop has resonated with broader sociocultural changes and has been embraced within 
folk education, reinforcing its role in empowerment and community-building among 
marginalized youth.

Historically, American hip-hop’s politically oriented East Coast sound faced competi
tion from the nihilistic and gangster-glamorizing West Coast variant in the late 1980s, 
described as ‘black CNN’ for its authentic narratives of disadvantaged life (Chuck D, 1997). 
This expression has evolved into ‘drill’ since the 2010s, influenced by cities like Chicago 
and Atlanta (Stuart 2023). In contrast to other European countries, Sweden’s gangster rap 
has clearer ties to drill and is linked to criminality through gang affiliations (Arvidson  
2023). This connection is evident in court cases where hip-hop lyrics and videos serve as 
evidence (Arvidson 2023), a trend also noted in international studies examining the 
genre’s role in various crimes (Fatsis 2018; Sewell 2014). However, while rap lyrics are 
often used in criminal investigations in the U.S.A. and England, Sweden’s judicial interest 
in hip-hop is viewed less through a lens of racism and more as a stage where gangster rap 
unfolds (Arvidson 2023).

Media perspectives on gangster rap in Sweden

Prior to 2018, gangster rap was virtually nonexistent in Sweden. A recent analysis by Ben 
Hamou (2024) examines media themes surrounding gangster rap from the 1980s to the 
present, based on 200 articles from major newspapers. This analysis reveals that hip-hop 
narratives have predominantly focused on success or been mentioned in passing, with 
criminality being the least emphasized theme over the decades. However, in the 2020s, 
the portrayal of criminality has dramatically increased, now accounting for over half of the 
coverage, while success narratives represent a third. Consequently, hip-hop has become 
a more prominent topic in the media, with only 10% of articles mentioning it in passing. 
This shift signifies a changing media dynamic, linking gangster rap more closely to 
criminality, aligning with international discourses about the genre and its societal impli
cations for youth.
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Internationally, research often explores the potential impact of gangster rap on 
youth behaviours, particularly regarding portrayals of drug use (Herd, 2008) and the 
correlation between hip-hop consumption and engagement in destructive lifestyles 
(Tatum 1999). North and Hargreaves (2007) found that hip-hop appeals to youths 
already predisposed to criminal behaviour, while Tatum (1999) also highlights its 
positive effects in fostering understanding of minority struggles and social injustices. 
In Sweden, Silow Kallenberg (2016) notes that hip-hop fosters recognition and com
munity among youths in juvenile detention centres, though staff express concerns that 
hip-hop messages undermine rehabilitation efforts. Internationally, research also tends 
to present a dichotomy: on one hand, the potential negative influence of hip-hop on 
youth behaviours, such as drug use and criminality (North and Hargreaves 2007); on 
the other, a defence of hip-hop as an art form, with criticisms often interpreted as 
racist (Dyson 2007). This overview underscore key themes in existing hip-hop narra
tives, which largely trace back to the American genesis of hip-hop in New York, its 
evolution into gangster rap on the West Coast (Chang 2006), and its dissemination 
across Europe (Nitzsche and Grünzweig 2013). While links between the genre and the 
justice system have been noted, Swedish research has primarily focused on hip-hop’s 
emancipatory potential from gender and ethnicity perspectives (Sernhede 2002; 
Söderman 2007; J. Söderman and Sernhede 2010, Berggren 2014, Lindholm 2016, 
Dankiç 2019).

Material and methodologies

This study is based on a qualitative approach, analytically examining media narratives 
through the Swedish search results for the term ‘gangster rap’, retrieved from Google’s 
news search engine in September 2023. The choice of Google for the selection of 
articles is based on the breadth of the search engine, which can be expected to 
provide an overview of current and publicly accessible media narratives surrounding 
gangster rap in Sweden. This selection generated a total of 160 entries spanning the 
years 2008 to 2023. The search results indicate that the term ‘gangster rap’ gained 
significant traction in Swedish media starting in 2019. Prior to this, the selection only 
contains two publications: one from 2008 regarding the Swedish hip-hop group 
Kartellen and another from 2015 commenting on the feature film Straight Outta 
Compton, which depicts the American hip-hop group NWA. This reflects the period 
when gangster rap developed and became popular in Sweden, as evidenced by music 
charts from this time.

