Surviving the Street Lit Era 

By Stef Williams 

Street literature, urban drama, and hip-hop literature (“Street Lit”), can be described as a genre of fast-paced action verbalizing the experiences of characters who are either trying to make it in the projects or are drug dealers, prostitutes, pimps, and gangbangers.


Almost overnight, the African American literature movement has been overtaken by a genre called Street Literature (“Street Lit”).  Street Lit generally depicts characters that are non-conformist.  The stories told are the same types of stories that are glorified by some of today’s rappers. The main character usually participates in some type of unlawful or devious behavior which intrigues the reader the same way “bad boys” appeal to young women who claim they want to date a nice guy.  Street Lit sales fast and continues to attract wide audiences. Because of its growing popularity, some authors write this type of literature just to make money.  Money motivates most authors, but some of us are more concerned with the lasting contribution to art and our communities than the bottom line. We write either for the sheer love of putting word to page, to exorcise our demons, for critical acclaim, or merely for self expression.
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Like all artists who open their work to public consumption and appreciation, we feel the commercial pressure to change our voice to suit the marketing efforts of publishers and an audience drunk on sensationalism.  But there are a few of us who insist on remaining true to ourselves and our art form.  We believe that having a consistent plot and well-developed characters still counts for something and will stand the test of time. I stand with that few.  In my recently published novel Joy Happened, I write about a non-traditional romance that outlines real life issues.  While I wanted my novel to be entertaining, I also wanted to make sure a meaningful story was being told. Above all, I wanted to create something that would uplift my community, rather than wallow in its imperfections.

While visiting bookstores to promote Joy Happened, it appeared that the majority of the African American sections were consumed with Street Lit.  Even books that were not dealing with street lit topics were provocatively titled or had their cover art changed to very suggestive images in attempts to lure the reader to believe that they were buying Street Lit.

In 1989, Boyz II Men emerged and based on sales, became the most successful R&B male vocal group of all time. They recorded five #1 R&B hits between 1992 and 1997 despite the popularity of gangster rap.   While major record companies sought out “gangsta rap” artists to fill their stables, artists such as Keith Sweat, Bobby Brown, BabyFace, and Mariah Carey saw their careers soar during this era.  I believe the same thing can happen for our Contemporary, Romance and Inspirational Literature.  Street Lit does not have to dictate the market.  Regardless of what the mainstream publishing companies imply, everybody does not want Street Lit.  There is space for all genres without forcing one over the other.

With the precipitous rise of Street Lit, authors such as me are experiencing a similar trend as Boys II Men and others did during the rise of “gangsta rap.  In a sense, Street Lit portrays the world as some authors and readers know it, just like rap did at the height of the Hip Hop era.  Bookstores are crammed with Street Lit titles for no other reason other than they sell.  It’s almost as though there is nothing else in the literary world for us to read.  I have nothing against Street Lit just like I have nothing against rap music, but what frustrates me is that African Americans appear to be generalized because of this type of work.  It’s as if the publishing industry is making a cynical choice about the preferences of African American authors.  As an author, a wife, a mother, and a black woman, I know full hand that we are interested in reading a variety of genres, and not just literature that glorifies a certain lifestyle.   

Just like anything else, there is the good and the bad.  Some Street Lit is written because an author has something of value to say. For example, Vickie Stringer’s “Let That Be the Reason” is about life running an escort service and dealing drugs.  However, the book does not glorify the lifestyle it depicts, as the main character ends up going to jail.  It was clear, Mrs. Stringer had a story to tell, but more importantly, as a reader, I took from it that a life of crime doesn’t pay.  In other words, portraying a lifestyle of violence and vice can be valuable if the story imparts a lesson and does not use those things in a gratuitous manner. 

So how does a non Street Lit author survive the current state of African American Literature?  Tenacity, persistence and creativity are critical.  Personally, I am focused on the creative marketing efforts that take advantage of technology, viral marketing, etc.   For example, I collaborated with my publisher, Haci Publishing, to do a mini movie production of one of the most powerful chapters in Joy Happened called “Heart Blocking”.  My goal was to provide potential readers with a visual illustration, introduce them to some of the main characters and the plot while intriguing them enough to visit the website and purchase the book.  I will continue to explore creative ways to promote Joy Happened and future publications.  I will also continue to use conventional avenues such as book signings and the various media venues available including, YouTube and AOL Video.  I am an author who is determined to be what Boys II Men, Keith Sweat, Bobby Brown, BabyFace and Mariah Carey were in the rap era.
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