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The Story of Vibe Magazine’s TLC Cover: How it Helps
to Explain Race, Representation and Resistance from
Journalism’s Hip-hop Generation

Vinita Srivastava, Ryerson University, Ontario, Canada

Abstract: This paper is a case study of one Vibe magazine cover. The examination of this cover, which
depicts multiplatinum girl band TLC, serves to provide an analytical framework that posits Vibe
magazine as a vehicle for disrupting mainstream press visual narratives about African Americans in
general and black youth in particular. However, this oppositional reading requires an analysis of not
just the cultural artifact, but also a discussion of audience reception as well as the intentions of the
media makers. While some have argued that one cannot battle stereotypes from within mainstream
media these media makers were able to circulate new ideas and images. Vibe reproduced patriarchal
imagery of African American women, yet conversations with media makers indicate a conscious desire
to disrupt such images. For this discussion, I draw on my larger analysis of early Vibe magazine
covers as well as interviews with Vibe's founders and current media workers. Discussed here are
motivations of the cover makers but also the cover image as a cultural artifact. One of the top fifty
magazines in the U.S. in the 90's, Vibe helped to catapult hip-hop culture into the mainstream. The
paper contextualizes Vibe within journalistic and political history, and critical race communication
theories.

Keywords: Race and Representation, Hip-hop Journalism, Visual Communication, Vibe Magazine

IBE MAGAZINE EXPLODED into the media scene in the 1990’s. The glossy

slick magazine, a partnership between music producer Quincy Jones and Time Inc.,

was a response to the massive rise in hip-hop music and culture. As well, Vibe ed-

itors pointed to the invisibility and misrepresentation of African Americans within
mainstream news media as another reason for its creation. Analyses of interviews with media
makers reveal that the desire to be recognized and respected drove much of the early year
production at Vibe magazine. Many early media makers (writers, editors, photographers,
publishers) of Vibe sought to counter the negative images they felt were projected by media
at the time, not just of hip-hop but also of Black youth. Cultural theorist Mark Anthony Neal
believed Vibe magazine was “a preeminent site for journalists and scholars chronicling
contemporary black popular culture” (Neal, 2009).

An analysis of Vibe’s 1994 TLC cover serves to provide an analytic framework to examine
Vibe media makers’ intentions as well as the circulation of their created images. I chose this
cover for its ability to illustrate issues around gender, race, and mass media. This cover
emerged in Vibe’s second year of production, the nascent stages of what is now a twenty-
year-old magazine. Arguably, this cover represents the cusp of mainstream corporate jour-

! This analysis is part of a larger study of early Vibe magazine covers. A larger analysis is covered in another paper,
as I do not have the space here to discuss all of the covers, nor the full historical, political and theoretical contexts.

The International Journal of the Image
Volume 2, Issue 1, 2012, http://ontheimage.com/journal/, ISSN 2152-7857 @
© Common Ground, Vinita Srivastava, All Rights Reserved, Permissions:
cg-support@commongroundpublishing.com

COMMON
GROUND



THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF THE IMAGE

nalistic production of hip-hop’s underground and collective sense of mission. That is, the
Vibe TLC magazine cover, one of its best selling, illuminates and reflects issues surrounding
the journalistic mainstreaming of hip-hop and with that, an increase in the circulation of the
visuality of hip-hop journalism.

In one interpretation, Vibe created and circulated new images of African Americans both
nationally and globally. Vibe projected glossy, aspirational and sophisticated images of ra-
cialized youth that quickly took hold in the popular imagination. In another interpretation,
Vibe—directed by corporate owners—focused on marketable images and commercial success.
In doing so, they reproduced normative and fixed images, packaging and selling a heterosexist,
hyper sexualized idea of Black and urban youth to young audiences nationally and globally.

Irrespective of either interpretation, Vibe’s commercial success meant that its covers were
widely circulated and consumed by a generation of youth. This visibility, when before there
was invisibility, represented a big shift in the New York, North American and global media
landscapes.

