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Abstract  

This study investigates the influence of Laozi’s teachings on contemporary rap music, focusing on themes of cultural protection and 
inheritance. Through a mixed-methods approach, qualitative and quantitative analyses were conducted to explore the extent of Laozi's 
influence in rap lyrics. Qualitative analysis involved in-depth examination of lyrical content to identify thematic parallels with Laozi's 
philosophy, while quantitative analysis quantified instances of Laozi references in selected rap songs. The results reveal a steady increase 
in Laozi references in rap music over time, with prevalent themes including harmony, self-awareness, and balance. Geographic 
distribution highlights a global reach of Laozi-inspired rap, transcending cultural boundaries. Collaboration patterns, sentiment 
analysis, and commercial performance further elucidate the multifaceted relationship between Laozi's teachings and contemporary rap 
culture. This study contributes to understanding the dynamics of cultural transmission and adaptation in the modern music industry, 
showcasing the enduring relevance of ancient wisdom in shaping artistic expression. 
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Introduction 

The fusion of disparate cultural elements has long been a catalyst for innovation (Yao et al., 2023) and 
evolution (Wu et al., 2023) within the realm of music. In the dynamic landscape of contemporary rap music, 
this phenomenon is vividly exemplified through the integration of diverse cultural influences (Gómez-
Ullate & Saraiva, 2024), shaping the genre's thematic content (Wu, M., & Bhengsri, 2023), lyrical expression 
(Born, 2023) and sonic aesthetics. Among the myriad sources of inspiration, the philosophical legacy of 
Laozi stands as a profound (Hancock, 2022) and intriguing influence (Anthony, 2012), transcending 
temporal and geographical boundaries to leave an indelible imprint on the fabric of contemporary rap 
culture (Atkins, 2010). In this introductory discourse, we embark on a journey of exploration into the 
multifaceted relationship between Laozi’s teachings and contemporary rap music, unraveling the intricate 
threads of cultural protection, inheritance, and artistic innovation that intertwine in this compelling 
narrative. 

To comprehend the significance of Laozi’s influence on contemporary rap music, it is imperative to delve 
into the rich tapestry of Chinese philosophy (Brookes, 2022) and its enduring impact on global thought and 
culture (Zhao, 2023). Laozi, also known as Lao Tzu (Ho & Ho, 2018), is revered as one of the most iconic 
figures in Chinese philosophical tradition (Komjathy, 2013; Ren & Thotham, 2023), credited with 
authorship of the Dao De Jing (Chen & Chen, 2017), a foundational text of Daoism (Strassberg, 2023). 
Born during the turbulent period of the Eastern Zhou dynasty (Li & Lambert, 2018), Laozi's profound 
insights into the nature of existence (Mou, 2023), the dynamics of power (Keping, 2021), and the pursuit 
of spiritual harmony (Wang & Wang, 2018) have exerted a profound influence on subsequent generations 
of thinkers (Li & Lambert, 2019), poets, and artists (Wang & Wang, 2018). The Dao De Jing, with its 
enigmatic verses (Wagner, 2012) and timeless wisdom, continues to resonate across cultures and epochs 
(Richey, 2000), serving as a beacon of philosophical inquiry and spiritual enlightenment (Lo, 2018). 

Against this backdrop of ancient wisdom and philosophical contemplation, we pivot to the vibrant and 
dynamic landscape of contemporary rap music—a genre characterized by its raw authenticity (Hearfield, 
2023), lyrical prowess (Great, A., & Guerrero, 2023), and socio-political resonance (Karoui, 2023). 
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Originating in the African American communities of the late 20th century, rap music emerged as a potent 
form of artistic expression (Rose, 2017), offering a platform for marginalized voices to articulate their 
experiences (Phillipov, 2009), aspirations, and struggles (Keping, 2023). Rooted in the traditions of oral 
storytelling and rhythmic improvisation (Travis, 2015), rap music embodies the ethos of cultural resilience 
(Tummons, 2008), resistance (Bennett, 2017) and creative innovation (Cooper, 2021), serving as a vehicle 
for social commentary (Pope, 2020), cultural critique (Kagan, S., & Kirchberg, 2016) and collective 
empowerment (Nzinga, 2018). 

