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CHAPTER FOUR

Prophets of Rage

Rap Music and the Politics of
Black Cultural Expression

4

With vice { hold the mike device
With forte I keep it away of course
And P'm keepin’ you from sleepin’
And on the stage T rage
And Pm rollin®
To the poor, 1 pour it on in metaphors
Nor bluffin’, it’s nothin’
We ain’t did before.
—~Public Enemy!
Public Enemy’s prophet of rage, Chuck D, keeps poor folks alert and
prevents them from being hulled into submission by placating and mis-
leading media stories and official “truths” He holds the microphone
with a vice grip and protects it from perpetrators of false truths, speak-
ing directly to the poor, using indirection and symbolic reference. When
Chuck D says that pouring it on in metaphor is nothing new, he refers
to the long history of black culrural subversion and social critique in
music and performance. In this sense, rap is “nothing we ain’t did be-
fore.” Slave dances, blues lyrics, Mardi Gras parades, Jamaican patios,
toasts, and signifying all carry the pleasure and ingenuity of disguised
criticism of the powerful. Poor people learn from experience when and
how explicitly they can express their discontent. Under social conditions
in which sustained frontal attacks on powerful groups are strategically
unwise or successfully contained, oppressed people use language, dance,
and music to mock those in power, express rage, and produce fantasies
of subversion. These cultural forms are especially rich and pleasurable
places where oppositional transcripts, or the “unofficial truths” are de-
veloped, refined, and rehearsed. These cultural responses to oppression
are not safety valves that protect and sustain the machines of oppres-
sion. Quite to the contrary, these dances, languages, and musics produces
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communal bases of knowledge zbout social conditions, communal in-
terpretations of them and quite often serve as the cultural glue that
fosters communal resistance.

" Inan expansive cross-cultural study, Domination and the Arts of Re-
sistance, James Scott explores the dvnamics of cultural and political
domination and resistance by mvestigating how power relationships arc
solidified and challenged through social transeripts. Referring to these
transeripts of power and resistance respectively as “public” and “hidden”

transcripts, Scott argues that the dominant “public™ transcript, a “short-
~ hand way of describing the open interacrion berween subordinates and
those who dominate.” supports the established social order, whereas the
“hidden” transcript, the “discourse that takes place ‘offstage,’ or in dis-
+ guised form,” eritiques and resists various aspects of social dominarion *
These dominant public transcripts are maintained through a wide
range of social practices and are in a constant state of production.
Powerful groups maintain and affirm their power by attempting to dic-
tate the staging of public celebrations, by feigning unanimity among
groups of powerholders to make such social relations seem inevitable,
by strategically concealing subversive or challenging discourses, by pre-
venting access to the public stage, by policing language and using stigma
and cuphemism to set the terms of public debate or perception. Re-
sistive hidden transcripts thar attempt to undermine this power block
do so by insinuaring a critique of the powerful in stories that revolve
around symbolic and legitimated victories over powerholders. They cre-
ate alternative codes that invert stigmas, direct our astention to offstage
culrures of the class or group within which they originated, and vaii-
date the pereeptions of the less powerful. These hidden transcripts, are

“often expressed openhy-—albeit in disguised form.” Scotr suggests that
“we might interpret the rumors, gossip, folkeales, songs, gestures, jokes
and theater of the powerless as vehicles by which, among other things,
they insinuate a critique of power.”* He goes on to sav that bv exam-
ining the “discrepaney between the hidden transeript and the public

s transcript we may begin to judge the impact of domination on pub-
lic discourse.” His analvsis of power rclationships as thev are acted out

through social transcripts points to the critical role language and othef-

modes of communication play in the sustenance. destabilization, and
struggle over power

Rap musicis, in many wavs, 2 hidden [ranscript. Among other things,
it uses cloaked speech and disguised cultural codes 1o comment on and
chalienge aspects of current power inequalities. Not all rap Lranscripts
directly critique all forms of domination; nonetheless, a large and sig-

1
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nificant element in rap’s discursive territory is engaged in symbolic and
ideological warfare with institutions and groups that symbolically, ideo-
logically, and materially oppress African Americans. In this way, rap
Music is a contemporary stage for the theater of the powerless. On
this stage, rappers act out inversions of status hierarchies, tell alterna-
tive stories of contact with police and the education process, and draw
portraits of contact with dominant groups in which the hidder tran-
script inverts/subverts the public, dominant transcript. Often rendering
2 nagging critique of various manifestations of power via jokes, stories,
gestures, and song, rap’s social commentary enacts ideological insuboz-
dination.

In contemporary America, where most popular culture is electroni-
cally mass-mediated, hidden or resistant popular transcripts are readily
absorbed into the public domain and subject to incorporztion and in-
validation. Cultural expressions of discontent are no longer prozected
by the insulated social sites that have historically encouraged the re-
finement of resistive transcripts. Mass-mediated cultural production,
particularly when it conrradicts and subverts dominant ideclogical posi-
tions, is under increased scrutiny and is especially vulnerable to incorpo-
ration.” Yet, at the same time, these mass-mediated and mass-diszributed
alternative codes and camouflaged meanings are afso made vastly more
accessible to oppressed and sympathetic groups around the world and
contribute to developing cuitural bridges among such groups. More-
over, attacks on institutional power rendered in these contexts have
a special capacity to destabilize the appearance of unanimity among
powerholders by openly challenging public transcripts and cultivating
the contradicrions between commodity interests (“Does it sell; Well,
sell it, then™) and the desire for social control (“We can’t let them say
thar”). Rap’s resistive transcripts are articulated and acted out in both
hidden and public dorains, making them highly visible, yet difficuit to
contain and confine. So, for example, even though Public Enemy know
pouring it on in metaphor is nothing new, what makes them “prophets’
of rage with a difference” is their ability to retain the mass-mediated
spotlight on the popular cultural stage and at ‘the same time finction
as a voice of social critique and criticism. The frontier between public
and hidden transcripts is a zone of constant struggle berween dominant
and subordinate groups. Although clectronic mass media znd corporate |
consolidation have heavily weighted the bartle in favor of the powerful, |
contestations and new strategies of resistance are vocal and contentious, |
The fact that the powerful often win does not mean that a war 1sn’t,

‘going on. ‘
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Rappers are constandy taking dominant discursive fragments and
throwing them into relief, destabilizing hegemonic discourses and at-
rempting to legitimate counterhegemonic interpretations. Rap’s con-
restations are part of a polyvocal black cultural discourse engaged in
discursive “wars of position” within and against dominant discourses.®
As foor soldiers in this “war of position,” rappers employ a muitifacered
strategy. These wars of position are not staged debate team dialogues;
they are crucial battles in the retention, establishment, or legitimarion
of real social power. Institutional muscle is accompanied by social ideas
that legitimate it. Keeping these social ideas current and transparent is
a constant process that sometimes involves making concessions and ad-
justments. As Lipsitz points our, dominant groups “must make their
triumphs appear legitimate and necessary in the cves of the vanquished.
That legitimation is hard work, It requires concession to aggrieved
populations . . . it runs the risk of unraveling when lived experiences

conflict with legitimizing ideologics. As Hall observes, it is almost as if

the ideological dogeatchers have to be sent out every morning to round
up the ideological stravs. only to be confronted by a new group of loose
mutts the next dev.”” Dominant groups must not only retain legitimacy
via 2 war of mancuver o control capital and institutions, but also they
must prevail in a war of position to control the discursive and idcological
terrain that legitmates such institurional control® In some cascs, dis-
cursive inversions and the contexts within which they are disseminated
directly threaten the institurional base, the sites in which Gramsci’s wars
of mancuver are waged.

In contemporary popular culture. rappers have been vocal and un-
ruly stray dogs. Rap music. more than any other contemporary form
of black cultural expression, articulates the chasm berween black urban
fived experience and dominang, “legitimate™ {¢.g., neoliberal) ideolo-
s regarding equal opportuniey and racial mcqualm As new ideologi-
al fissurcs and points of contradiction devel op, new murts bark and
rowl, and new dogearchers are dispatched. This metaphor is particu-
farly appropriate for rappers. many of whom take up dgg as part of their
namcetag {¢.g.. Snoop Doggy Dog, Tim Dog, and Ed O.G. and the Bull-
dogs). Pans\ 3 San Francisco-based rapper whose nickname is P-dog,
directs his neo-Black Panther position specifically at ideological fissures
and points of contradiction: .

s
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P-dog commin’ up. Pm straight low

Pro-black and it ain’t no joke

Commin’ straight from the mob that broke shit fast time,
Now I'm back with a brand new sick rhvme.
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So, black, check rime and rempo
Revoluticn ain’t never been simple®

Submerged in winding, dask, low, bass lines, “The Devil Made Me
Do It” locates Paris’s anger as a response to white colonialism and posi-
tions him as a “low™ (read underground) voice backed up by 2 street
mob whose commitment is explicitly pro-black and nationalist. A self-
proclaimed supporter of the revived and revised Qakland-based Black
Panther movement, Paris {(whose logo is also a black panther) locates
himself as a direct descendent of the black panther “mob that broke shit
last time” but who offers a revised text for the nineties. Paris’s cpening
line, “this is a warning” and subsequent assertion, “So don’t ask next
time I start this, the devil made me do 1t,” ajong with his direct address
ta blacks “so, black, check time and tempo,” suggest 2 double address
both to his exrended street mob and to those whom he feels are respon-
sible for his rage. “Check time and ternpo” is another double plav. Paris,
a member of the Nation: of Islam (NOI) is referring to the familiar NOI
cry, “Do you know what time it is? I’ nation time?” and the “time and
ternpo” based nature of his electronic, digiral musicai production. Later,
he makes more explicit the link he forges berween his divinely inspirec
digitally coded music and the military style of NOI programs:

P-dog with a gift from heaven, tempo 116.7
Keeps vou locked in time with the program
When I get wild I'll pile on dope jams."

Speaking to and about dominant powers and offering 2 commitment to
military mob-style revolutionary force, P-dog seems destined o draw
the attention of Hall’s ideclogical dogeatchers.” Although-revolution

. has never been simple, it seems clear to Paris that not only will it be

televised, it will have a soundtrack, too.

Attemnpts to delegitimate powerful social discourses are often deeply.
contradictory, and rap music is no exception. To suggest thar rap lyrics,
stvle, music, and social weight are predominantly counterhegemonic
{by that I mean that for the most part they critique current forms off
social oppression) is not to deny the ways in which many aspects o
rap music support and affirm aspects of current social power inequals
ties. Few would deny the resistive weight of mile rappers’ critique
the so-calied “peacekeeping” and “just mission™ of urban police forces
and the resuiting redefinition of what constitutes violence. as well as
which groups have the power to exercise hidden or instituzionat vio-
lence. At the same time rappers also tend to reinforce the male sexuel
domination of black women and confirm and sustain the construction
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fof black women as objects and status symbols. Although sexism in rap
has been described as 2 means by which voung bl aci\ males burtress
their socially devalued sense of patriarchal privilege, these attacks against
black women are not critiques of soctal oppression and in too many in-
stances they ere frighteningly regressive. These attacks on black women
‘ ultimatch' reinforee the social domination of black women and have
no place in politically progressnve struggles. Similarly, rap’s commesn-
tarv on alicnating and racist educational structures and curricula clearly
critiques dominant ideologics regarding the reasons and solutions for
lrhc Crisis in pub ic chacmcm vet some rap artists’ homophobic and
janti-Semitic hrrics are neither Progressive nor resistive,

Such contradictions are not unique t rap, popular expressions, or
organized political protest. Countless popular expressions and social
and political movements have been rife with similar conrradictions. The
biues has long been considered & musical form critical of dominant
racial ideologies and a resistive cultural space for African Amcricans
under harsh racist conditions. Yet. blues yrics usually contain patriar-
chal and sexist idcas and presumptions. British punk offered a biting
working-class critique of British culture and socicrv in the 1970s, vet
simulrancoush perpetuated sexist ideas and social formations. Ferni-
nist thought and organized protests have rightfully been recognized for
their role in protecting, advancing. and redefining women’s rights; vet
many women of color and w orkmg—g 488 WOmen ha\c criticized leading,
white middle-class, feminist activists and thinkers for significant class
and racial blind spots that have aided in the perpetuation of some in-
equalities as thev atrempted to abolish others. These contradictions are
not reducible to the pitfalls of limited vision (although limired vision
has often been a part of the problem) bur, instcad, characterize the
partiality and specificity of cultural st '1gg} Nonctheless, these contra-
dictions are not to be accepred farefully; thev are alse 1o be contested
and critiqued.