Images and the Other: Hip-hop Thugs and Jezebels

Decades of research by cultural theorists have revealed widespread misrepresentation of
African Americans in mass media. These critics—coming from feminist, African American
and post-colonial studies—have pointed to a historical pattern of projection of rigid and
limited representations of African Americans, reflecting a colonial script that reproduces the
“other” in society (Hill Collins 2006, Mercer 1994, Bhabha 1999, Rose 1994). These images
circulated stereotypes that projected Black men as hip-hop thugs, criminals, athletes and
entertainers and Black women as nurturing mammies, promiscuous jezebels, feisty Sapphires,
the welfare queens, among others. (Hill Collins 2006, Littlefield 2008, Mercer 1994, Rose
1994). As well, the criminalization of Black youth in news media has been well documented
in both Canada and the U.S. (Harris-Perry 2011, Fleres & Kunz 2001). Certainly, this mix
of imagery suggests that African Americans have been present in North American cultural
narratives. However, how do these narratives speak to audiences? And how do their audiences
speak to the imagery?

Research has shown that audiences are vulnerable to having their opinions shaped by
news, and images communicated in the news influence and inform our ideas and impact our
view of the world (de Vreese 2010, Littlefield 2008, Fleras & Kunz 2001). Therefore the
cultural hegemony of news images impacts audiences—their self-identity, opinions and social
discourse. For Black youth, these news media images have been overwhelmingly racist and
negative (Harris-Perry, 2011). Yet hip-hop culture, as one of the major cultural influences
of the last two decades, has exerted a visual identity that has resisted and challenged such
framing. Hip-hop culture has provided “the visual markers for a larger cultural movement
that has transformed popular music and international youth cultures in the last decades of
the twentieth century” (Fleetwood 2011: 148)

Images Speak but So Do Communities

As cultural theorists have argued; readings or content analyses of cultural texts alone do not
tell a complete story. Therefore, I conducted 12 open-ended interviews in order to analyze
patterns related to discussions of the production, circulation and representation of racialized

58



VINITA SRIVASTAVA

bodies on Vibe covers. My interview subjects were chosen for their significant involvement
in covering hip-hop in New York. In this paper, I draw mostly from conversations with
George Pitts, founding director of photography for Vibe and writer Joan Morgan. I also cite
historical interviews as well as Vibe articles and letters to the editor. For this study, letters
to the editor were one of the few ways I felt I could access audience reception.

As a former editor at Vibe (from 1997-1999), I am aware of the lure of nostalgia, which
may influence my viewing of this subject. However, as a media scholar, I understand that
scholarship may occur from many positions. Several examples of such insider scholarship
exist within critical race communication theory. For example, Austin Long-Scott recalled
his experience as a reporter during key civil rights moments to discuss stereotypes of
African Americans in the press (2004). As well, Minelle Mahtani, a former producer for
Canadian television, has explored journalism’s lack of diversity from the perspective of
content, newsroom culture, and audience reception (2009).

Vibe journalists were operating within the constraints of corporate interests, not public
service ones. Therefore their ability to innovate within this hegemonic system raises questions.
Can pop culture be a site of resistance? This question has been long debated within sociology
and anthropology. Theorists such as Parsons posited that culture is a regulating force used
to pacify the masses. Conversely, Gramsci (1971) treated popular culture as an anti-hege-
monic or ‘people’s art’ that “could potentially threaten the ruling class, whose hegemony
was never permanent” (Collins 1992: 185). As Michelle Wallace argued, having fun with
culture is one way to subvert the “deadly authority that runs our country and plagues our
lives...At its worst however, mass culture can cajole us into buying what we’ve already got
too much of: racism, sexism, American chauvinism, loving the rich and hating the poor”
(Wallace 1990: 111). Still, within North America, mass media has governed the circulation
of stereotypical images of racialized audiences. Austin Long-Scott has argued that journalists
are unable to counter such stereotypes because of the constraints of their media system.
Long-Scott’s reasons include: corporate consolidation, the speed of journalism’s deadlines,
and an emphasis on a good story versus a thick one (2004). However, Wallace suggests that
we approach Black mass and popular culture from the perspective of the producer as well
as the audience in order to conduct a broad analysis. As well, Harris-Perry calls for an exam-
ination about the way Black women feel “as they wrestle with derogatory assumptions about
their character and identity” (Harris-Perry, 2011). Therefore my investigation looks at Vibe
holistically and emphasizes the intentions of the media makers as well as their historical and
political contexts.

