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A New National Research Study  
on 

Race, Politics and Sexual Empowerment:   
Understanding the Attitudes and Behaviors of African American Youth  

 
African American young people are at the center of some of the most controversial and important issues 
facing America today:  mass incarceration, affirmative action, high stakes testing, HIV/AIDS, and sex 
education in schools. The realities of young African Americans’ lives should be recognized in political and 
policy debates, as well as in academic research, which deal with these issues.  Tragically, the 
perspectives and voices of Black youth are almost always absent. A new study aims to fill that void.   
 
On February 1, 2007, Professor Cathy J. Cohen of the Department of Political Science and the Center 
for the Study of Race, Politics and Culture at the University of Chicago will release data from one of the 
first national studies to comprehensively measure the attitudes, actions, hopes, and beliefs of African 
American youth—the Black Youth Project. (http://blackyouthproject.uchicago.edu) 
 
The Black Youth Project study explores how the ideas and beliefs of young Black people influence their 
decision-making when it comes to sex, politics and cultural expression. Professor Cohen and graduate 
students on the research team used a multi-methodological approach for this study, which includes a 
new national survey of young people ages 15-25, as well as in-depth interviews with some of the African 
American youth who took part in the survey.  The study identifies and examines new factors that shape 
or contribute to Black youth’s political, social and sexual attitudes and behaviors.  One of the specific 
areas examined is hip-hop culture. 
 
Looking at Hip-Hop Culture 
Numerous articles have crowned hip-hop as the defining cultural form in the lives of young people in the 
United States, and in different parts of the world.  By all reports hip-hop culture—rap music, graffiti, break 
dancing and DJing—comprise much of what young African Americans listen to, watch, talk about and 
possibly emulate.  
 
There has also been a great deal of writing, but considerably less research, warning of the possible 
negative impact of hip-hop culture on young African Americans.  Anecdotal data have led many “experts”  
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to surmise that hip-hop culture, especially rap music, has a negative impact on the sexual decisions of 
young African Americans, in particular African American girls.   
 
What are Black youth really doing and thinking?  The Black Youth Project goes beyond the 
cultural conventional wisdom to look at how different genres of rap music figure into the sexual 
decision-making of young African Americans and what the music teaches young people about 
politics and their political power.  For example: 
 

• The study confirms the ubiquitous nature of rap music in Black youth culture:   
o Only 3% of Black youth, male and female, report never listening to rap music as opposed 

to nearly 19% of White youth who never listen to it.  
o Black youth, male and female, watch television rap programming daily at five times the 

rate of White youth (25% to 5%)  
 

• However, the study also reveals that Black youth do not simply absorb and agree with the 
images they see, but instead have critical opinions about the content of media developed 
for their entertainment: 

o Nearly 57% of young Black males and 66% of young Black women agree that “rap music 
videos portray black women in bad and offensive ways.” 

o 68% of Black youth, male and female, agree that “rap music videos have too many 
references to violence.”   

 
The Black Youth Project study also poses questions that reveal African American young 
people’s ideas about: 
 
Political Attitudes 
Sample Question:  Do you agree with the following statement: The government 
treats most immigrants better than it treats most Black people born in this country? 
  
The Future 
Sample Question:  How likely is it that racism will be eliminated during your lifetime? 
 
Criminal Justice 
Sample Question:  Do you agree with the statement: On average, the police 
discriminate much more against Black youth than they do against white youth?   
 
Sex and Sexuality 
Sample Question:  Do you agree with the statement: When I have sex I feel good 
about myself?  
 
When this comprehensive new study from the University of Chicago’s Black Youth Project is 
released this February 1, a spotlight will be focused on the real experiences and attitudes of 
America’s young Black people, with findings that are certain to generate further study and debate 
for years to come.  