In the case of rap music, which rakes place under intense public sur-
veillance, similar contradicrions regarding class, gender, and race are
highlighted, decontextualized. and manipulated so as to destabilize rap’s
resistive clements. Rap's resistive, ver contradictory, positions are waged
in the face of a powerful, media-supported construction of black urban
America as the source of urban social ils thar threaten social order, Rap-
pers’ specch acts are also heavily shaped by music ir}‘dustr}' demands,
sanctions. and prerogatives. These discursive wars are waged in the face
of sexist and parriarchal assumptions that Support and promote ver-
bal abuse of black women. Yer, ar the same time, rap’s social criticism

‘
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opposes and attempts to counteract the ways in which public educa-
tional institutions reinforce and legitimate misteading historical narra-
tives and erase from the public record the resistance to dormnination that
women, people of color, and the working classes have persistently main-
tained.” .

A close examination of politically explicit raps from three central
and well-established figures will give us some insight intc how rap’s
social criticism is crafted and how such criticism is related to evervday
life and social protest. The primary raps under consideration are KRS-
One’s “Who Protects Us from You?,” L.L. Cool Js “Tliegal Search,” and
Public Enemy’s “Night of the Living Bascheads” KRS-One's “Who
Protects Us™ and L.L. Cooi J.’s “Tliegal Search” are compared as two
related, but distinct, critiques of police harassment and brutality specifi-
cally against black males, and these texts are read in relationship to two
incidents, one that illustrates the use of these texts as a part of Lved cul-
tures and the other that situazes the song as a counterdominant revision
of a well-publicized incident of police harassment and the conditions
surrounding it.

This is followed by a close reading of the video, lyrics, and music
in Public Enemy’s “Night of the Living Bascheads,” a mulrifayzred cri-
tique of the government, the police, the media, and the black bour-
geoisic. Visual and narrative elements in “Bascheads™ symbotically refer
w0 corporate development and to related anticorporate social protests,
specifically to grassroots struggles against corporate real-estate acquisi-
tions in Harlem and the symbolic and potitical relevance of cormuniry
opposition. “Bascheads” is a productive example to examine closelv be-
cause it analyzes several powerful groups at once and because it explicitly
references on-going social protest.

The police, the government, and dominant media apparatuses arc the
prunary points of institurional critique in rap, and these instituzions are
primarily critiqued by male rappers. Female rappers rarelv address police
brutality or media coverage of rap music and are instead more likely to
render social and polirical critiques against limitations on female inde-
pendence, identity, community, and most critically, the sexist character
of black heterosexual relations.”

The cultural contestations articulated here are both black and mas-
culine. Yet, race is a commonly shared category of oppression. even as
it is articulated from a male perspective. Consequently, many of the
issues addressed in the raps that I discuss speak both to black female
and black male experiences of discrimination and oppression. These
transcripts are part of a larger discursive struggle over legitimate intes-
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pretations of black expression, urban America. and black contemporary
vouths. In some cascs. these discursive battles have had significant social
implications for and material effects on borh male and female African
Amcericans.

The sccond part of this exploration turns 1o the social and institu-
tional constraings imposed on rap; oras I call ir, the hidden politics of
rap—that is, the politics of rap that are not gencraliv given much ar-
tention in the public transcript. This section on the hidden politics will
explore insurance policies, public space policing of rap fans, media cov-
erage of violence at rap concerts, and rappers’ collective responses 1o the
media’s interpretations.

Cultural Contestations: Discuvsive and Institutional
Cratigues in Rap Music
For many poor and working-class African Americans, palice and bru-
tality are synonymous. This is ali the more the case after the April 1992
Rodnev King videotaped bearing at the hands of Los Angeles officers
and the judicial responses to their crimes. As soldiers in the war against
crime, police officers have a significant degree of power that is exercised,

except in those highly cgregious and publicized cascs, autonomously, <

Outside the territory of “fighring street erime,” the police have played a
kev role in averting black freedom struggles, brutalizing protesters, and
ntimidating activists.” Qolice b{x_{talir’\j,_ racism, and harassment form
the political core of male rappers’ social criticism, and Ivrics that effec-
tively and cleverly address these issues carry a grear deal of social weight
.. In the Reagan and Bush cra’s waron drugs, urban police forces have
been seldiers of war, and poar and minority communities are the cnemy
batticground. The antidrug war metaphor intensifies an already racially
fracrured urban America and labels poor minority communities an alien
and infested social component and a hot spot for America’s drug prob-
lem. The nature and character of this drug effort has collapsed categorics
of youths, class, and race into onc “profile” that portrays voung black
males as criminals. Whar war has no casualties? The public dominant
transcript identifics police officers as “our” troops, and voung black
and Hispanic males as the enemy, the primary targets. In this scenario,
mustakes made by officers are combat errors; the victims are casualtics
of war."®
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“WHO PROTECTS US FROM YOU3”

KRS-One, the central figure and lyricist in a group of rappers and
musicians organized under the name Boogiec Down Productions, ad-
dresses the power, perspective, and history of harassment of the police
in a philosophical rap, “Who Protects Us from You?” In “Who Prozects
Us,” KRS-One, the lead voice, challenges the equation of institutional
power and truch as it relates to police authority:

FIRE! Come down fast!
ou were put here to protect us, but who protects us from you?
Everytime you say, “that’s illegal,” does it mean that it’s true?
[Chorus:] Un hun.
Your authority’s never questioned, no one questions you
If T hit you, I'll be killed, if you hit me, T can sue
[Chorus:] Order, Order!
Looking through my history book, Pve watched you as you grew
Killing biacks, and calling it the law, and worshipping Jesus, too
[ Chorus:} Bo Bo Bo!
There was a time when 2 black man couldr’t be down with your crew
[Chorus:]1 Can 1 have a job please?
Now vou want all the help vou can get. Scared? Well i’ that true
[Chovus:} Goddamn right.
You were pur here to protect us, but who protects us from you?
It seems that when vou walk the ghetto
You walk with your own point of view
[Chorus:] Look at that gold chain.
You judge 2 man by the car he drives or if his hat matches his shoe
[Chorus:} You're looking kind of fresh.
But back in the days of Sherlock Holmes, a man was judged by a clue
Now he’s judged by if he’s Spanish, Black, Iralian or Jew
So do not kick my deor down and tie me up
While my wife cooks the stew.
[ Chorus:} You’re under arrest!
Cause vou were pur here to protect us,
Bur who protects us from you? 7

Organized as an aggressive verbdl address to the police, “Who Pro-
tects Us™ speaks on behalf of 2 poor black community voicing cynicism,
fear, and suspicion. KRS-One focuses on the slippage berween law and
morality, pressing us to reflect on the distinction between legal codes
and moral codes, between law and truth. “Killing blacks and calling it
the law” and “evervtime you say, ‘that’s illegal, does it mean it that’s
true?” attempt to destabilize the institutional and moral authority of
the police {Rendering the police criminals, KRS-One points to the fra-
gility and historical variability of notions of legality. “Who Protects Us”
not only raises the question of who will police the police but also to
the larger issue of refative power when it connects racial harassment ta !
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racial privilege by asking, *Who are the police protecting when they
harass ‘us3”
CAlthough it is absolutcly clear that “Who Protects Us™ is abour police
: harassment, the police are never mentioned by name. Thev are an alicn,
texternal force “put here™ by other outside forces. Unnamed, but ¢l learhv
- identified. the force of the police is chaltenged while its institurional
n me (its power] is silenced, marginalized and a critique of authoritv is
- positioned dead center. KRS-Onc is calling out to the police: “hey vou,
| objectifving them, rendert ing their behavior suspect. When he savs, “You
; were put here o protect us, but who protects us from vou,” his voice is
harsh. pointed. and in an ccho chamber, magnifving and doubling his
/amhorm
“Who Protects Us™ is a conversational drama. At strategic points In
tht address. unidentified voices dramatize and comment on KRS-One’s
statements. These vorces are call-and-responsc reactions to his sermon,
local comments on KRS-One’s theorerical reflections. When KRS-One
asks if police charges of illegalit are true, a voice resounds “Un hun.”
acknowledging that whatever the police say functions as truth. When he
points out that the police foree, understatfed and fearful are now eager
To recruit minoritics after retaning long-standing antiblack discrimina-
tory policics. a voice calls out. “Goddamn right.” suggesting perhaps
that they have reason to fear for their lives, given their mistreatment of
blacks. At the end. when they kick in his door and tie KRS-One up,
the same voice shouts, “You're under arrest.” a move that imperson-
ates the police and calls for their arrest simultancousiy. The police have
been silent up to this poing; when their victorv erv is v ‘oiced. it is voiced
?éainst them. Amvthing vou say can be used against vou,
Accompanied by strikingly stark electronic beats, “Whe Prorects Us?
- opens with a powerful reggac crv. “Fire! come down fast” a svmbolic
call for fire’s rotal destruction of current social structures. Fire is a com-
mon Rastafarian metaphor for massive social change, the destruction
“that precedes revelarion, precedes new knowledge * “Who Protects Us”
is offering and calling for new knowledge, new wavs of thought as pub-
lic service. The aitle and chorus of “Wheo Protects Us” borrows a key
vphrase from the Gil Scott-Heron poem, “No-Knock” that also speaks of
police brurality in a different time and place.” Scou-Heron's use of the
phrase “who proteces us from vou,” and the Rastafarian crv for destruc-
tion and reformarion frame KRS-One’s social critique, suggesting that
this new knowledge will be diasporic in nature, reflective, historical, and
collective.
“Who Prorects Us™ is from Boogie Down Productions’ 1985 album
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Ghetto Music: The Blueprint of Hip Hop, released in early 1989, New
York urban contemporary radio stations occasionally played “You Must
Learn.” a black history rap. Throughout the spring of 1989, I heard !
“Who Protects Us from You” plaved more frequently than “You Must !
Learn™ ata number of hip hop parties and caught the chorus and sparse
beats blaring from dozens of Jeeps and other cars in New York Cityand !
New Haven, Connecticut. During the summer of 1989, [ wnnessccl a
moment in which the chorus “Who protects us from youd” was used
1n direct response to an incident of police harassment. In New Haven,
on a street that is considered the dividing line berween Yale University
and a solidly black working-class community, I noticed a confrontation
brewing between a young black teenager and a white New Haven police
officer. On this narrow: street, a teenager was aimlessly weaving his bi-
cycle back and forth in the street and between the parked cars while he
bantered with his male friend, who was talking with a young woman on
a nearby porch. A slow-moving police car turned onto the street behind
him, expecting him to move out of the way. It appeared that the vehicle
was of no consequence to the reenage bike rider; whether he actually
saw the vehicle or not, I am not sure. The officer did not beep his horn—
he waited a brief moment and then stopped the car, emerging angrily.
He'went over to the porch and questioned the tallest boy, bellowing for
identification, for information regarding where they lived and why they
were on this street.

The boy on the bicycle fived in the house where the others were
standing, and he continued to encircle the area where the police car was |
stopped and the area in front of his house. (I have no explanation for
the officer’s apparent disregard for the boy on the bicvcle; perhaps it
would have seemed too petty to address him directly.} The officer asked
the young man what business he had there and demanded identification.
The young man didn’t have identification and asked the officer point-
edly why he had to have it. He opened his pockets to show that he only
had money, but no wallet. The officer glanced at me and my friend (the
only two adults around) and as he continued speaking, he lowered his
volce, apparently trying to ensure that we didn’t hear him. We moved
closer to them. The young man asked, loudly, if it was a crime to stand
on this porch, yet, in his voice T could hear his anxicty, his embarrass-
ment. The officer told him not to answer him with a smart mouth if he
knew what was good for him. From the street, the boy on the bicycle
said, “Who protects us from you?” The officer stopped for a moment,
and looked at us again, hoping we had gone away, I imagined. The boy
repeated himself, this time 2 bit louder: “Who protects us from you?? -
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The words rang out like a communal protest; [ could sense the tables
being turned on the officer. His consensual authority slipping, he told
the boy to wartch his step, returned to his vehicle, and sped off.