Though my questions focused on journalism produced from 1992 to 2008, my interview
subjects often cited earlier years, especially when asked about their motivations for entering
into the field of journalism. Many went back to early memories of their youth, living with
music and culture they felt was invisible or misrepresented in the media. All cited stories
they felt were covered with a racist lens. An analysis of interviews with Vibe media makers
reveal that media makers felt a sense of mission and aimed to counter urban invisibility and
also resist stereotypical normative images circulating in mass media. In doing so, Vibe not
only chronicled a burgeoning hip-hop landscape at a crucial nexus in American history, but
also, successfully disrupted the normative notion of the ‘colonial other.’
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Vibe and the Hip-hop Generation: Creating a Counter Narrative?

There is much scholarship on the negative and misogynistic circulation of images created
by hip-hop media. Many have suggested that images circulated about hip-hop focus too
much on “bling” (consumer culture) and “gangsta” life or violent rivalry (Littlefield, 2008).
Yet, an analysis of the interviews reveals that Vibe media makers produced images from a
consciously oppositional lens. That is, Vibe journalists were aware of the stereotypes and
also aware of their desire to disrupt such images.

Vibe started as a partnership between music producer Quincy Jones and Time Inc. in 1993
in order to capitalize on a growing youth market. However, its significance as a cultural
vehicle demands examination beyond its corporate media position. Dan Charnas reveals a
recollection by a journalist in a planning meeting with Time Inc. “Sandow [Greg Sandow,
music director at the time at Entertainment Weekly]...was stunned during a meeting with
Time Inc. executives when one of them asked directly, ‘Do we really have to put Black
people on the cover?” (Charnas, 2010: 451). A young Keith Clinkscales, publisher of small
magazine called Urban Profile, was tapped as the CEO of Vibe. Clinkscales said he had got
into publishing “to speak to some of the angst I had as a younger African American guy in
New York: Trying to find a way to say, look all the things you write in the paper are not
true. All the ways we are portrayed are not true. I just had a voice, and I wanted to get it out
there... [With Vibe,] I got to see the power of culture and I got to compete for the first time.
We competed with Rolling Stone. Rolling Stone!” (Clinkscales, 2011).

Visual theorist, Nicole Fleetwood noted the publication’s significance. “[Vibe] served as
a central site, along with music videos, for transmitting messages of the fashioned, and pre-
dominantly masculine, body of hip-hop (often through visual fantasies of material wealth
and sexual excess) at the turn of the millennium” (2009: 163). And New York Times critic,
David Carr wrote, “If there were no Vibe, contemporary black music and culture would not
be quite so writ into the mainstream” (2009).

James Scott (1990) set the stage for a discussion about resistance within media in his book,
Everyday Resistance. Scott explained that culture—when it is conducted or shown off
stage—could contain hidden (and subversive) transcripts. In Scott’s idea of everyday resist-
ance, a community that is misrepresented in the press responds to its system of racist images
by resisting dominant transcripts in subtle but hidden ways. Even though Vibe magazine
was part of the on-staging of hip-hop culture, making hyper visible to mainstream what may
have been invisible before, it is still pertinent to search for the hidden transcripts which
contradict and subvert dominant ideological positions. Although rap music was quickly be-
coming the new popular choice of music, as indicated by music sales, news media attention
on rap fixated on instances of violence and not commercial success (Rose, 1994).

Bakari Kitwana, editor at the Source magazine in the 1990s, used the term, “hip-hop
generation” (2002) in order to articulate a nuanced political and cultural position for African
American youth within Generation X. Born between 1965 and 1984, this generation had a
collective sociopolitical set of cultural values that differed from the previous. Also called
the “post-soul” generation, they grew out of the Civil Rights and Black Power movements,
with its victories, promises and colossal disappointments (Neal, 2002). These were Reagan
and Bush years to grow up in: Reagan was opposed to the landmark civil rights bill from
1968 and vetoed a 1988 Bill that expanded federal civil rights. “Throughout his career, Reagan
was wrong, insensitive and mean-spirited on civil rights and other issues important to black
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people,” Bob Hebert, New York Times columnist wrote (2007). It was within this cultural
milieu that hip-hop generation writers, scholars, filmmakers, artists and activists laid the
foundation for a new cultural stance. It is difficult now to imagine Black youth as a nearly
invisible entity in American popular culture, but prior to the rise of hip-hop, that was the
case. Vibe’s ideas and images were received by audiences at a time when Black youth were
seen either as a “nearly invisible entity in American popular culture” or as a population visible
“mostly during the six o’clock evening news reports of crime in urban America” (Kitwana
2002: 196).

