
There is more to black success than ghetto stories 
Focusing on 'rags to riches' narratives of successful black people misses the point. How they stay at 
the top is far more interesting 
Matthew Ryder 
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The latest piece on Jay-Z in Saturday's Guardian, The boy from the hood who made good, illustrates how 
incomplete the wider conversation about black success still is. For those of us who have followed Jay-Z's career 
since 1996, the intriguing thing about him is not that he had a childhood punctuated by poverty, drugs and guns. In 
fact, that is a pretty common rap story. Instead, it is his enduring easiness in his own skin; the way he has stretched 
his art form while still finding unparalleled commercial success; and his ability to walk in different worlds with 
authenticity, credibility and an unusual level of comfortable introspection. Platinum-selling rappers are supposed to 
be frightening, unpleasant and ultimately self-destructive. But Jay-Z is distinguished by his relaxed charm, easy 
smile and the way he perennially builds on his achievements. 
Of course, the "rags to riches" narrative is an easy one, present in the lives of numerous black icons from Bob 
Marley to Malcolm X. But each of those figures also has another story that goes beyond the familiar brutality of life 
at the bottom and deals with the complexity and dangers of life at the top. While Jay-Z's journey to the top is 
impressive, it is his ability to have stayed there so long without losing his balance that makes him so unusual. That 
more elusive aspect of his success gets lost in the constant focus on his ghetto roots. 

The absence of that part of the story is even more noticeable outside the worlds of sports or entertainment. This 
week's Media announces its annual black powerlist of the UK's 100 most influential persons of African and 
Caribbean heritage. High on the list is Trevor Faure, global general counsel for Ernst & Young. Faure is the brain 
behind some of the most innovative deliveries of corporate legal services in recent years. He revolutionized the 
relationship between in-house solicitors and large law firms throughout the City. However, in February this year the 
Times reported that Faure uncharacteristically "lost his composure" in an interview, when they asked him about life 
growing up on a Luton council estate with a single mother. It was not false modesty, or embarrassment, that made 
him annoyed. It was fatigue at being dragged, once again, into a cliché about his achievements. The fascinating part 
of Faure's story is that he has thought outside existing corporate paradigms, and how he continues to do well in a 
field where successful black people are very rare. How has his professional experience affected his sense of 
identity? What price has he paid? How does he handle the pressure? By comparison, the fact that Faure's 
background may have been a little tougher than some of his colleagues' is almost inconsequential. 
From my own experience watching my peers, the bewildering feature of black success is not how hard it is for black 
people to overcome adversity, but how easy it is to slip back into self-doubt and failure. Most of us grew up being 
told by our parents that "if you are black you have to work twice as hard to achieve half as much". Unfortunately, no 
one explained to us the next chapter: how to build on that success; how to become comfortable and secure in it; and 
how, amid all that angst, to remain confident and grounded. That is what Jay-Z and others seem to have mastered. 
And it is why that part of their story is far more interesting than the fact they "come from the 'hood'". 

 