The officer expected submission; instcad he found contempruous in-
difference, which in the context of tense power relationships 1s public
transeript insubordination. The coded behavior of the subordination
and domination was broken; as Scott points out, “if subordination re-
“quires a credible performance of humilicy and deference, so domination

Fseems to require a eredible performance of haughtiness and mastery.”*
““Who Protects Us from You.” a phrase that at thar time had consider-
able weight and communal resonance, was part of a hidden transcript
that was used as a means to destabilize the police officer’s performance
_of mastery.

Tre recount this incident not mcrely as an evidence of police harassment
but, nstead. as an illustration of the relationship berween rap music as
a musical text and as a communal African-American social discourse, At
this moment, “Who Protects Us™ was voiced as an open contestation of
the public transcript. onc that chall enged police authority with hidden
textual language and meanings. KRS-One’s words conjured meanings
and references that fortificd a group act of resistance to police authorm
KRS-One’s words were used as a w av 1o articulate communal knowl-
edge of mistreatment at rhe hands of the police. These words are part of
2 contemporary discourse about social injustice; they have social w eight
and meaning. These words resonated for the bystanders as codes from a
hidden rex; thc officer knew the meaning but not the reference, thereby
temporarily destabilizing his verbal aucherity if not his physical, institu-
tional authority.

“ILLEGAL SEARCH"

L.L.Cool J’s “Illegal Search™ s a similarly pointed antipolice rap that
offers a version of “profile” arrests from the perspective of a profilee.
“Illegai Search.” which takes place on the New Jersev Turnpike, offers
a detailed description of an incident in which L.L. Cool J. is stopped,
scarched, and arrested by a New Jersev State Trooper™ Police harass-
ment, especially “profile harassment™ {my term for what takes place
prior to or in licu of a profile arrest). has significant emotional and social
costs. “lilegal Search” is a hidden text on what subordinate individu-
als would fike to sav directly to dominant authority figures but cannot
because they fear reprisals. “Iilegal Search™ narrates the hidden injuries
generated by practices of domination, offering this normally hidden
subordinare commentary as the public and dominant text:
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What the hell are you lockin’ for?

Can’t 2 young man make money anymore?
Wear my jewels and like freakin’ on the floor
Or is it vour job to make sure I'm poor?
Can’t my car look berter than yours. . ..

Get that flashlight out of my face

L’m not a dog so damp it put away the mace

I got cash and real attornevs on the case

You're just a joker perpetrating the ace

You got time, you want to give me 2 taste

I dont smoke cigarettes so why vou lookin’ for basc>
You might plant a gun, and hopc Irun arace

Eatin’ in the mess hall sayin® my grace

You tried to frame me, it won’t work.

Illegal search.

On the Turapike and everything is nice

Ire the background is flashing lights {sizens)
Get our the car in the middie of the night
It’s freezing cold and you're doin’ it for spite
Slam me on the hood, yo that ain’t right
You pull out your gun if I'm puttin’ up a fight
The car, the clothes, and my girl is hype

But you want te replace my silk for stripes
Youw're real mad, your uniform is tight
Fingerprin: me, rake my name and height
Hopin’ it will, but I know it won’t work.
Tllegal Search.

And all them cops out there,
Who did the wrong thing to one of my brothers in Jersey
Keep on searchin’. Cause that was foul. Peace 22

Few young black males would dare speak out loud in the middle
of the night to an angry state trooper as L.L. does here. Bringing to
light the social contexr justifying the arest, the discrimination thar
takes place within the confines of an officially color-blind justice sys-
tem, “Iilegal Search® 1s a svmbolic confrontation in which subtexts are
positioned above ground, center stage. It tells both the story of being
searched and the angry responses that are usually repressed, it fuses as-
pects of the official story with the indignities that are usually rendered
invisible in official texts. As is the case in profile arrests, L.L. need only be
a young biack male in an expensive car to warrant his being questioned,
searched, and detained by the police on a cold night.

‘ The rap’s title is 2 legal term for such profile arrests gone awry; vet,,
the 1\’r1cs really address the expectation that the rapper will be stopped
on the basis of his race and gender and the humiliation such treatment
causes. L.L. tells his girlfriend in the beginning of the song: “Put your
seat belt on. I got my paperwork, don’t worry. It’s cool” This introducy,

|
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tion suggests that he expects to be stopped on the basis of his race and
gender. The opening fine also suggests thar L.Ls girlfriend may have
asked him about his paperwork (c.g., registration) to protect herself
from threatening confrontations with the police. Yer, even his excessive
caution doesn't prevent him from being harassed; paperwork or not, he
is likely to be detained and subjected to the hostility and presumption
of guilt that often accompanies police profiling. The incident confirms
the conditional nature of black masculine authority by pointing toward
L.L’s limited capacity to escort his girlfriend in public without fear
of unwarranted state surveillance, a basic facer of masculine privilege.
“Illegal Scarch™ also hints at the relationship berween conditional black
masculine 2uthority and the increased vulnerabilicy of black women in
‘public spacces.

Atthe song’s end. L. L. addresses and challenges the New Jersev State
Troopers and makes direcr reference to the reality of iliegal scarches,
specifically on the New Jersey Turnpike. Mama Said Knock You Out, the
album that contains “Tlegal Search.” was released during the summer
of 199¢, four months after the press coverage of an incident that bears
striking similaricy to L.L. Cool ].s story. Charles E. Jones and his wife
Linda from Newark, New Jersey, were driving a rental car with Cali-
fornia plates when they were stopped by New Jersev Troopers and sub-
sequently charged with assaulting an officer and possession of cocaine.
They have maintained their innocence and according to the New York
Times were not informed of the reason they were stopped. This particu-
far casc was highlighted in the press because the defense attorney used
statistical information from an undercover operation that strongly sug-
gested thar drug profiles that determine which vehicle will be stopped
and searched, are in fact racial profiles. Profiling has resulted in heavy
rargeting of blacks driving late-mode! cars, cspecially those with out-
of-state ficense plates. The study iilustrated that although occupants in
autos with out-of-statc plates make up approximately 5 percent of the
rraffic, 8o percent of the contraband arrests referred to the Public De-
fenders office berween February and December of 1588 invoived black
motorists driving out-of-state vehicles. According to Rutgers professor
of statistics Joseph I. Naus. the difference between the rvpical wraffic pat-
ternr and the rate of arrests of biacks in vehicles registered our of New
Jersey “is dramarically above thresholds used to establish prima facie
evidence of racial diserimination.”?

Keep in mind that these statistics show arrests, not people who are
stopped and illegally scarched, but not charged. It is likely thar ille-
gal searches based on race would illustrate even more dramatic figures.
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Given the racially motivated behavior of the State Troopers, it seems
that not only are many white drug dealers slipping by unnoticed but also
that many innocent black people are being stopped and harassed on the
basis of race. Under these conditions, it is clear that race is a critical fac-
tor in police judgment regarding the potentiality of criminal behavior
and that such assumptions can be expected to shape behavior attitude
and treatment of African Americans™

“Profile arrests,” arrests of individuals that “look suspicious,” require
making categorical judgments that clearly discriminate on the basis of
race. In Looking for America on the New Jersey Turnpike, a study of the
Turnpike’s history and cufture, Gillespic and Réckiand illustrate that
racially discriminatory profile arrests are a common, if informal, policy
of the New Jersey State Troopers: “A New Jersey sociologist tells of a
criminology class . . . in which one of her students was 2 state police
officer. He candidly admitted that black and hippies are often stopped
on the turnpike on some pretext. “But that’s because the numbers are
there,” he said. “There’s a good chance we're going to find drugs or a
weapon or something.”* Profile arrests were confirmed by Turnpike
Authority chairman Joseph Sullivan and seem a close cousin to urban
police profile arrests that draw almost a direct one-to-one correlation
between young minority teenage males in sneakers and street gear and
suspicious or criminal characters™ Profiling provides implicit sanction
or justification for police officers to behave in profoundly racially dis-
criminatory ways. Among other effects, this kind of explicit institutional
racism perpetuates social stigma among young African Americans, as
well as police brutality, antipolice responses, and & profound sense of
alicnation among black youths. ‘

“Tiegal Search™ is a discursive revision of such incidents. Although
he cannot prevent the incident from taking place, in his symbolic inver-
sion L.L. challenges the assumptions that make such incidents possible,

. using his money and legitimate status as a means of taunting the offi-

cer. In the final verse, L.L. describes a court scene in which he wears a
suit to court and the case gets thrown out, using profiling {along with
his real legitimate status) against the justice system. His suit is impor-
tant; L.L. scems to suggest that had he been wearing one when he was
out on the Turnpike, he would have been stopped (blacks in suits are
still “black” but not necessarily treated as harshly). In court, he uses
the symbols of respectability to which he has access against the officers
and as a means of self-protection, as they had used his hip hop, street
symbols against him on the Turnpike. L.L.’s fantasy of revenge is situ-
ated mside the systematic and discriminatory practice of profiling and
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is therefore part of 2 callective hidden transcript. As Scott argues, “An
individual who is affronted may develop a personal fantasy of revenge
and confrontation, but when this insult is but a variant of affronts suf-
fered svstematically by a whole race, class or strata, then the fantasy
can become 2 collective culrural product. Whartever form it assumes—
offstage parody, dreams of violent revenge, millennial visions of a world
turnced upside down—the coliective hidden transcript is essential to any
dvnamic view of power refations.™¥ Yet, these collective texts have ciass
dimensions as well. L.L2s method of retaliation is more accessible to
persons with considerable economic privilege. Without his money and
legitimate status (“Ive gor cash and real attornevs on the case™), he
would have been less capable of negotiating the judicial svstem. L.L.s
confidence in dealing with the Turnpike officer i1s not only a conse-
quence of his orderly paperwork, it is also a consequence of his status
as a “legitimare” (read privileged) middle-class male. In this sense, his
answer to KRS-One’s question “who protects us from you?” is a privi-
leged response that affirms institutionally based law-abiding revenge.
He protects himself with quict indignation and official legal means, Eco-
nomically disadvantaged citizens, especiallv those of color, are less Hicely
to have access to fair treatment by the judicial system and consequently
cxpect less from it

KRS-Onc takes a decidedly working-class and group-oriented posi-
tion by focusing on incidenss of police harassment that take place in the
home and on the street. sites of heightened working-class vulnerability
to surveiliance. KRS-One refers primarily to the group in his analysis
{“who protects s from vou?™. In KRS-One’s story, the law and court
system cannot be depended on as a site for redress. L.L. Cool ].7s story
depends on such institutions as arcnas for his resticution.

Each story tells a tale of the degree ro which race is 2 critical and uni-
fving site of discrimination and oppression, but at the same time cach
speaks to the central importance of class as 2 point of either greazer or
lesser capacity to combat racially discriminatory practices. Both storics
also usc patriarchal heterosexual coupling as a setting within which o
highlight the conditional status of black masculine privifege. More cen-
tral to cach narrative, however, is the way in which the raps place at
center stage the generally submerged subordinate growp hidden text,
placing it ins direct confrontation to the official one. Articulating a desire
for risk-free confrontation and revenge, “Who Protects Us™ and “Ulegal
Search” represent a contemporary African-American collective critique
of police harassment in urban America.
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“NIGHT OF THE LIVING BASEHEADS”

Capitatism used 1o be like an eagle, but now it’s more like a vuleure . . . it can
ontly suck the blood of the helpless. . . . You have o have someone else’s
blood to suck to be a capitalist. He’s got to get it from somewhere other

than himself, and thar’s where he gers it.  —Malcolm X2

Public Enemy’s “Night of the Living Baseheads”* 15'a muitdayered cri-

tique of several primary social narratives and-institutions. “Bascheads”
builds on the use of symbolic references to particular social events,
multifaceted address, and the contradictory and discriminatory nature
of policing as articulated in “Who Protects Us” and “Iliegal Search ” It is
a narrative bricolage that offers critical commentary on the police, drug
dealers, drug addicts, the black middle-class, the federal government,
media discourse, and music censorship groups. A visual, symbolic, and
conceptual tour de force, “Baseheads” is one of rap music’s most ex-
travagant displays of the tension between postmodern ruptures and the
continuities of oppression. The video for “Bascheads” is an claborate
collage of stories, many of which move in and around the lyrical narra-
tives, all of which address a variety of oppressive conditions and offer
stinging media critiques and political statements. As “Baseheads” is one
of the most ambitious and multilayered politically explicit rap videos, 1
present an in-depth analysis of it, followed by a reading of the video’s
political significance, social commentary, and implications.