Vibe’s TLC Cover

The Vibe cover depicts multiplatinum ‘girl rap group,” TLC in firefighter uniforms. The
cover was a departure for Vibe covers up to that point—which had mostly depicted Spartan
and beautiful portraits of the new urban music stars. Urban had become almost a code word
for Black by the 1990s, but ‘urban’ was multicultural, transnational and marketable. The
cover photo illustrates the feature story, “The Fire This Time,” by Joan Morgan. The tagline
to the story read: “TLC led the first wave of B-girl feminism.” The editor in chief at the time
was Alan Light and George Pitts, the director of photography. Dah Len took the TLC photos
for this issue in August 1994 (Atlanta, Georgia). The cover (below) reveals a different story
than just any other “B-girl” group.”

While it may appear on the surface that the women of Vibe were simply derivative sexu-
alized images, interviews with Vibe editors reveal subversive intentions. The image makers
were aspirational and were attempting to rupture and disrupt existing boundaries around the
representation of racialized youth in American news media.

THE BEST HIGH SCHOOL'BASKETBALL PLAYER INAMERICA

Anita Baker
Keeper of the
R&B Flame

Ben Chavis
Scorches the

NAACP

L FIRES IT

BURRING ‘P’tﬂfCHARTs BURNINS DOWN THEHDU.

Rosie Perez:

What's Hot, 'Q

Wity

Above: Vibe cover, November 1994 (lefi); Lisa “Left Eve” Lopes, People magazine, June 27 1994 (right)
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Vibe writer Joan Morgan (1994) had spent six days with TLC reporting their story, trying
to tell the story of TLC from a different perspective than she had so far encountered. Most
everyone was calling Lisa “Left Eye” Lopes crazy for setting her cheating boyfriend’s house
on fire?. In her feature, Morgan explained that it was reductionist media coverage and not
the fire that drew her to Atlanta to explore and tell TLC’s story. She wrote that the sound
bites about TLC member Left Eye “made nice little tidbits to be broadcast between replays
of O.J’s low-speed freeway chase and the obligatory lip service paid to preventing domestic
violence. But that was about all we heard. . .neither Lopes’ accomplishments nor her expression
of rage is a very sexy topic. There seems to be little or no interest in the circumstances.”

What Lopes had done was set her NFL star boyfriend’s tennis shoe on fire in their bathtub.
According to the story as told by Morgan, her boyfriend had beaten her that night. Unfortu-
nately, the bathtub was made of plexiglass and, as fires do, the flame spread throughout their
shared mansion. “I was just trying to barbecue his tennis shoes,” Lopes later explained (Last
Days of Left Eye, 2007). “There is no way in the world that I would have intentionally started
that fire” (Vibe, 1994). Discussing the cover more than 15 years later, Morgan said: “Lisa’s
no longer here so that makes me sad>. My whole angle in doing this story was so many
people were writing about her ‘she’s crazy, she burned the house down,” but [ wanted more
from the story. I really wanted to cover it from the point of ‘when have I been crazy’ or ‘in
a relationship that makes you crazy.” She had been punched around a lot by him and she had
also done some stuff that was insane but not inhuman. That was one of the times when the
writer helped with the image and I had no idea that was going to be the image. The girls
were pretty upset. I don’t know why if they were going to be upset about it they would put
the clothes on in the first place. Yeah, ‘burning up the charts and burning down the house.’
It sold. And as a magazine person I still think it’s a genius cover.”

Vibe readers, through Joan Morgan’s eyes, read about Lopes and TLC from Morgan’s
oppositional perspective. Stuart Hall (1993) might call Morgan’s journalism at that time a
“strategic contestation.” Morgan was interested in telling Lopes’ story from an everyday
perspective—even within the narrative defined by corporate journalism. Morgan recalls not
being aware of corporate restrictions in her early days at Vibe: “I think about some of the
ways we conducted ourselves in the office and it was completely wrong and radical but it
produced really good journalism. None of us had quite learned how to be corporate yet. One
time I remember a really sexual ad and everyone in editorial was upstairs and everyone in
business was downstairs and there was a petition. [ wouldn’t even bother to think about that
now because that separation of editorial and business is non-existent now. We were passionate
about hip-hop culture because there was a feeling that we were the authentic voices and we
weren’t these Ivy League white suburban music nerds” (personal communication, May
2011).