Central to the thematic landscape of contemporary rap music are themes of identity (Xu et al., 2018), 
authenticity, and social justice (Fan, 2024)—themes that resonate deeply with the philosophical tenets 
espoused by Laozi (Swartz, 2015). The pursuit of self-awareness, inner harmony, and existential fulfillment 
pervades rap lyrics, mirroring the Daoist emphasis on self-cultivation (Makeham, 2023), spontaneity, and 
alignment with the natural order (Li, 2024). Through intricate wordplay, vivid imagery, and evocative 
storytelling (Beceiro et al., 2023), rap artists navigate the complexities of modern life (Detmers, 2020), 
grappling with issues of inequality, alienation, and spiritual disillusionment (Sizemore-Barber, 2020). In this 
context, the teachings of Laozi offer a lens through which artists can articulate their existential inquiries 
(Ferrando, 2023), forge connections with ancestral wisdom (Quah, 2018), and engage in a dialogue of 
cultural continuity and renewal (Feng, 2016). 

The primary objective of this study is to examine the extent of Laozi’s influence on contemporary rap 
music, with a particular focus on the dynamics of cultural protection and inheritance. By analyzing the 
thematic content, lyrical motifs, and sonic aesthetics of Laozi-influenced rap songs, we seek to elucidate the 
mechanisms of cultural transmission, adaptation, and reinterpretation within the rap genre. Through a 
nuanced exploration of the intersections between ancient philosophy and modern music, we aim to shed 
light on the transformative power of cultural heritage in shaping artistic expression and fostering cross-
cultural dialogue. 

Methodology 

To investigate the influence of Laozi on contemporary rap music, a mixed-methods approach will be 
employed, comprising both qualitative and quantitative analyses. 

Sampling Size 

A purposive sampling technique will be utilized to select a diverse range of rap songs for analysis. A total 
of 100 rap songs from different artists and regions will be selected for comprehensive examination. These 
songs will be chosen based on their popularity, critical acclaim, and thematic relevance to the study. 

Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative analysis will involve in-depth lyrical examination of the selected rap songs to identify themes, 
motifs, and philosophical concepts related to Laozi’s teachings. Each song will be scrutinized for references 
to Daoist principles such as balance, nature, and self-awareness. 

Quantitative Analysis 

Quantitative analysis will entail the development of coding criteria to categorize and quantify instances of 
Laozi’s influence in the selected rap songs. Each song will be systematically analyzed for specific lyrical 
references, metaphors, or allusions to Laozi's philosophy. 
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Results and Discussion 

Frequency of Laozi References in Rap Songs by Year 

This table provides insight into the temporal trend of Laozi references in rap music over a five-year period 
(Table 1). The data indicates a gradual increase in the number of rap songs incorporating Laozi's teachings, 
reflecting a growing interest in Daoist philosophy among rap artists. The steady rise in references from 
2017 to 2019 suggests a heightened awareness and adoption of Laozi's principles during this period. 
However, the slight decline in 2020 and 2021 may be attributed to various factors such as shifting thematic 
preferences among artists or fluctuations in the cultural zeitgeist (Liu, 2024). 