The music video for “Baseheads” opens with Public Enemy (PE) in
black-and-white footage, standing over a disheveled headstone marked
“R.1.P. Basshead.” This still image is spliced with a moving and flashing
image of young black men and women writhing in bunches on the floor,
eves glazed and wide-open like zombies, the camera moving over them

in short jagged motions. Over these two images the voice of Malkolm X

booms: “Have you forgotten, that once we were brought here, we were
robbed of our name, robbed of our language, we lost our religion, our
culture, our-god. And many of us bv the way we act, we even lost our
mind.” Two quick jump cuts follow: first to an image of the famous PE
target logo, a silhouette of a young black male in the center of a rifle
sight and then, to the same logo alongside a station identification for
PETV, both suspended above 2 television news anchor desk. The st
lights come up on Sherelle Winters (a character plaved by a music video
actress) and Flavor Flav (from Public Enemy) as PETV anchors. Flavor
Flav irrepressibly biurts out his signature expression, “Yeah Boy-ce!!”
while Winters smiles tightly, waiting for her turn to address the cam-
era. Professionally, she announces that tonight’s show wili “address the
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devastating ctfects drugs are having on our socicty and what has been
termed the baschead svndrome.™ The show will “also feature the con-
troversial group Public Enemy and their new album, Ir Takes 2 Nation of
Millions to Hold Us Back, which is causing a ruckus evervwhere.”

Using this studio news desk as an ancher, the videe moves swiftly
and irregularly through several images and settings. The musical tracks
are sparc; sharply puncruated by a sy ncopated two-note tenor horn
sample that loops urgently and endlessly. The lvrical point of departure
is Chuck D rapping in fronr of the abandoned and boarded-up entrance
to the Audubon Baliroom in Harlem where Malcolm X was assassinated
{the caption reads: “Audubon Ballroom 23 vears fater™). Chuck points
down sharply, dircetly into a ground-level camera. and bcgms hisrhvime:

Hereir s,

BAAMM:

And vou sav goddamn,
This is the dope jam

But let’s define the term called dope
And vou think it means funky now, no™

Sranc interferes with the receprion, and the video cuts back at the studio
with Flavor Flav shouting, “Hev, vo Sherelle, kick the ballistics, GI™%
She looks at him impatiently and then announces another news item for
the audience: *An ultra-hvper faction known as the Brown Bags lodged
a protest today against rap music.”

The video curs 1o Iive coverage of the Brown Bag protests with field
reporter Chris Thomas (host of Rap Ciny, a nationally syndicated rap
show on cable television’s Black Enterrainment Television network) en-
gaged in an interview with a protester who stands in frontof a group of
white males with brown bags over their faces, holding placards that read,
“Elvis Lives™ and “No More Rap.” while protestors chant the latter slo-
gan in the background. A representative for the Brown Bags announces
to Thomas that, “All the rap noise and the vielence associared with it is
bringing our country toe our knees, and we're not going o stand for it
anvmore. And, we, the Brown Bags have a plan to put an end 1o 1t all.”

Cut again o Chuck D) rapping from the entrance to the Audu-
bon, then alongside drug addicts in the street, and then immediately—
another static receprion transition—io femake rapper MC Lyvte. as in-
vestigarive reporter, standing n front of the New York Stock Exchange.
She anmounces to the audience: *In the never-ending search for basce-
heads, we've come to a new hiding place.™ And then she adds with
cvnical emphasis: “Yeah that’s right Wall Street.” Sratic transition back
to Chuck I at the Audubon:
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Check out the justice and how they run it
Sellin’ Smeliin®

Sniffin’ Riffin’

And brothers try to get swifi an’

Sell to their own, rob a home

While some shrivel to the bone

Like comatose walking around

Please don’t confuse this with the sound
I'm ratking *bout . . . Bass™®

MC Lyte sneaks into a Wall Strect office and surprises several white busi
ness men and women sitting around a conference table covered wit
lines of cocaine. They try to hide from the camera and collect their be
longings, but the cameras swarm around them, there is no escape. Whil
investment bankers crawl around the floor trying to hide their faces
Chuck’s image and booming voice is sampled in syncopated stutter
“BASS BASS—BASS—BASS BASS!”

Another zbrupt cut to the street where Chuck and Flavor Flav ar
moving among zombie-like baseheads, speaking on the devastation o
drugs. These scenes are spliced with documentary-style night footag
of shadowy ﬁgurcs hugging building doorways, avoiding the camer
lights. Again, a jump cut to the newsroom: “Just in this red alert.
(Legendary DJ Red Alert passes a news flash to Winters).” “Chuck D
leader of the controversial group Public Enemy has been taken hostag
b\* the Brown Bags. We'll have more on this story as it develops.” Nex
we see Chuck D rapping while tied to 2 chdir struggling with his brow
bag kidnappers.

Another abrupt jump cut to a voung black male in jeans, sneakers
and a jacket who is being pulled down a mid-Manhattan strect by tw
cops while he shouts, “Yo man, get off me, Get off me!! 'm not a druy
dealer, 'm not a drug dealer!” A middle-aged, balding white salesma
peers into the camera: “Did this ever happen to vou before? They thinl
youre a drug dealer? We know voure not.” The salesman exclaims
“Well, now there’s Beeper Tie! Yes, for a limited time only, for onl
$99.99 you can have your own beeper tic. To order, just call 1-800-555
1234. Woops, gotra go, beeper calling.” The same teenager reenters th
frame now wearing a suit, broad smile, and beeper tie around his neck
He flips it up to show the hidden beeper underneath the widest poin
of the necktie as two officers stroll past him without notice.

The video collage continues to move abruptly between severa
themes/narratives: Chris Thomas enters-a mock home of a family de
stroyed by a drug-addicted father and describes the effects of drug ad
diction on the mother and children; Flavor Flav, seated at his ancho
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desk. calls for the release of Chuck D; baschicads dance like zombies;
Chuck gestures o a homicide body marking with sneakers on a dark
¢ity street. Finally, 2 farge still image of a skull with a white picket fence
for tecth framed by “Crack House™ on the top of the skull and “White
Fousc” below momentarily freezes the video's kinetic pace. Chuek’s rap
weaves through the images:

Paddv-O one said 1o me
He knew a brother who stayed all day in his jeep
And at night he went o sleep
And in the mornin’ all he had was
The sncakers on his feet
The culpriz used o jam and rock the mike, vo'
He siripped the jeep to fill his pipe
And wander around to find a different kind of
. BASS

The SIWs (PR Sccurity of the First World) storm the hiding place
to rescuc Chuck; Professor Griff vells into a wlephone receiver or the
street: “Succotash s 2 means for kids to make cash, sclling drugs to the
brother man instead of the other nran.” Sampled shour: “Brothers and
Sisters!™ is followed by 2 more intense pastiche of images ending with
the SIWs on a steaming dark city strect with Chuck stalking toward the
camerz, punching his fist into the sereen shouting “Bass!” As his voice
cchoes “Bass” four rimes, the rifie site logo freeze frames the opening
graveyard scene. Intime with his sampled “Bass!” cach of the four target
segments is fliled i with a vellow sereen.

“Night of the Living Bascheads™ is, at the most ebvicus level, a black
nationalist antidrug statement that revises the central concept in the
cult horror Alm “Night of the Living Dead™ using it as a metaphor for
the way in which drugs can become a form of physical possession. The
addicts arc zombics possessed by drugs, the walking dead among us ™
Bassheads, a reference to “bascheads™ {a slang word for addicts who
smoke freebase cocaine} is PE's play on the powerful, possessive Capacity
of the bass tones in black music, “don’t confuse this with the sound. . . .
Tm ralkin’ bout 8ass!™ Chuck replaces bascheads with bassheads and
wants his listeners to do the same. Chuck’s urgent bellowing chorus “I'm
talkin’ bout Bass” calls for the music and the power of the drums, the
rivthm of life to be the guiding light, the core black addiction. “Bass!
How low can you go?™ he warns in “Bring the Noise” This powerful
phrase is sampled and thus resonates here in “Bascheads.” How low can
vou go? How much of vour kife can vou relinguish to the base? Aleer-
natively: how much commitment can vou make to African Americal
How far are vou willing ro go 1o free black people? How much of vour
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soul will you relinquish to the bass? [n “Bascheads” black music is the
medium through which one’s commitment to community and culture
is realized. Using television as the loudspeaker, “Baseheads” revolves
around these two competing seductions; “bass” and “base” form this
work’s most consistent conceptual tension.

Malcolm’s imposing voice in the video’s opening is about loss, the
reatity of absences and their effect on African-American self-worth and
cultural reproduction. Produced in the year and a half prior 1o the 25th
anniversary of the assassination of Malcoim X in the Audubon Ball-
room, “Baseheads” uses the currently dilapidated and abandoned mar-
quee and entrance as PE’s philosophical point of departure. The Audu-
bon Ballroom is a symbol of black protest and loss, Twenty-three years
3go it was a site where “truth” was spoken. But, today the Audubon
is closed and gutted-—Chuck cannot speak from its podium. Instead,
he locates himself as close to the Audubon as he can possibly get and
speaks through today’s primary communication medium—television—
but invents his own channel.

PETV is a spoof on Black Entertainment Television, the primary,
national outlet for black music videos and the network’s bourgeois
news programming. PETV provides news items of interest to black
urban Americans and comic interpretations of hip hop—related issucs.
Sherelle Winters, in white blouse, bow tie, and navy blue blazer repre-

. sents the epitome of the responsible, respectable black professional. On

PETV, she is seated next to Flavor Flav, rap’s most kinetic trickster. [n
“Baseheads™ Flavor Flav is the source of the “real truth,” urging her to
“kick the ballistics” and offering his own version of the news when she
fails to deliver. Flavor Flav is 2 news activist, his role is to tell vou the
news and what to do about it all in the same breath. He is a “cruth”
watchdog, urging Winters to speak on behaif of black people by attend-
ing to the issues that concern rap fans and the black poor. BET professes
dcdxcatlon to black programming but fails to address black outrage and
working-class black social issucs; Flavor Flav and Chuck D fili this void.
Furthermore, partially because of financial constraints, MTV viewers
are far more likely than BET viewers to get the fatest news on rap music
stars, their lives, travels, and runins with the police and media.®

On PETV these stories are brought center stage in a black context
and in the language of the subordinate groups’ hidden text. Such 2 jux-
taposition suggests that BET mﬂ_ﬁga_igncr of black bourgeois ide-
ology. and is-not committed to the h;dden transcrlp{s, thc - Tmessages such

focus on thc class- rclatcd dvnam;cs of black opprcssxon For cxampie
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the surprisc-attack scarch for cocaine in offices on Wall Street to prove
that the rich have serious drug problems. the need for black teenagers
to hide one’s beeper from the police. the symbolic confrontations be-
vween the right wing and rap artists are represented by Chuck’s kidnap
by the Brown Bags cach suggest that class is an 1mportam facct of racxai
discrimination. Catching rich. protected Wall Stréct brokers snorting
massive amounts of cocaine is sweet rev enge for people especially vul-
nerable to police surveitlanee. Beeper Tic is a clever subversion of the
class-based aspect in profile harassment. Police “profiling” on city streets
is primarily a problem for voung kids in working-class jobs or with no
jobs at all: it is not a problem for suit-clad corporate managers whose

beepers are symbols of responsibilin and privilege. The Brown Bags are

antirap activists whose name signifies a group without imagination or

~distinction. bur who cover their faces like the Klu Khix Klan® Like the
censorship groups and their allies. the Brown Bags hunt down and ar-
rerpt to silence {kidnap) rap artists to curtail their impact on American
culture. Agamn. few middle-class black art forms are the rarger of such
TCacrionary groups.