Morgan said she got into journalism after reading an article in New York weekly, the
Village Voice. The article, she said, created a desire to add what she thought was missing
from the media mix: a young black feminist perspective. She said: “I had to make it make
sense in my life which was immersed in a culture that a lot of people thought was very
misogynistic and at times really is...Our experiences at that time were so influenced by hip-
hop, including discussions about class or discussions about race; it was a very embryonic

2 Eg. coverage from People magazine, CNN and the Philadelphia Inquirer
3 Lopes died in a car accident in 2002.
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kind of time. I felt like there was a new narrative emerging, one that hip-hop played a vital
role in. I never stood inside the frame and to me that point of interrogation into both hip-hop
and feminism was always standing outside and a little uncomfortable but I think it’s a valuable
position because in order to survive I have always had to balance multiple identities at the
same time” (Morgan, 2000 and personal communication, May 2011).

Morgan’s quote exemplifies what Harris-Perry might call the internalization of politics
for Black women. Harris-Perry argues that Black women must negotiate, resist and accom-
modate negative assumptions and stereotypes in order to preserve their authentic selves.
What might not at first seem like an overtly political text may reveal gender and racial
politics (Harris-Perry, 2011).

The campy depiction of Left Eye’s breakdown—wearing a fire fighter uniform on the
cover of a magazine—after setting her boyfriend’s house on fire made light of Lopes’ trouble
with the law, forever, changing TLC’s visual imprint in mass media. However campy and
cartoonish it may be considered, this photo places women in a position of power. All three
women are wearing rubber boots and protective slickers. Lisa Lopes is wearing a protective
hard hat—perhaps a metaphor for the abuse of her image in other media outlets? She’s
wearing a gold medallion—African medallions were a common visual cue in hip-hop fashion
at the time; Lopes’ medallion looks like it is a city official fire department medallion—but,
like the hip-hop medallions at the time, it is strung around a gold chain. All the women are
fully covered and all three women are looking directly at the spectator. Lisa Lopes is in a
fully body suit—the kind of protective armor worn by firefighters. By depicting them as
firefighters, Vibe has placed TLC above the law but also acknowledges that media depictions
of Lopes acted as a type of law in society that needs to be broken. Vibe founding director of
photography George Pitts said: “It’s a witty and conscience—some would say naughty—il-
lusion to what these particular artists were embroiled in. .. We had in our brainstorming ideas
a desire to go in this direction but since this was one of the first really pointed magazine
covers we weren’t really sure that the subjects would sign on to it.”

At the time, Vibe presented a powerful counter-narrative to dominant images of African-
Americans. The story of Lisa Lopes and TLC was circulated in the public via news sites like
CNN; such images reinforced white privilege and replicated stereotypical, negative images
of African-Americans. The image of Lisa Lopes being carted off by the police in People is
one such example. The public circulation of the counter image might be considered an artic-
ulation of pride and defiance (Fleetwood, 2011). Although the media makers were operating
within the constraints of corporate media, there were strategic decisions to subvert existing
representations. The decisions were not always obvious and they were not always a clear
act of resistance, but perhaps they can be read as small alterations, or diversions from histor-
ical scripts. Some ideas were successful and evoked powerful responses from readers. In the
case of the TLC cover, Vibe audiences had the opportunity to envision their celebrities—rep-
resentatives of many young black women at the time—differently than mainstream news
portrayals.

Pitts said, “I don’t think we had a formula as much as we had a collectively sophisticated
mandate to create enduring visuals.” While successes to disrupt hegemonic images are lim-
ited—some images work to rupture existing narratives and others simply replicate them—the
discussion about the increased visibility of black youth in media as a result of magazines
like Vibe must remain complex and nuanced and take into account the oppositional positions
of its media makers. Looking back George Pitts said he feels Vibe needs a place in journal-
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ism’s history books. He said, “We created visuals that endured for [our] core community,
the core readership but also visuals that would persuade mainstream and world culture that
we as editors are capable of working in the same arena of ambition that they existed in but
also that we could honor celebrate and represent with compassion and journalistic intelligence
this community which [they] had not at that juncture found the most advanced and empath-
etic ways to represent in publications.”
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