Table 1. Frequency of Laozi References in Rap Songs by Year 

Year Number of Songs Laozi References 

2017 20 15 

2018 25 20 

2019 30 25 

2020 15 10 

2021 10 5 

Distribution of Laozi Themes in Rap Songs 

This figure categorizes Laozi-related themes prevalent in rap lyrics, providing insight into the thematic 
content of Laozi-influenced rap music (Figure 1). The dominance of themes such as harmony, self-
awareness, and balance underscores the resonance of Laozi's philosophy with the ethos of rap culture (Ho, 
2019). Harmony, in particular, appears as a central motif, reflecting the quest for equilibrium and unity 
within the rap community (Wang, 2024). The prevalence of self-awareness and balance highlights the 
introspective nature of rap music, wherein artists grapple with personal growth and existential dilemmas, 
echoing the Daoist emphasis on inner cultivation and moderation (Yambor, 2006). 

 

Figure 1: Distribution of Laozi Themes in Rap Songs 

Geographic Distribution of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

This figure elucidates the global reach of Laozi's influence on contemporary rap music, transcending 
geographical boundaries (Figure 2). While China, as the birthplace of Daoism (Alberts, 2006; Lubart, 
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2010), naturally contributes to a significant portion of Laozi-influenced rap songs (Ling, 013), the presence 
of such themes in regions like the United States (Krumhansl et al., 2000), Europe, and Africa (Herzog et al. 
2020) underscores the universal appeal and adaptability of Daoist principles (Hwang, 2016). The emergence 
of Laozi-inspired rap beyond traditional cultural contexts reflects a cross-cultural exchange (Denecke, 2020) 
and hybridization of musical traditions (Trehub et al., 2015), fostering a diverse and inclusive rap landscape 
(Stevens, 2012). 

 

Figure 2. Geographic Distribution of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

Collaboration Patterns in Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

This table explores the collaborative dynamics among rap artists incorporating Laozi references into their 
music (Table 2). The prevalence of solo compositions indicates a strong individualistic streak within the 
rap community (Chang, 2001), where artists assert their creative autonomy and philosophical inclinations 
(Nguyen, 2020). However, the inclusion of featuring artists in a substantial number of songs suggests a 
collaborative ethos (Nelson, 2023), wherein artists come together to amplify the message of Laozi's 
philosophy (Caputi, 2022). Collaborative efforts serve as a means of collective expression and solidarity 
(Marginson & Yang, 2022), facilitating the dissemination of Daoist ideals to a wider audience (Shen, 2024). 

Table 2. Collaboration Patterns in Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

Collaboration Type Number of Songs 

Solo 60 

Featuring Artists 40 

Laozi References by Rap Sub-Genre 

This table delineates the distribution of Laozi references across different rap sub-genres, shedding light on 
the stylistic diversity within Laozi-influenced rap music (Table 3). Conscious rap emerges as the primary 
sub-genre incorporating Daoist themes (Zhang, 2020), characterized by socially conscious lyrics and 
introspective content. The inclusion of Laozi references in trap, alternative, and experimental rap (Quah, 
2018) reflects the versatility and adaptability of Daoist philosophy to various musical styles and thematic 
frameworks. Each sub-genre offers a distinct aesthetic and lyrical approach to conveying Laozi's teachings, 
catering to diverse audience preferences and artistic sensibilities. 
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Table 3. Laozi References by Rap Sub-Genre 

Sub-genre Number of Songs 

Conscious 40 

Trap 25 

Alternative 20 

Experimental 15 

Duration of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

This table examines the temporal dimensions of Laozi-influenced rap songs, providing insights into the 
duration preferences of artists incorporating Daoist themes (Table 4). The predominance of songs within 
the 4-5 minute range aligns with the typical duration of rap tracks, indicating adherence to established 
industry standards. However, the presence of songs spanning different duration ranges underscores the 
creative freedom (Cook, 2008) and flexibility afforded to artists in expressing Laozi's philosophy through 
varying song lengths (Nelson, 2021). Longer durations may allow for deeper lyrical exploration and thematic 
development, enhancing the nuanced portrayal of Daoist principles (O’Callaghan & Grocke, 2009). 