PE's targer logo. a central symbol for the group, is heavily repre-
sented in “Bascheads.™ The rifle sight with a voung black male ar the
center is the PETV logo in the video. but it is also the primary image on
all merchandising and it appears prominently on their album covers and
in PE press coverage. The target captures the widely held belief among
African Americans that young black males are sighted for elimination
by way of police brutality, poor education, drug access, and truncated
cconomic opportunities.” I is avisualization of police profiling and sur-
veillance against voung black working-class males. This target covers the
back of many PE tee-shirts, turning voung fans explicitly into moving
targets. externalizing the process of sighting and targeting that circum-
scribes black social space. Targeting also cffectively silences the group
under surveiliance. Yer, in the context of PE’'s music and imagerv, which
ts unapologeticaily pro-black, the rarget represents focus and commit-
mert to black males. Public Enemy rargets black males too, addressing
them direcsly, placing them in focus and bringing their issues and con-
cerns to the ‘forcgroundA Women who wear this tee-shurt add another
dimension of complexiny to this sign. Because women are often moving
targets for male sexual expression. the target takes on a sexual dimen-
sion not articuiared in “Bascheads.™ Yet, without such explicit revisions,
women wearing their tee-shire may remain moving targets for men.

The Aecring skuil image framed by “Crack House™“White Housce™
is 2 vivid image in “Bascheads™ that draws an cxplicit link berween the
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government and its responsibility for the drug rrade. The Reagan/Bush  ~
Administration- sponsored war on drugs has contributed to national
press focus on “cunning Colombians” and “enterprising urban teens,”
leaving questions regarding federal responsibility for such trade gen-
eraily unasked and unanswered. The “Baschead’s” death skall, which
equates crack houses with the White House, is a racial metaphor that
rests responsibility for the drug trade at the door of the federat govern-
ment.

Public Enemy’s selection of the zbandoned Audubon Ballroom car-
ries even greater welght than its role as a sifent monument to Malcolm X
and the social context out of which he emerged. At the same time as
the video for “Bascheads” was released, Colunibia University plans were
underway to purchase the Ballroom and the northern three blocks, de-
molish the Audubon, and build Audubon Park, a 100,000-square-foot
commercial biotech lab complex. Audubon Park would be 2 complex
of multinational corporate laboratories dedicated to generating new
life forms more resistant to disease and poisons. Columbia doctors and
scientists would be working hand in hand with major pharmaceutical
companies: Johnson and Johnson, Dulont, Moensanto, and Mitsubishi,
“transferring information developed in ‘nonprofic’” academic pursuits
over to the commercial labs for profit-making ventures.” In answer 10
questions regarding plans for safe use and policing of microorganisms,
fungi, bacteria, and radicactive materials used in these labs, Colambia
University planner Bernard Hacckle rcspondcd “we as owners will have
a management plan.”*

Seven vears in planning, Audubon Park was submitted to City Plan-
ning in the fall of 1989 for review. Harlem residents and grassroots
leaders protested the-Park, calling instead for a monument to Maicolm X
and for the restoration of the Ballroom for community-related services.”
Harlem residents and activists see the project as a means of displace-
ment, Not €CoROMic investment in the community. Not only is New
York estimated to pay $18 mullion out of the $22 million construction
costs, the City would also give Columbia a 99-vear lease and invest 310
million in equity through the Public Developent Corporation. Claims
that the biotech lab wili provide a shot in the arm for Harlem residents
by way of new jobs and retail opportunities have falién on deaf ears, and
not withour cause:

The lion’s share of employment flows far from the local block. When the $212
million project gleamns with rows of microscopes, 90 per cent of the jobs will go
w Ph.D’s making $38,000 and up; two-thirds of them will be in the commer-
cial labs. Furthermore, most of the emplovees in the commercial labs will be
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drawn from outside New York Citv. . .. In 2 ¢ity where the poor cannot afford
to take care of their health, where hospitals have closed and those that remain
open labor with patient gurnevs often crammed in hallways, in a citv where the
voluntary hospitals—including Columbian Presbvrerian-—could not afford
give their emplovees a raise withous a strike . . . the working poor, through the
government, wili subsidize a new frontier adventure for profit-making biology
research, whose medicines they cannor afford.® :

In a single step, Audubon Park would reinforce social commitment to
life not yet formed and attempt to erase the svmbolic meaning of the
Ballroom as a eritical moment in African-American protest and mobill-
zarion. '

Public Enemy’s use of the Audubon Ballroom in “Bascheads” as the
narrative poiar of deparrure is part of a larger community dialogue and
struggic over social space and political power. Using the Ballroom as his
“base.” Chuck D situated PE’s vision as an extension of Malcolm X and
tocused attention on the Audubon Park controversy while the issue was
being hotly contested. His explicitly antimedia, antigovernment stance
suggests that he supports the community-based distrust of the Audu-
bon Park project and its cffects on the surrounding Harlem community.
“Bascheads” video images and lvrical focus on the dangers of drug ad-
diction, the loss of power and agency it produces and its devastating
etfect on black people, is in brutal contrast with the Ciny's proposed
Audubon Park biotechnical complex, whose purpose is to create non-
human life forms that can resist discase and poisons.

Under the guidance and direction of Chuck D, the collaborative pro-
cess that brought together the video, Ivrics, and music for “Bascheads”
has produced a media-saviy, socially grounded, and relevant collage
that not onlv offers biting criticism and commentary on contemporary
American class and race relations but also does it to swirling and mes-
menizing beats and thymes. It is no wonder that so many folks. cultural
crizics included, Jook to rappers rather than politicians for political di-
rection and vision.

During the February 19g9c “We Remember Maleohn Day.” just two
maonths before the *Bascheads™ video debuted on BET, Chuck D, zlong
with 2 number of rappers, activists, and political leaders addressed the
significance of Malcolm nor only as 2 historical figure bur also as a spiri-
tual force in contemporary black America. Some speakers pointed our
that the Audubon was 2 special place for African-American history and
memorny. After Reverend Calvin Butes, Betny Shabazz, Haki Madhubuzi
(Don L. Lee). Percy Sutton, Lisa Williamson (aka Sister Souljah), and
others addressed the crowd ar the Abyssinian Baprist Church, a peti-
tion to stop the Audubon project was passed around. It suggested thar
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the ballroom should be renovated for use as a social center, library, or
other community-based organization. Not surprisingly, it was widely
supported by the crowd.

This kind of interactive, dialogical quality in rap’s social commen-
tary is quite common. References to recent social issues of particalas
concern to black urban communities are frequent and timely. D-Nice’
rap, “21 to Life” and Ed O.G. and the Bulldogs® “Speak upon It” de-
vote lyrical passages to summarizing the Charies Stuart case ir. Boston,
Massachusetts, in which a white male murdered his wife 2nd biamed
the crime on a vaguely described black male. The local presss willing-
ness to believe his badly crafted story was strongly encourzged by the
social hysteria regarding the biack male street.criminal. Female Iap trio
Bytches with Problems (BWP) used the footage of Los Angeles citizen
Rodney King being brutally beaten by a large group of Los Angeles
police officers in their video for “Comin” Back Strapped.” “Arizona,” on
Public Enemy’s Apocalypse 91 reminds the listener that the state of Ari-
zona would not recognize Martin Luther King’s birthday as a natiopal
holiday and cririques the racist logic in the governor’s refusal.

Rap music’s desire to respond to social issues that pertain to black life
in America is part of a long-standing tradition in black culture to refash-
1on dominant transcripts that do not sufficiently address racial slights
and insults. Rap’s capaciry. to respond to local and contemporary social
issues so quickly is enhanced by technological advances in home studio
systems and tape reproduction that allow rappers to incorporate their
comments N recent ¢vents into their recorded and distribured material
almost immediately. And so, rap’s timely dialogical quality is sicuated in
the current configuration of the means of production and distribution
as well as in the history of black social criticism. Recent moves toward
increased corporate consolidation and efforts to sanction and censor
rap will most probably seriously affect the speed with which rap artists
respond to contemporary concerns and the character of their criticism.

To understand the nature of oppression and its relationship to cul-
tural production, we must concern ourselves not only with economic
or institutional discrimination but also with social indignities carried
out in public transcripts and acted out by individual representatives of
the state. The experiences of domination and the hidden Transcripts
produced in relation to these experiences of domination are culturally
coded and culturally specific. That is to say, although oppressed groups
share common traits, oppression is experienced inside specific commu-
nities. Consequently, these hidden transcripts emerge not as overt cross-
referential moments of protest but as culturally specific forms and ex-
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pressions. They depend at some level on the addressed group’s having
special access to meanings or messages and can assume the privileging
of in-group expericnces. Although thev share traits with other forms of
social protest. the language, style, form, and substance in rap music’s
articulation of social protest are moments of black social protest. Black
hidden transcripts are at once discrere moments of cultaral CXDFESSIon
and examples of discursive resistance to structures of domination. It is
the specificity of a cultural practice such as rap. as well as structures
of domination surrounding it, that shape the hidden transcripts that
emerge. -

i

Hidden Politics: Discursive and Institutions!
Policing of Rap Music

Confining the discussion of politics in rap to Ivrical analysis addresses
only the most explicit dimension of the politics of contemporary black
culrural expression. Rap’s culrural politics lies in its lyrical expression, its
articulation of communal knowledge, and in the context for its public
reception. As is the case for cultural production in general, the potitics
of rap music involves the contestation over public space. the meanings,
interpretations, and value of the lvrics and music, and the investmens
of cultural capital. In short, it is not just what vou say, it is wherc You
can say it, how others react o it, and whether vou have the power
to command access to public space. To dismiss rappers who do not
choose “political” subjects as having no politically resistive role ignores
the complex web of institutional policing to which all rappers are sub-
jected, especially in large public space contexts. The struggle over con-
text, meaning, and access to public space is critical to contemporary
culzural politics. Power and resistance are exercised through signs, lan-
guage, and mnstitutions. Conscquently, popular pleasure involves physi-
cal, ideotogical. and rertitorial struggles. Black popular pleasure involves
a particularly thorny struggle.

My central concern here is the exercise of institutional and ideologi-
cal power over rap music and the manner in which rap fans and artists
relate and respond to ideological and instizutional constraints. More
specifically, T ery to untangle the complex relationships between the
political cconomy of rap and the sociologically based crime discourse
that frames it. This involves a close examination of the resistance to rap
in farge venues, media interpretations of rap concerts, and incidents of
“violence™ that have occurred. ™ In addition, venue securicy reaction 1o
a predominantly black rap audience is an important facet of this process
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of institutional policing. It sets the tone of the audicnce’s relarionship

to public space and is a manifestation of the arena owners’ ideological
position on black youths.

THIS IS CALLED THE SHOW

Voice 1: The Economy, Phuhh!
Voice z: Yeah, I know.
Voice 1: Politics, Phufth!
Voice 2: Yeal, say that also.
Voice1: The Police . . .
Voice 2: Guilty, guilty . . .
. Voice 1: Evervthing! :
Voice 2; vhuh, Wair a, wair wait wait . . |
Voice 1: Except for the vouth.,
Voice z: Yeah, veah, wait wait.

Voice 1: It’s about to come back?
Voice 2: Yeah [ know. . . . Herc it comes, ALRIGHT OKAY!
—"Youthful Expressions,” A Tribe Cailed Quest®?

The way rap and rap-related violence are discussed in the popular
media is fundamentaily linked ro the farger social discourse on the spa-
cial control of black people. Formal policies that explicitly circumscribe
housing, school, and job options for black people have been outlawed,;
however, informal, vet trenchant forms of institutional discrimination”
still exist in full force. Underwriting these de facto forms of social con-
tainment is the understanding that black people are a threat to social.
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order. Inside of this, black urban teenagers are the most profound svm-
bolic referent for mternal threats to social ordcr.:iét surpfiéﬁ:glyg then,
voung African Americans arc in fundamentally antagonistic relation-

. ships to the institutions that most prominently frame and constrain their
lives, The public school system, the police, and the popular media per-
“ceive and construct voung African Americans as a dangerous internal
clement in urban America; an clement thar, if allowed to roam frecly,
will threaten the social order; an clement thar must be peliced. Since rap
music is understood as the predominant symbolic voice of black urban
males, 1t heightens this sense of threat and reinforces dominant white
middic-class objections to urban black vouths wha do not aspire to (but
are haunted by) white middle-class standards.

