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1989
Public Enemy’s "Fight
the Power" emerges as a
rallying cry during a
politically charged era.

1

8

11

1960s

1988

1990's

Post-Civil Rights
struggles, Black gospel,
R&B, and funk rise,
responding to racial
inequality and
empowerment.

N.W.A.'s "Fuck Tha
Police" becomes an
anthem against police
brutality amid increasing
tensions between Black
communities and law
enforcement.

The growth of hip-hop
continues, with artists
challenging systemic
racism, police violence,
and economic
oppression.
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7

12

1964-1965

1982

1990's

Civil Rights Act and
Voting Rights Act pass,
marking a significant
shift in racial politics in
the U.S.

Run-D.M.C. rises, with
hip-hop addressing
urban struggles and
political unrest directly.

Lenny Kravitz and Prince
face racial barriers in the
rock genre, despite their
fusion of rock with other
musical influences.

3

6

13

1970

1981-1989

2000's

The first heavy metal
band Black Sabbath
forms, metal's occult
and nihilistic themes
contrast with Black
church culture’s focus
on spirituality and
community.

Reagan administration
enacts policies that
disproportionately harm
Black communities,
fostering political
disillusionment.

The political landscape
shifts with the rise of the
internet, affecting both
hip-hop and rock music,
but metal remains
primarily white-
dominated.
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14

1970's

2020's

Metal appeals to white
working-class youth in
post-industrial societies,
with themes of rebellion
and escapism.

The Black Lives Matter movement and
increased conversations on racial inequality in
the U.S. lead to more Black representation in
rock and metal, with artists like Fever 333 and
Death Grips blending genres and addressing
social justice issues.

5

1980
Ronald Reagan's "War on
Drugs" intensifies,
leading to mass
incarceration and
systemic racial
inequality.

Metallica's Black Album
brings heavy metal to a
mainstream white
audience, leaving Black
audiences disconnected.

1991

10

Black
66.7%

White
14.3%

Hispanic
14.3%

Other
4.8%

5.

Image 5. Ronald Reagan
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2.

Image 2. B.B. King, The Greatest
Inspiration of Black Sabbath, In Windsor
1974

African American
Impact on Heavy Metal
and Its Audience Divide

ABSTRACT

This poster examines the often overlooked
role of African American music in shaping
heavy metal. Blues, funk, and the African
dance tradition of headbanging
influenced early heavy metal, yet the
genre's audience remains predominantly
white. This study explores why heavy
metal lost its African American following
despite these roots, analyzing musical
structures, religious influences, and socio-
political factors to understand the racial
divide and its reflection of broader cultural
shifts in music consumption.

1.

3.

RESEARCH / FINDINGS

4.

Blues, jazz, and funk
shaped early heavy metal,
with bands like Black
Sabbath drawing from
Black musicians' styles.

AFRICAN AMERICAN
INFLUENCE ON METAL

Metal's rebellious and anti-
religious themes conflicted
with African American
religious values, making it
less appealing.

CULTURAL
DISCONNECT

HEADBANGING'S
AFRICAN ROOTS

Headbanging in metal has
origins in African dance
traditions, emphasizing
rhythm and movement.

In the 1970s, African
Americans turned to funk
and soul for empowerment,
while metal’s themes didn’t
resonate with their
struggles.

POST-CIVIL RIGHTS
SHIFT

In the 1980s, hip-hop
addressed issues like
racism and police brutality,
becoming more relevant
than metal for Black youth.

HIP-HOP'S RISE
In my research, I found that while African American music
heavily influenced heavy metal, cultural, religious, and social
factors caused a racial divide. Although metal’s roots in blues,
jazz, and funk are undeniable, its themes of rebellion and anti-
religion conflicted with Black religious values. As African
Americans faced socio-political challenges, hip-hop became a
more relevant form of expression. Additionally, the music
industry’s racial segregation alienated Black artists from the
rock and metal scenes, further reinforcing the perception that
metal was a "white" genre.

ANALYSIS

In conclusion, African American contributions to heavy metal
were foundational, but cultural and social factors led to a racial
divide. While Black audiences moved toward hip-hop, efforts
to diversify metal show promise for a more inclusive future.
Increased representation of Black artists in metal is essential
for breaking down these racial barriers.

CONCLUSION

Image 3. Racial
Makeup of Rap
Listeners
According to Pew
research Center in
2020

7.

Image 7. Traditional African Heabanging (Left), and
Heavy Metal Bass Player Headbanging (Right)

Racial segregation in the
music industry kept Black
artists from being
recognized in rock and
metal, reinforcing metal as
a "white" genre.

MUSIC INDUSTRY
SEGREGATION

Evan Flores
Texas State University

Image 1. Metallica’s Black Album

Bands like Bad Brains and
Living Colour have
introduced African
American influences into
metal, but Black artists still
face challenges in gaining
mainstream success.

DIVERSITY EFFORTS IN
METAL

Latino communities have
remained more engaged
with metal, potentially due
to cultural and religious
factors like Catholicism,
which accept metal’s
rebellious themes.

LATINO CONNECTION
TO METAL
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Image 4. Racial
Makeup of Heavy
Metal Listeners
According to Pew
research Center in
2020

BACKGROUND

I’ve been a metal fan for years, but I’ve
noticed that there aren’t many African
Americans at shows or in bands. It’s
interesting though—the bands i listen to
with african american members have a
unique groove that sets them apart from
the usual sound. It’s a mix of influences
that feels fresh and exciting, and inspired
me to do some research on it.

6.
Image 6. Bar charts showing the demographic breakdown of Billboard
Hot 100 artists over the past 50 years: rap (left) versus metal (right). The
charts reveal rap’s steady diversification, while metal remains
predominantly white. The rise of Black metal artists in the 1990s can be
linked to the emergence of Nu-Metal, a fusion of rap and heavy metal.