In total, the search results encompass a variety of news items. To limit the sample 
for a qualitative analysis, we excluded audio and video publications, regional/munici
pal local press, as well as Finland-Swedish and niche publications (such as trade press). 
Our material therefore includes text-based national publications and major daily and 
tabloid newspapers, totalling 111 relevant hits from major media companies such as 
SVT Nyheter, Sveriges Radio, Svenska Dagbladet, Dagens Nyheter, Sydsvenskan, 
Göteborgs Posten, Aftonbladet, and Expressen. These centred around news reporting 
and commentary pieces regarding i) the emergence of gangster rap in Sweden, ii) 
specific artists, iii) the genres connection to crime, iiii) political statements about 
gangster rap and iiiii) various attempts to journalistically understand the genre (such 
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as investigations of authenticity claims or by comparing gangster rap to literature or 
other cultural expressions).

Based on these five themes, we strategically selected 25 publications based on the 
criteria that they represent all the years during the period and reflect the themes relevant 
in the overall selection. We refer to the publications ultimately included in our analysis 
within the text, and complete references are listed in the reference list.

A cultural analysis approach

To analyse the media publications, we employ a cultural analysis approach inspired by 
ethnologists Billy Ehn and Orvar Löfgren (Ehn and Löfgren 2001). This analytical method 
encompasses various specific ways of approaching empirical material to construct a valid 
interpretation of meaningful practices within a specific context (see Fornäs 2012), in this 
case, the narratives surrounding gangster rap. Cultural analysis aims to achieve detailed, 
documentary-like descriptions (see Williams 1958) that capture ongoing and contempor
ary changes in a defined context.

We specifically utilized the analytical steps proposed by Ehn and Löfgren (2001): 
perspectivization, contrasting, dramatization, and homologization. These steps allowed 
us to manipulate the empirical material analytically, leading to the identification of core 
values underpinning the narratives about gangster rap. Perspectivization is the first 
analytical step, wherein researchers distance themselves from and defamiliarize the 
everyday and familiar, allowing for new interpretations of the empirical material (Ehn 
and Löfgren 2001). For us, this meant striving to set aside our previous knowledge and 
interpretations of hip-hop to read the selected publications as independently as possible. 
We adopted a critical attitude towards prevailing perceptions, conducting several in- 
depth readings of the collected publications to uncover new angles in our analysis. 
Next, we applied contrasting, which involves testing different possible analyses and 
themes against one another to identify distinctive elements within the context. 
Previous research on hip-hop served as an important comparative framework, enabling 
us to analytically ‘see’ new dimensions of Swedish hip-hop narratives. The third step, 
dramatization, involves adopting a playful attitude towards the empirical material. This 
entails engaging with the material creatively, considering what might be unthinkable 
within a given context. In this stage, comparisons to older popular hip-hop artists, songs, 
and other contemporary and historical Swedish genres were essential for broadening our 
perspective. Finally, homologization tests the coherence of our analysis across different 
themes, assessing whether the conclusions apply to various dimensions within the 
studied context, including specific types of publications. This step includes a critical 
evaluation of our conclusions, encompassing the question: Do the conclusions hold? 
This process continued until we distilled our findings into three final themes: Gangster 
rap as a journalistic sub-cultural enigma, Gangster rap as a cautionary media narrative, and 
Gangster rap as a youth culture continuum.

By employing this systematic cultural analytical framework, we aimed to explore two 
key research questions: i) what dominant narratives about Swedish gangster rap emerge 
in a selection of media publications, and around which values these narratives are 
centred, and ii) how can these narratives be understood to shape public discourses, 
opinions, and values?
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Ethical considerations

Research ethics centres on balancing the benefits of inquiry with the potential harm it 
may cause. This article exclusively utilizes printed and publicly available sources, focusing 
on the knowledge interest rather than individuals. Our aim is to provide deeper insights 
that nuance a topic of significant societal engagement, where mass media has historically 
held interpretive precedence. Given the strong association of gangster rap with youth in 
disadvantaged areas, our analysis of media narratives about the genre serves as an ethical 
endeavour to move beyond alarmist headlines. By applying scientific problematization to 
contemporary Swedish gangster rap, we aim to counteract prejudices and negative myth- 
making, revealing dimensions of cultural expression that intersect aesthetics and the lived 
experiences of marginalized youth.

Our research seeks to foster a more nuanced understanding of gangster rap, often 
stigmatized in media portrayals. This involves examining how narratives about the genre 
are constructed and the underlying values. By focusing on publicly accessible media, we 
mitigate ethical concerns related to private or sensitive data. Our emphasis is on critically 
analysing cultural narratives and the media’s role in shaping public perceptions of gang
ster rap, promoting a more informed and empathetic discourse that could lead to fairer 
representations of the genre and the communities it reflects.