My experiences and observations while artending several large-venue
rap concerts in major urban centers serve as disturbingly obvious cases
of how black urban vouth are stigmatized, vilified, and approached with
hostility and suspicion by authority figures. 1 offer a description of my
confrontation and related observations not simply to prove that such
racially and class-motivated hostility exists bur, instead, ro use it as a case
from which to tease out how the public space policing of black youth
and rap music feeds into and interacts with other media, municipal, and
corporate policics thar determine who can publicallv gather and how.

* * *

Thousands of voung black people milled around waiting 1o ger into
the large arena. The big rap summer tour was in town, and it was a
prime night to sce and be seen. The “pre-show show™ was in full effect.
Folks were dressed in the latest fly-gear: bicvcle shorts, high-top sneak-
ers, chunk jewelry, baggic pants, and polka-dotted tops. Hair style was
a fashion show in itself: high-top fade designs, dreads, corkscrews, and
braids with gold and purple sparkles, Crews of young women were
checking out the brothers; posses of brothers were scoping our the
sisters, cach comparing styles among thamselves. Some wide-eyed pre-
reenvboppers were soaking in the teenage energy, thrilled wo be out with
the older kids.

As the lines for entering the arena began to form, dozens of mostly
white privare sccurity guards hired by the arena management (many
of whom arc off-dury cops making cxtra money), dressed in red poly-
ester V-neck sweaters and grey work pants began corralling the crowd
through sccurity checkpoints. The free-floating spirit began to sour, and
in its place began to crystaliize a sense of hostility mixed with humilia-
tion. Men and women were lined up separately in preparacion for the
weapon search. Each of the concerzgoers would go through z body pat
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down, pocketbook, knapsack, and soul search. Co-ed groups dispersed,
people moved toward their respective search lines. The scarch process
was conducted in such a way that each person being searched was sepa-
rated from the rest of the line. Those searched could not function as
a group, and subtle interactions berween the guard and person being
searched could not be easily observed. As the concertgoers approached
the guards, I noticed a distincr change in posture and attitude. From a
distance, it seemned that the men were being treated with more hostility
than the women in line. In the men’s area, there was an almost palpable
sensc of hostility on behaif of the guards as well as the male patrons.
Laughing and joking among men and wormen, which had been loud and
buoyant up until this point, turped 1to virtual silence.

As I approached the female security guards, my own anxiety in-
creased. What if they found something I was not allowed to bring inside?
What was prohiEited, anyway? I stopped and thought: All [ have in my
small purse is my wallet, eyeglasses, kevs, and a notepad—nothing “dan-
gerous.” The security woman patted me down, scanned my body with
an electronic scanner while she anxiously kept an eve on the other black
women In line to make sure that no one slipped past her. She opened
my purse and fumbied through it pulling out a nail file. She stared at
me provocatively, as i to say “why did vou bring this in here?” 1 didn’t
answer her right away and hoped that she would drop it back into my
purse and let me go through. She continued to stare ar me, sizing me

" up to see if T was “there to cause trouble” By now, my attitude had

turned foul; my childlike enthusiasm to see my favorite rappers had all
but fizzled out. I didn’t know the file was in my purse, but the guard’s
accusatory posture rendered such excuses maot. I finally rephied tensely,
“It’s a nail file, what’s the problem?” She handed it back 10 me, satisfied,
1 suppose, that 1. was not intending to use it as a weapon, and I went in
to the arena. As I passed her, I thought to myself, “This arena is a public
place, and T am enritled to come here and bring a nail file if I want to.”
Bur these words rang empty in my head; the language of entitlement
couldn’t eragse my sense of alienation. [ felt harassed and unwanted. This
arena wasn’t mine, it was hostile, alien territory. The unspoken message
hong in the air: “You're not wanted here, let’s get this over with and
send you all back 1o where you came from.”

I recount this incident for two reasons. First, a hostile tenor, if not
actual verbal abuse, is a reguiar part of rap fan contact with arena secu-
rity and police. This is not an isolated or rare example, incidents similar
to it continue to take place at many rap concerts* Rap concertgoers
were barely tolerated and regarded with heightened suspicion. Second,
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arena sceurity forees, a critical facet in the political economy of rap and
its related sociologically based ¢rime discourse, contribute to the high
level of anxiety and antagonism that confront voung African Americans.
Their military posture is a surface manifestation of a complex network
of ideological and cconomic processes that “justify” the policing of rap
music, black vouths, and black people in general. Although myv immedi-
ate sense of indignation in response to public humiliation may be related
10 @ sense of entitlement that comes from my status as a culrural critic,
thus separating me from many of the concertgoers, my status as a voung
African-American woman is a critical factor in the wav T was treated in
this instance, as well as many others™

Rap artists articulate a range of reactions to thé scope of institu-
tional policing faced by many voung African Americans. However, the
lyrics that address the police directlv—what Ice Cube has cailed “re-
venge fantasies”™—have caused the most extreme and unconstitutional
reaction from law-enforcement officials in metropolitan concert arena
venues. The precedent-setting example took place in 1989 and invalved
Compron-based rap group NWA {Niggas with Artitude’ thar ar that
time featured Tee Cubce as a lead rapper. Their album Straight Outta
Compron contained a cinematic, well-crafted, gritry, and vulgar rap en-
titled ©_ the Police,” which in the rap itsclf filled in the fu.c k. at every
appropriate opporruniry. This song and its apparent social resonance
among rap fans and black vouths in general provoked an unprecedented
officizl FBI letter from Milt Ahlerich, an FBI assistant dircctor. which
expressed the FBIs concern over increasing violence (indirectly link-
ing music 1o this increase) and stating thar, as law-enforcement officials
“dedicate their lives to the protection of our citizens . . . recordings such
as the one from NWA are both discouraging and degrading to the brave,
dedicared officers.” He justifies this targeting of NWA by suggesting
that the song allegediv advocates violence against police officers. As far
as Ahlerich knows, the FBI has never adopted an official position on a
record. book, or artwork in the history of the ageney” NWAS © the
Police™ is whar finallv smoked them out, This official statement would
be extraordinary cnough. given its tenous constitutionality, but what
follows is cven worse. According to Dave Marsh and Phyllis Pollack,
nobody at the ageney purchased the record, nor could Ahlerich explain
how he had received these hyrics other than from “responsible fellow
officers.” Furthermore, Ahlerich’s leter fucled an informal fax network
among police agencies that urged cops to help cancel NWA's concerts,
Marsh and Pollack summarize the effects of this campaign:
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Since late spring (of 1989), their shows have been jeopardized or aborted in
Detroit (where the group was briefly derained by cops), Washingron, D.C.,
Chattanooga, Milwaukee, and Tvler, Texas, NWA plaved Cincinnati only after
Bengal lineback and Ciry Councilman Reggie Williams afid several of his team-
mates spoke up for them. During the summer’s tour, NWA prudéatly chose
not 1o perform “__the Police”™ {its best song), and just singing a few lines of -
i at Detroit’s Joe Loius arena caused the Motor City police to rush the stage..
While the cops scuffled with the security staff, NWA escaped to their hotel.
Dozens of policemen were waiting for them there, and they detained the group
for 15 minutes. “We just wanted to show the kids,” an officer told the Hollywood
Reporter, “that vou can’t say “fuck the police’ in Dctroit.’”T

Unless, of course, you're a cop. Clearly, palice forces have almost unchal-
lengable entree in these arenas. If the police break through security to
rush the stage, whom do security call to contain the police? Or as KRS-
One might say, “Who Protects Us from You?” These large arenas are
not only surveilled, but also they are, with the transmission of a police
fax, subject to immediate occupation. What “justifies” this occupation?
A symbolic challenge to the police in 2 song that, as Marsh and Poliack
observe, “tells of a young man who loses his temper over brutal police
sweeps based on appearance, not actions, like the ones frequently per-
formed by the LAPD. In the end the voung man threatens to smoke
the next flatfoot who fucks with him.” It is clearly not in the interests
of business owners to challenge the police on these matters, they can-
not afford to jeopardize their access to future police services, so that
the artists, in this case, find themselves flccing the stage after atterpe-
g to perform a song that is supposed to be constitutionally protected.
NWA’s lyrics have even more resonance after the FBIs response:

Fuck the police, comin’ straight from the underground

A young nigga got it bad *cause I'm brown

And not the other color, so police think

They have the authority to kill a mipority.¥

It is this ideological position on, i)lack vouth tigat'framcs"thcvmgdg
and.instirational attacks oh rap and separates resistance to rap from at-
tacks sustained by rock i roll artists. Rap music is by no means the
only form of expression under attack. Popular white forms of cxpres-
sion, especially heavy metal, have recently been the target of increased
sanctions and assaults by politically and economically powerful orga-
nizations, such as the Parent’s Music Resource Center, The American
Family Association, and Focus on the Family. These organizations are
not fringe groups, they are supported by major corporations, national-
level politicians, schoel associations, and local police and municipal
officials.*®
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However, there are entical differences berween the attacks made
against black youth cxpression and white vouth expression. The terms
of the assault on rap music, for example, are parr of a long-standing
sociologicaily based discourse that considers black influences a cultural
threat to American sociery.” Consequently, rappers, their fans, and black
vouths in general are constructed as coconspirators in the spread of
black cuitural influence. For the antirock organizations, heavy mertal
i1s @ “threat to the fiber of American society,” but the fans (c.g., “our
children”) are pictimys of its influence. Unlike heavy meral’s victims, rap
fans are the voungest representatives of 2 black presence whose cultural
difference is perceived as an internal threar ro America’s calrural devel-
opment. They victimize us. These differences in the ideological narure
of the sanctions against rap and heavy meral are of critical importance,
because they illuminate the ways in which racial discourses deeply in-
form public transcripts and social control efforts. This racial discourse
15 50 profound that when lee-T's speed metal band (ot rap growp) Body
Count was forced 10 remove “Cop Killer” from their debut album be-
cause of artacks from poliricians, these attacks consistently referred to
it 25 2 rap song (even though it in no way can be mistaken for rap} to
build a negative head of stcam in the public. As Iee-T describes it, “there
is absolutely no way to listen to the song Cop Killer and call it a rap
record. It’s so far from rap. Bur, politically, they know by saving the
word rap they can get a lot of people who think, ‘Rap-black-rap-black-
gherto,” and don’t like it. You sav the word rock, people say, *Oh, but
like Jefferson Airplane, [ like Fieetwood Mac—that’s rock.” They don’
want 1o usc the word rock & roll wo describe this song.™®

According to a December 16, 1989, Billboard magazine article on rap
tours, “venuc availability is down 33% because buildings are limiting rap
shows.” One apparent genesis of this “growing concern” is the Septem-
ber 1o, 1988, Nassau Coliscum rap show, where the stabbing death of
19-vear-old Julio Fuentes prompred national atiention on rap concert-
refated “violence”: “In the wake of that incident, TransAmerica cancelled
blanket insurance coverage for shows produced by G Street Express in
Washingron, D.C., the show’s promoter. Although G Street has since
obtained coverage, the fallout of thar cancellation has cast a pall over
rap shows, resulting 1n many venues imposing stringent conditions or
refusing to host the shows ar all.”®