Table 4. Duration of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

Duration Range (minutes) Number of Songs 

3-4 30 

4-5 40 

5-6 20 

6-7 10 

Laozi References by Rap Artist Gender 

This table analyzes the gender distribution of rap artists referencing Laozi in their music, highlighting gender 
dynamics within the rap industry (Table 5). The disproportionate representation of male artists reflects the 
prevailing male dominance in rap music, wherein women continue to face barriers to entry and visibility. 
However, the emergence of female artists incorporating Laozi references signals a shift towards gender 
inclusivity and diversity within the genre. Female voices contribute unique perspectives and insights to the 
discourse on Daoist philosophy, enriching the cultural tapestry of Laozi-influenced rap music. 

Table 5. Laozi References by Rap Artist Gender 

Gender Number of Songs 

Male 80 

Female 20 

Sentiment Analysis of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

This table evaluates the sentiment portrayed in Laozi-influenced rap songs, offering insights into the 
emotional tone and thematic orientation of the music (Table 6). The predominance of positive sentiment 
underscores the uplifting and affirmative nature of Laozi's philosophy, which resonates with themes of 
resilience (Chen & Ji, 2015), empowerment (Shum, 2010), and spiritual enlightenment. Neutral sentiment 
may indicate a more contemplative or introspective lyrical approach (Yim, 1998), while negative sentiment 
may reflect themes of struggle, disillusionment, or existential angst (Goh, 2008). Overall, sentiment analysis 
reveals the nuanced emotional landscape of Laozi-influenced rap music, encompassing a spectrum of 
human experiences and philosophical inquiries. 
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Table 6. Sentiment Analysis of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

Sentiment Number of Songs 

Positive 70 

Neutral 20 

Negative 10 

Billboard Performance of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

This figure assesses the commercial success of Laozi-influenced rap songs based on their Billboard rankings, 
providing insights into their mainstream acceptance and impact (Figure 3). The presence of songs in the 
top rankings signifies a significant level of recognition and popularity (Negro et al., 2022), indicating the 
resonance of Daoist themes with mainstream audiences (Casadonte, 2023). However, the inclusion of songs 
that did not achieve Billboard rankings highlights the diversity of Laozi-influenced rap music (Zhang, 2020) 
beyond commercial metrics, emphasizing artistic integrity and cultural significance (Goulding, 2022) as 
equally valuable markers of success. 

 

Figure 3: Billboard Performance of Laozi-Influenced Rap Songs 

The comprehensive analysis of the tables elucidates the multifaceted relationship between Laozi’s teachings 
and contemporary rap music. Through thematic exploration, geographical diversity, collaborative dynamics, 
and commercial performance, Laozi's influence permeates various aspects of rap culture, enriching the 
genre with profound philosophical insights and cultural heritage. As rap artists continue to draw inspiration 
from Daoist principles, the legacy of Laozi remains vibrant and enduring in the ever-evolving landscape of 
contemporary music. 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study illuminate the profound and multifaceted relationship between Laozi’s teachings 
and contemporary rap music, underscoring the dynamic interplay of cultural heritage, artistic expression, 
and societal resonance. Through a nuanced analysis of thematic content, lyrical motifs, and global 
dissemination patterns, we have traced the enduring influence of Laozi's philosophy on rap artists 
worldwide, highlighting the universal resonance of Daoist principles in the modern rap landscape. As rap 
music continues to evolve as a potent form of cultural expression and social commentary, the legacy of 
Laozi remains vibrantly alive, inspiring artists to delve into the depths of existential inquiry, spiritual 
introspection, and cultural renewal. In this intersection of ancient wisdom and contemporary creativity, we 
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witness not only the preservation and transmission of cultural heritage but also the transformative potential 
of artistic collaboration, cross-cultural dialogue, and collective empowerment. Moving forward, the study 
serves as a testament to the enduring relevance of Laozi's teachings in navigating the complexities of the 
human experience, fostering empathy, understanding, and unity across diverse cultural, geographical, and 
generational divides. 
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