Results

In this section, the results of the analysis are presented in the form of themes that have 
been developed in relation to the overarching values identified in the analysis. To clarify 
how these can be linked to different narratives, the results are further elaborated through 
the following themes: Gangster rap as a journaltistic sub-cultural enigma, Gangster rap as 
a cautionary media narrative, and Gangster rap as a youth culture continuum.

Gangster rap as a journalistic, sub-cultural enigma

In this theme, values such as curiosity, intrigue, symbolism, and mythification are prominently 
represented. By ‘enigma’, we specifically refer to how these values contribute to legitimizing 
further media attention to gangster rap, particularly by not acknowledging the various 
attempts to define what kind of expression gangster rap truly represents. The analysis 
explores how this perceived enigma influences further perceptions of gangster rap by 
investigating the extent to which its aesthetic expression reflects reality, and whether it 
should primarily be viewed as art or as a diary (see Lundin och Eddebo 2021) which is 
a prominent and recurring theme in Swedish media reporting. This inquiry appears to 
constitute the enigma – or illusion – that renders the genre worthy of attention, explored in 
twenty out of the twenty-five analysed texts. An in-depth essay in Svenska Dagbladet (Franke  
2021) frames this as an ‘eternal question’ within hip-hop, an ‘art form’ marked by claims of 
authenticity. The article poses the critical question: ‘Is what is said about violence, drugs, 
money, and sex really true, or is it made up?’. The absence of a definitive answer suggests that 
the ongoing discourse surrounding this question is central – rather than the answer itself.

A news note from SVT Nyheter (2020a) echoes this sentiment, highlighting recent 
incidents involving well-known rappers to illustrate the re-actualization of the boundaries 
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between fiction and reality within Swedish gangster rap. The authenticity question is also 
reframed in other ways; for instance, Göteborgs Posten (Ismaïl 2020) explores whether 
authenticity relates more to a rapper’s legitimacy than the literal truth of their lyrics, 
stating: ‘Z E isn’t a head of state just because he claims he’s king.’. This suggests that 
authenticity stems from the principle of not speaking on matters one does not truly 
understand, rather than lyrics being completely journalistic.

Another text on artist Einàr (Helmersson 2019) reveals the enigmatic intrigue that 
follows in the contrast between his ‘poppy melodies’ and his allegedly tough background 
bordered by stays in juvenile detention centres. However, some publications indicate 
a resolution to the enigmatic question of authenticity. Reports following Einàr’s murder 
(Lokko 2021; Sima 2021) and discussions on gangster rap’s connection to money launder
ing (Svensson, Wisterberg, and Abdigadir 2023) argue that these events reflect a reality 
that overshadows it as primarily an artistic expression (see also Arvidson 2022). The 
repeated emergence of the authenticity enigma across the majority of publications 
highlights its significance in understanding the ongoing engagement with various inter
pretations of gangster rap. For instance, one publication (Lokko 2019) compares gangster 
rap to other mythic expressions such as cyberpunk and Afro-futurism, linking it to Roy 
Christopher’s essay, Dead Presidents: How Hip-Hop Defines the Future. This comparison 
adds complexity to the genre, potentially enhancing its enigmatic allure. Similarly, dis
cussions on the transient nature of life (SVT Nyheter 2022b; Rosenström 2023) and gang
ster rap’s poetic qualities (Lokko 2021) collectively reinforce the illusio of gangster rap (cf. 
Bourdieu 1990) – i.e. the perceived value that elevates media engagement in the genre.

Gangster rap as a cautionary media narrative

The second theme encompasses values such as risk, danger, concern, realism, and warn
ing, reflecting the emotional complexities surrounding gangster rap within its cautionary 
media narratives. By ‘cautionary media narrative’, we particularly highlight the myriad and 
varied emotional expressions surrounding gangster rap as part of the genre’s narrative. 
The genre provokes indignation and concern, as evidenced in an article by Israelsson 
(2020), reporting on a Social Democratic member of parliament who seeks to ban gang
ster rap from Swedish youth centres, describing it as ‘propaganda of violence’ with 
‘violence-promoting messages’ that allegedly must be addressed in the name of free 
speech. This public statement paints a picture of societal security being threatened by the 
music’s content (see also Comar Alm 2021; dos Santos 2023). Similarly, a leader article in 
Expressen (Olsson 2021) describes gangster rap as controversial in a way unmatched by 
other music genres. The depiction underscores the need for media scrutiny and examina
tion of the genre, suggesting that it is surrounded by more than just artistic interest.