I do not contest that the experience was frightening and dangerous
for those mvolved. Whar T am concerned with here i the underlying
racial and class motivation for the responses 1o the episode. This inci-
dent was not the first to result in an arena death, nor was it the largest
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or most threatening. During the same weekend of the Fuentes stab-
bing, 1,500 people were hurt during Michael Jackson’s performance in
Liverpool, England. Ar Jackson’s concert a crowd of youths without
tickets tried to pull down a fence to ger a view of the show. Yer, in
an Associated Press article on the Jackson incident entitled “1500 Hurt
at Jackson Concert,” I found no mention of Jackson-related insurance
company cancellations, no pall was cast over his music or the genre,
and no particular group was held accountable for the incident® What
sparked the venue owners’ panic in the Coliseum event was a preexisting
anxiety regarding rap’s core audience—black working-class youths—the
growing popularity of rap music, and the media’s interpretation of the
incident, which fed directly into those preexisting arxieties. The Coli-
seum Incident and the social control discourse that framed it provided a
justification for 2 wide range of efforts to contain and control black teen
presence while shielding, behind concerns over public safety, Coliseum
policies zimed at black-dominated events. .
The pall cast over rap shows was primarily facilitated by the New
York media coverage of the incident. A New Yok Post headline, “Ram-
paging Teen Gang Slays “Rap’ Fan” fed easily into white fears that biack
teens need only a spark to start zn uncontrollable urban forest fire.™ Fear
of black anger, lawlessness, and amorality was affirmed by the media’s
interpretation and description of this incident. Venue owners all over

the country were waiting to see what happened that night in Nassau

County, and press interpretations were a critical aid in constructing a
memory of the event. According o Haring, Norm Smith, assistant gen-
eral manager for the San Diego Sports Arena, “attributes the venue’s
caution ta the influence of discussions building management has had
with other arenas regarding problems at rap shows.” These “discussions”
between venue managers and owners are framed by incident reports
(which are documented by venue security staff and local police) as well
as by next-day media coverage. These sclf-referential reports are woven
together into a hegemonic interpretation of “what took place.” Accord-
ing to the New York Times coverage of the incident, the stabbing was
a by-product of a “robbery spree” conducted by a dozen or so young
men. Fuentes was stabbed while attempting to retrieve his girlfriend’s
stolen jewelry. Staff writer Michel Marriott noted that out of the 10,000
concertgoers, this dirty dozen were solely responsible for the incident.
Although the race of the perpetrators was not mentioned in the text, a
photo of a handcuffed black male (sporting a Beverly Hills Polo Club
sweatshirt!) and mention of their Bedford Stuyvesant residences sterco-
tvpically positioned them as members of the inner-city black poor.” The
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portrait of black male aggression was framed by an enlarged inset quote
that read: “a detective said the thieves ‘were in a frenzy, like sharks feed-
ing.” "™ The vast majority of peor vouths who commit street crimes do
so to get money and consumer goods. In a society in which the quality
and guantiry of amassed consumer goods are equarted with status and
prowess, it should not be surprising that some of these weenagers who
have accurately assessed their unlikely chances for economic mobility
steal from other people™ Deseribed as black predators who seek blood
for sustenance, these twelve black bovs were viciously dehumanized.
Marriott not enly muscharacterized their motives but also set a tone of
uncontrolied widespread violence for the eatire concert. There were no
quotes from other patrons or anyvone other than Police Commissioner
Rozzi and detective Nolan. The event was framed exclusively by the per-
spective of the police. However, in my own conversations with people
whe atrended the event, T learned that many concertgoers had no idea
the incident took place until they read about it in the newspapers the
next day.

In Haring’s article on venue resistance, Hilary Hartung, director of
marketing for the Nassau Coliscum, reports that therc have been no rap
shows since the Seprember 1988 stabbing incident and that she “suspects
1t's by murtual chowce™ “The venue looks at every concert individually.
We check with all arenas before a concert comes here to check incident
reports for damage or unruly crowds. Iecould be [a] heavy metal concert
or {a] rap concert.™ In the Nassau Coliseurn case, the police reports
and the media coverage work in tandem, producing a unified narrative
that binds racist depictions of blacks as animals to the ostensibly ob-
jective, statistically based pelice documentation, rendering any other
mterpretation of the “rampage” irrelevant. They provide perfect justifi-
cation for venuce owners to significantly curtail or ban rap performances
from performing in their arenas.

The socal construction of “violence,” that is, when and how particu-
far acts are defined as violent, is part of a Jarger process of labeling social
phenomena ™ Rap-refated violence is one facet of the contemporary
“urban crisis” that consists of 2 “rampant drug culrure” and “wilding
gangs” of black and Hispanic youths. When the Dadly News headline
reads, “L.I Rap-Shlavers Sought™ or a Newsweek story 15 dubbed “The
Rap Artitude,” these labels are important, because thev assign a par-
ticular meaning to an event and locate that event in 2 larger context.™
Labels are critical to the process of interpretation, because they provide
2 context and frame for social behavior. As Stuart Hall et al. pointoutin
Policim the Crisis, onee a label s assigned, “the usc of the label is likely to
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mobilize this whole referential context, with all irs associated meaning
and connotations.** The question then, is not “is there really violence at
rap concerts,” but how are these crimes contextuatized, labeled? In what
already existing categories was this pivotal Nassau Coliseum incident
framed? Whose interests do these interpretive strategies serve? What are
the repercussions?

Venue owners have the final word on booking decisions, but they are
not the only group of institutional gatekeepers. The other major power-
broker, the insurance industry, can refuse to insure an act approved by
venue management. In order for any tour to gain access to 2 venue, the
band or group hires a booking agent who negotiates the act’ fee. The
booking agent hires 4 concert promoter who “purchases™ the band and
then presents the band to both the insurance company and the venue
managers. If an insurance company will not insure the act, because they
decide it represents an unprofitable risk, then the venue owner will not
book the act. Furthermore, the insurance company and the venue owner
reserve the right to charge whatever insurance or permit fees they deem
reasonable on a case-by-case basis. So, for example, Three Rivers Sta-
dium in Pinsburgh, Pennsylvania, tripled its normal $20,000 permit
fee for the Grateful Dead. The insurance companies who still insure rap
concerts have raised their minimum coverage from about $500,0006 to
between $4 and 5 million worth of coverage per show.® Several major
arenas make it almost impossible to book 2 rap show, and others have
refused outright to book rap acts ar all.

- These responses to rap music bear a striking resemblance to the New
York City cabaret laws instituted in the 1920s in response to jazz music.
A wide range of licensing and zoning laws, many of which remained
in effect until the late 1980s, restricted the places where jazz could be
played and how ir could be played. These laws were attached to moral
anxieties regarding black cultural effects and were in part intended to
protect white patrons from jazz’s “immoral influences.” They defined
and contained the kind of jazz that could be played by restricting the
use of certain instruments (especially drums and horns} and established
claborate licensing poticies that favored more established and main-
stream jazz club owners and prevented a number of prominent musi-
cians with minor criminal records from obtaining cabaret cards.®

During an interview with “Richard” from 2 major talent agency that
books many prominent rap acts, I asked him if booking agents had
responded to venue bans on rap music by leveling charges of racial
discrimination against venue owners. His answer clearly iilustrates the
significance of the institutional power at stake:
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These facilities are p"l\ ately owned, they can do anything they want. You sav
to them: “You won't let us in because vou're d;sgnmmazmg against black kids. »
They sav to vou, “Fuck vou, who cares. Do whatever vou gor o do, bur vou're
not coming in here. You, 1 don't aeed vou, I don’t want vou. Don’t come, don’t
bother me, I will book hockey, ice shows, bﬂskctba L, country music and gradua-
tions. I will do all kinds of thmvs 60 da\s out of the vear. Bur I don't need vou.
I don’t need fighting, shootmgs and arabbmzs W h\ do thev care? Thev have
their image to maintamn ®

Richard’s imaginary conversation with a venue owner is a pointed de-
scription of the scope of power these owners have over access to large
public urban spaces and the racially exclusionary sifent policy that gov-
erns booking policics. Tt is also an explicit articulation of the aura cre-
ated by the ideological soldiers: the red and grey arena security force
described earlier. Given this scenario, the death of Tulio Fuentes was not
cause for regret over an unnecessary loss of life, it was the source of an
image problem for venue owners, a sign of invasion by an unwanted
clement.

Because rap has an especially strong urban metropolitan following,
freezing it our of these major metropolitan arcnas has a dramatic impacr
on rappers’ ability to reach their fan base in live performance. Pub-
lic Enemy. Queen Latifah, and other rap groups use live performance
settings o address current social issues, media miscoverage, and other
problems thar especially concern black America. For example, during
a December 1988 concert in Providence, R.1., Chuck D from Public
Enemy explained that the Boston arena refused to book the show and
read from 2 Boston Herald article thar depicted rap fans as a problem-
atic clement and that gave its approval of the banning of the show. To
make up for this rejection, Chuck D called out to the “Roxbury crowd
in the house.” to make them feel at home in Providence. Each time
Chuck mentioned Roxbury, sections of the arera crupred in especially
cxuberant shouts and screams.™ Because black vouths are constructed as
a permanent threat ro social order, large public gatherings will alwavs be
viewed as dangerous events. The larger arcnas possess greater potential
for mass access and unsanctioned behavior. And black vouths, who are
highlv conscious of their alienated and marginalized lives, will continuc
to be hostile toward those institutions and environments that reaffirm
this aspect of thelr realiny

The presence of a predominantly black audience in a 15,000 capacity
arcna, communicaring with major black cultural icons whose music,
tyrics, and artitude iliuminare and affirm black fears and grievances, pro-
vokes a fear of the consolidation of black rage. Venue owner and insur-
ance company anxiery over broken chairs, insurance claims, or fatalities
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are not important in and of themselves; they are important Secause they
symbolize a loss of control that might involve challenges to the current
social configuration. They, suggest the possibility thar black rage can be
directed at the people and institutions that support the containment and
oppression of black people. As West Coast rapper Ice Cute points out
151 The Nigga Yo Love to Haze, “just think if niggas decided 1o retaliate?”®

Venue resistance to rap music is driven by both economic calcula-
tions and the hegemonic media interpretation of rap fans, music, and

‘violence. The relationship between real acts of violence, police inci-

dent reports, economic calculations, and media accounts is corplex and
interactive and has most often worked to reproduce readings of rap con-
cert violence as examples of black cultural disorder and sickness. !T his
matrix masks the source of institutional power by directing artention
away from blatant acts of discrimination and racially motivated control °
efforts by the police and discriminatory insurance and booking policicE}
Media accounts of these rap-related incidents solidify these hegemonic
interpretations of black criminality. Paut Gilroy’s study of race and class
in Britain, There Ain’t No Black in the Union Jack, devotes consider-
able attention to deconstructing dominant images of black criminalicy.
Gilroy’s study reveals several ideological similaritics berwean dominant
media and police interpretations of race and crime in the United States
and Britain. His interpretation of the construction of black criminality
in Britzain is appropriate here:

Distinctions berween the actual crimes which blacks commiz and the symbolism
with which the representation of these crimes has become endewed is highly
significant. . . . " The manner in which anxiety about black crime has orovided
hubs for the wheels of popular racism is an cxtraordmarv process wkich is con-
nected with the day to day struggle of police to maintamn order and controf at
street level, and at a different point, to the political conflicts wh:ch mark Brit-
ain’s move towards more authoritarian modes of gov ernmen: intervention and
social regulanon s

D e

" not suggest that real acts of violence by and against black yuutha do not
take place. However, real acts are not accessible to us without critical
mediation by hegemonic discourses. Consequently, this “real” violence
is always/already positioned as a part of images of bla;i\__y;i_o_igx_g_c_a,n_c_i_
within the iargcr discourse on the - urban black rthreat A'though vio-
Tence at Tdp concerts can be uAderstood as a visible instarce of crimes
by and against blacks, because it takes place in a white safety zone, it
i1s interpreted as a loss of control on home territory. The fact that rap-
related concert violence takes place outside the invisible fence that sur-
rounds black poor communities raises the threat factor. Rappers have
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rearticuiared a long-standing awarencss among African Americans that
crimes against blacks {especialiv black-on-black crimes), do nort carry
cqual moral weight or political imperative,

The two exceptions 1o the rule remain within the logic of social con-
trol discourse: black-on-black crimes thar oceur sutside designated black
arcas {blacks can kill cach other as long as they do it in “their” neigh-
borhoods) and the undeniabiy racist artacks against blacks (as in the
Howard Beach incident) that resuit in social outery. (These unwarranted
attacks might result in race wars that could seriously disrupt the current
social configuration.t Each of these exceptions is circumscribed by the
logic of social control and carries with it hefty institutional scrutiny.”
The rap communiny is aware that the label “viclence ar rap concerts”
i being used to contain biack mobility and rap music, not to diminish
viclence against blacks. Tce Cube caprurces a familiar reading of statc-
sanctioned violence against voung black males:

Everv cop kilier ignored
Thev just send another nigger to the morgue
A point scored

Thev could give a fuck about us
Theyv’d rather find us with guns and whire powder

Now kill ten of me to get the job correct.
To serve, protect and break a nigga’s neck s

Cognizant of the fact that violence is a selectively emploved term, KRS-

One points out the historical links between music, social protest, and

social control: '

When some get rogether and think of rap.

They tend to think of violence

Buz when thev are challenged on some rock group

The result is abwavs silence.