When the commercially most popular rapper within the subgenre, Einàr, is brutally killed 
in October 2022, the concern seems to intensify. It is noted that this is partly due to 
a perceived geographical shift in gang violence intertwined with the genre: ‘Yesterday, 
a push notification on my phone announced yet another young man shot. This time, it did 
not happen in any of the vulnerable suburbs of Stockholm that are usually affected, but in 
the affluent Hammarby Sjöstad’, as stated in a publication (Sima 2021). Alongside the 
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attention-grabbing murder of Einàr, the previous enigma seems to also encounter 
a potential answer:

But Einàr did not let the unspoken, the torn childhood, remain an undertone. He described his 
life, his experiences, and what he never got, in capital letters. Nothing was possible to 
misunderstand. There has been a rapid increase in audience demands for authenticity- 
marked entertainment violence, the obligatory autofictional real-time poetry that drives so 
much of the popular music of the 2020s. The self-experienced documentation of street 
violence’s harsh reality – which the audience can increasingly follow without delay on social 
media – comes with expectations of an accelerating narrative; often it can hardly end any 
other way. (Sima 2021, our translation)

When the genre is likened to ‘gladiator games’ (Lokko 2021), the narrative takes on 
almost Old Testament, apocalyptic connotations. Just as with the enigmatic dimen
sions, the narrative of concern can also be interpreted as part of the illusio that 
contributes to legitimizing continued attention and engagement (see Bourdieu  
1990). In this way, publications discussing the inappropriateness of schoolchildren 
choosing a gangster rap song for the school graduation song (SVT Nyheter 2022a), 
rappers ‘dropping out’ of the genre (Sima 2022; SVT Nyheter 2022a; Zetterström  
2023), or a ‘sharp decline in P3’s playing of gangster rap’ (Swedish Radio, 2021) are 
understood as continuations that also have political consequences. This is through 
the connection made between gangster rap and the recruitment of young people 
into criminal networks. In one publication, the Sweden Democrats are even said to 
want to investigate ‘the connection between gangster rap and gang crime and the 
possibility of limiting public service from playing the rappers songs’ (Jenderbo  
2021).

In connection with the narrative of concern, there is also a growing weariness 
(Arvidson 2022) with the headline ‘Rap video becomes evidence – again: “A murder 
manual”’. The report that follows indicates that ‘creative investigators have 
obtained convictions by proving that weapons in music videos are genuine’. 
Thus, concern and fear seem to turn into preparedness to address the problems 
associated with or understood to underlie gangster rap. In the publications that 
build on feelings and values of concern and fear (see also Källén 2023), gangster 
rap functions as a form of socio-emotional capital in the form of societal empathy 
vis-à-vis the negative developments taking place. This part of the narrative about 
gangster rap constitutes a clear distinction from the enigmatic dimensions, which 
can be described more as being characterized by fascination. Here, there are rather 
elements of moral reasoning about a negative societal development that gangster 
rap is perceived to reflect and be a part of. This is also highlighted by the fact that 
rappers themselves can be understood as legitimate spokespersons of the genre 
primarily when they ‘defect’ from it. One example of this is reporting that the 
rapper 1Cuz distances himself from the label gangster rap (Månsson 2023). Here, 
gangster rap becomes a distinction even in relation to those who were previously 
associated with the genre. The same applies to publications that deal with various 
types of defections and disassociations from gangster rap (SVT Nyheter 2022b), 
which also become a positioning by and for the person who distances themselves 
or quits.
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Gangster rap as a youth culture continuum

The final theme encompasses values such as nostalgia, identity, morality, and status. By 
‘youth culture continuum’, we want to analytically highlight how media representations 
of the genre resemble previous youth cultural phenomena, enabling adult writers to draw 
on their own youth experiences and ideals. There is a distinct streak of youth cultural 
nostalgia surrounding media publications about gangster rap. In these publications, the 
genre’s explosive potential as a mysterious enigma and narrative of concern is contex
tualized through comparisons with past works and cultural expressions, such as the books 
and films Easy Money (our translation), the video game GTA, the Swedish recurrently 
referred to televised 1980s debate about the so-called ‘death metal’ band W.A.S.P., the 
artist Marilyn Manson (Israelsson 2020) but also neo-Nazism, white power music 
(Jenderbo 2021), and even earlier working-class literature (Högström 2021). This youth 
cultural nostalgia comments on the moral panic typically associated with youth culture. 
However, the lifestyle linked to gangster rap is portrayed somewhat differently. For 
instance, in a publication where the söderman, aged forty-four, reports statements from 
a police officer after a raid in an area associated with gangster rap (Arvidson 2022), the 
quotes focus on contrasts between young men flaunting expensive clothes in online 
videos and their reality, described as a ‘sanitary nuisance’:

This is guys in their prime, you know. They are young. You’re supposed to have fun. Be on 
your way somewhere. In the apartments where we go in, you should probably have. . . 
parties? Maybe friends should come over? Maybe even a girl should visit sometime? 
Instead, they just sit there in a hole chopping hash. (Arvidson 2022)

In the same publication, gangster rap is linked to young people’s increasing presence on 
digital platforms like TikTok and Instagram, creating a distance between different youth 
cultural generations. The quote above illustrates that gangster rap is not surrounded by 
the idealized youth period as perceived by the writer as an adult. This is despite the 
rappers themselves glorifying parts of their lifestyle with extravagant consumer goods – 
especially expensive clothes, shoes, and accessories (Comar Alm 2021).

Interestingly, this youth cultural nostalgia also has a contemporary grounding in 
a significantly shorter timeframe. For example, young adults who were once gangster 
rappers seem to make a kind of apology after the murder of Einár, publicly expressing 
regret for contributing to the genre’s intensification. It is stated that ‘the gangster rap he 
listened to as a young man contributed to him being attracted to the criminal life’, 
suggesting that music can serve as a gateway into crime for youths who are heading 
down the wrong path. Within the genre, there is now ‘a demand for authenticity’ 
indicating that one must be credible in the raw lyrics they deliver (see also Månsson  
2023; Sima 2022). Thus, taking a stand against this dynamic position gangster rap as 
a distinction between youth and the adult world.

Discussion

Hip-hop has been surrounded by diverse narratives since its inception, from its origins in 
1970s New York to its ongoing transformation both locally and globally. Our analysis 
reveals parallels between American East Coast hip-hop, with its emancipatory focus, and 
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the nihilistic expression of West Coast hip-hop (Chang 2006; Rose 2008). The contempor
ary narrative of Swedish gangster rap reflects values such as mystery and anxiety, 
supporting Lilliestam’s (2003) assertion that compelling stories about artists contribute 
to the attractiveness of music genres.

In the analysed publications, fascination stems primarily from questioning the 
authenticity of the genre’s representation. Unlike American West Coast hip-hop or 
German gangster rap (Ahlers 2019), there is a lack of distinct political stances from 
Swedish artists, contrasting with the earlier perception of hip-hop as an emancipatory 
force linked to Swedish welfare ideals. Using Bourdieusian terms, the emergence of 
gangster rap marks a distinction between youth generations, particularly as the first 
generation of Swedish rappers reaches middle age. The media’s portrayal of gangster 
rap introduces themes of risk and danger, adding emotional complexity to its narra
tives. Nostalgia also plays a significant role, suggesting that gangster rap serves as 
a form of cultural capital for middle-aged writers reflecting on past youth cultures 
(Bourdieu 1984). Despite hip-hop’s origins as youth culture, it remains relevant for 
younger generations while functioning as cultural capital for older audiences. The 
narrative surrounding gangster rap raises questions about its recognition as an inde
pendent musical expression. While there is strong cultural interest, media coverage 
linking the genre to crime complicates its artistic status. Bourdieu (2000) discusses the 
conflict between economic and artistic values in cultural production; reporting on 
gangster rap as an economic investment could undermine its artistic legitimacy. The 
recent discussions on money laundering through ‘bought streams’ highlight this 
tension, questioning whether the genre will continue to evolve in news articles or 
rather gain recognition on cultural platforms.

This study has limitations, analysing a small selection of publications about Swedish 
gangster rap since its breakthrough in 2018–2019. We identified central values – mystery, 
anxiety, nostalgia, risk, and others – that shape the overarching narrative. A broader 
selection could reveal additional values, while diverse perspectives from artists and 
audiences would enhance our understanding. The range of publication types indicates 
that gangster rap holds significance not just for music journalists but also for societal 
discourse. However, in conclusion, the media narratives surrounding Swedish gangster 
rap are complex, serving in various forms as public pedagogy that convey information 
while constructing values and attitudes towards the genre. This study underscores the 
crucial role of media in shaping public perceptions and interpretations of gangster rap 
within broader societal debates, echoing findings from comparable research (Gripsrud  
2017; Lilliestam, 2003). As media repeatedly highlight the genre’s associations with 
violence and criminality, they also contribute to a cycle where these themes dominate 
the public discourse. In this sense, the coverage becomes a self-playing piano, reinforcing 
narratives of crime and violence, while simultaneously offering a defence of gangster rap 
as a legitimate cultural expression. Thus, we too are led to the question of how gangster 
rap can be understood within the broader cultural field of production in Sweden. This, 
however, becomes a matter that must be addressed in future research.
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