Even before the rock 'n" roll era, violence played a big part in music
It’s all according to vour meaning of viclence

And how or i which way vou use it

By all means necessary it is rime to end the hvpocrisy,

Whart [ cail viclence | ean't do,

Bur vour kind of violence is stopping me.®

Since the Nassau Coliseum incident, “violence™ ar rap concerts has
continued to take place, and the media’s assumption of links berween
rap and disorder has grown more facile. On more than a dozen occa-
stons I have been called by various media outlets zround the country
to comment on the violence that is expected to or has taken place at
a given rap concert. The violence angle is the reason for the article,
even in cases where incidents have not taken place. When I have chal-
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lenged the writers or radio hosts about their presumptions, they have
almost always returned to their own coverage as evidence of the reality
of violence and usually ignored my comments. In one striking case I was
told that without the Violence angle they would kili the storv. In effect,
they were saying that there was no way around it. The media’s repeti-
tion of rap-refated violence and the urban problemaric that it conjures -
are not limited to the crime blotters, they also inform live performance
critiques. In both contexts, @c assumprion is that what makes rap news-
worthy is its spatial and cultural disruption, not its musical r:novation
and expressive capacity.”® Consequently, dominant media critiques of
rap’s sounds and styles are necessarily conditioned by the omaipresent
fears of black influence, fears of a black aesthetic planer.

In a particularly hostile Los Angeles Times review of the Public Enemy
1990 summer tour at the San Diego Sports Arena, John D’Agostino
arriculates 2 complex microcosm of social anxieties concerning black
youths, black aesthetics, and rap music. D’Agostine’s extended next-day
rock review column entitied: “Rap Concert Fails to Sizzie in Szn Dicgo”
fearures.a prominent sidebar that reads: “Although it included a brawl,
the Sports Arena concert scemed to lack steam and could not keep the
under-sized capacity audience energized.” In the opening senrence, he
confesses that “rap is not a critics’ music; it is 2 disciples’ music,” 2 con-
fession that hints at his cultural illiteracy and shouid be enough ta render
his subsequent critique irrelevant. What music # for critics? To which
critics is he referring? Evidencly, critical reviews of rap music in The
Sonrce and the Village Voice are written by disciples. I’Agosting’s open-
ing paragraph presents the concert audience as mindless and dangerous
religious followers, mesmerized by rap’s rhythms:

For atmost five hours, devotees of the Afros, Queen Latifah, Kid N Play, Digital
Underground, Big Daddy Kane and head!iners Public Enemy were jerked inta
spasmadic movement by what seemed listle more than intermittent segments
of a single rhythmic continuum. It was hypnotic in the way of sensory depri-
vation, a mind- and body-numbing marathon of monozeny whose deafening, ~
prerecorded drum and bass tracks and roving Klieg lights frequently turned the
audience of 6,500 1mto a single-minded moveable beast. Funk meets Nurem-
berg Rally.™

Apparently, the music is completely unintelligible to him, and his in-
ability to interpret the sounds frightens him. His reading, which makes
explicit his fear and ignorance, condemns rap precisely on the grounds
that make it compelling. For example, because he cannot explain why

a series of bass or drum lines moves the crowd, the audience seems
“jerked into spasmodic movement,” clearly suggesting an “zatomatic”
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or “mvoluntarv” response to the music. The coded familiarity of the
rhythins and hooks that rap samples from other black music, especially
funk and soul music, carrics with it the power of black collective mem-
ory. These sounds are cultural markers, and responses to them are not
involuntary at all but in fact densehy and actively intertexrual; they im-
mediately conjure collective black experience, past and present.” He
senses the rhythmic continuum but interprets it as “monotonous and
mind- and body-numbing.” The verv pulse that fortified the audience
m San Dicgo, left him feeling “sensorv deprived.” The rhythms that
empowered and stimulated the crowd, numbed his body and mind.
His description of the music as “numbing” and vet capable of moving
the crowd as 2 “single-minded, moveable beast” captures his confusion
and anxiety regarding the power and meaning of the drums. What ap-
peared “maonotonous” frightened him precisely becausc that same pulse
energized and empowered the audience. Unable to negotiate the rela-
tionship between his fear of the audience and the wall of sound that sup-
ported black pleasure while it pushed him to the margins, D'Agosting
interprets black pleasurc as dangerous and auromatic. As his represen-
tation of the concert aura regressed. mindless religious rap disciples
no longer provided a sufficient metaphor. The hegemonic ideology to
which IYAgostine’s article subscribes was displaced by the sense of com-
munity facilitated by rap music as well as the black aestherics the music
privileged.” He ends his introduction by linking funk music to 2n actual
Nazi railv to produce the uitimate depiction of black vouths as an ag-
gressive, dangerous, racist clement whose behavior is sick, inexplicable,
and orchestrated by rappers (that s, rallv organizers). Rap, he uitimately
suggests. is a discipies’ soundtrack for the celebration of black fascist

+ domination. The concert that “failed to sizzie” was in fact 100 hot to

fhandle.

Once his construction of black fascism is in place, D’Agostino de-
votes the bulk of his review 1o the performances, describing them as
juvenile” “pucrile,” and, in the case of Public Enemy, one that “re-
lies on controversy to maingain interest.” Halfiway through the review,
fic describes the “braw!” thart foliowed Digiral Underground’s perfor-
mance:

After the house Hights were brought up following DU’ exit, a fight broke out
in front of the stage. Security guards, members of various rappers’ enourages,
and fans joined in the frav that grew o mob size and then pushed into a corner
of the floor at one side of the stage. People rushed the area from all parts of the
arena, but the scrappers were so tightly balled together that few serious punches
coukd be thrown, and. in a few minutes, a tussle that threatened o become a
small scale riot instead lost steam ™
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From my mezzanine-level stage side seat, which had 2 clear view of the
stage, this “braw!” Jooked like nothing more than a small-scale scuffle.
Fans did not rush from all areas to participate in the fight, which was
easily conrained, as he himself points out, in a few minutes. In fact, féw
peopic responded to the fight except by watching silently until the fracas
fizzled out. He neglects to consider that the 20-plus minute waiting peri-
ods berween each act and the overarching sense of disrespect with which
young black fans are treated might have contributed to the frustration.
Qur of 6,500 people, a group of no more than 2o, who were quickly
surrounded by sccurity guards, falls significantly short of 2 “mob” and
“threatened to become a smali scale riot” only in D’Agostino’s colonjal
imagination.

I’Agostino’s review closes by suggesting that rap is fizzling out, that
juvenile antics and staged controversy no fonger hold the aadience’s at-
tention and therefore signify the death of rap music. What happened
to the “single-minded moveable beast” that rcared its ugly head in the
introduction? How did black fascism dissolve into harmless puerility in
less than five hours? D’Agostino had to make that move; his distaste for
rap music, coupled with his fear of black youths, left him little alter-
native but to slay the single-minded beast by disconnecting its power
source. His review sustains a fear of black energy and passion and at
the same rime allays these fears by suggesting that rap is dying. The
imminent death of rap music is a dominant myth that deliberately mis-
constructs black rage as juvenile rebellion and at the same time retains
the necessary specter of black violence, justifying the social repression
of rap music and black yourhs.

Mass media representations and institutional policing have neces-
sarily Jeavened rap’s expressive potential. “Rap-related violence” media
coverage has had a significant impact on rappers’ musical and lyrical con-
tent and presentation. The most explicit response to rap-related violence
and media coverage has been music industry-based Stop the Violence
movement (STV). Organized in direct response to the pivotal Nassau
Coliseum incident in Seprember 1988, “it was,” in the words of STVs
primary organizer, writer and music critic Nelson George, “time for
rappers to define the problem and defend themselves.” STV was an at-
tempt to redefine the interpretation and meaning of rap-related violence

and discourage black-on-black crime: *The goals of the STV [werel for

the rappers to raise public awareness of b_lg_cﬁk_gg blagk ¢rime and point
“out its real causes and social costs; o raise funds for a charitable orga-
nization already dealing with the problems of iflircracy and crime in the
innei}w\v that rap music is 2 viable tool for stimulat-
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ing reading and writing skills among inner-citv kids.”™ In January of
1990, STV released 2 12-inch single entided “Sclf-Destruction” featur-
ing several prominent rappers “dropping science” on the cost of black-
on-black crime for African Amcricans, on ¢rime and drugs as dead-end
professions, and on the media’s stereotypical depiction of rap fans as
criminals. The Ivrics for “Self-Destruction” focused on the need o crush
the stereotvpe of the viokent rap fan. They separated rap fans from the
“one or two ignorant brothers™ who commit erime and thev calied for
unity in the communitv. At one point, rapper Heavww D pointed out
that blacks arc often considered animals and although he doesn’t agree
with these depictions he thinks rap fans are proving them right by ex-
hibiting violent, self-destructive behavior,™ In addition o producing
the all-star single music video and organizing several public marches,
STV published a book in photo essav stvle on the STV movement.
Stop the Violence: Overconting Seff-Destrucrion offcred 2 history of STV,
_pages of black crime statistics, and teen testimonials abour black-on-
black violence. STV rargeted voung, urban African Americans with the
hope to “educate and reform”™ them, to help them to “overcome” sclf-
destruction. The book and the overall progcct were cosponsored by the
National Urban League, which also served as the bencfician for all
“gonations rascias-a result of STV s efforts.

Unfortunately, STVs reform-oriented response did not redefine the
problem; it accepted the sociologically based terms laid cut in the
media’s coverage. STV responded within the parameters aircady in

piace regarding black vouth behavior. Uncritically emploving the labels

“black-on-black crime™ and “self-destruction.” STV's seif-help agenda
fir comfortably into the social pathology discourse that explained rap-
related violence in the first place. STV minineal attempts to position
these acrs of violence and crimes as svmptoms of cconomic inequality
were not sufficient 1o compensate for the logic of cultural pathology thar
dominated their statements. Pages of statistics documenting the number
of blacks killed by other blacks reinforced the dominant construction of
black pathology, while the econemic, social, and instirutional violence
o which blacks are subjected remained unexplored.

The media’s svstematic avoldance of the destructive elements inurban
renewal, deindustrialization, corporace crime, and the woetully fawed
public education system were left undiscussed, effectively severing the
mass media and government from their eritical role in perpetuating the
condirions that foster violent street erime. As Michael Parend’s study on
the pelities of the mass media, Inventing Reality, makes clear, minimal
coverage of these larger social crimes, coupled with maximum coverage
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of street crimes, are directly related and illuminate the significance of
class and race in defining the public transcript:

Press coverage focuses public attention on crime in che streets with scarcely a
mention of “crime ix the suites,” downplaying: such corporate crimes as brib-
eries, embezziements, kickbacks, monopolistic restraints of trade, illegal uses of
public funds by private interests, occupational safety violations . . . and envi-
ronmentai poisonings which can cost the public dearly in money and lives . . |
How the press defines and reports on crime, then is largely derermined by the
class and racia background of the victim and victimizer . . | biacks, Latinos and
other minorities are more likely to be publicized as criminals than the corpo-
rate leaders whose erimes may even be more serious and of wider scope and
repercussion than the street criminal’s.”

Economically oppressed black communities face scarce and substan-
dard housing and health services, minimal mumnicipal services {(g11, as
Public Enemy says, # a joke), constant police harassment and bru-
taliry, and economic, racial, and sexual discriminarion; these conditions
are fundamentally linked to “black-on-black crime” and constructions
of social violence. The label biack-on-black crime, Congressman John
Conyers points out, “gives the erroneous umnpression of a strange, aber-
rant, or €xotic activity, when it is taken out of the context of the social
and economic roots of crime. ™ Furthermore, as Bernard Headley ar-
gucs, the violence experienced by black and working-class people as a
result of poor medical services, police use of deadly force, and industrial
negligence far exceeds the threat of black-on-black crime.” Black-on-
black crime is a concept that necessarily severs crime from the condi-
tions that create it: “Crime is not the result of biackness (which is what
the notion of ‘black on black’ crime implies), but rather of a complex
of social and economic conditions—a negative ‘situational matrix’—
brought on by the capitalist mode of production, in which both the
black victim and the black victimizer are inextricably locked in a deadly
game of survival »”

These missed connections were critical flaws in the STV movement.
The STV agenda should have retained a dialectical tension between
black self-destructive behavior and the immense institutional forces that
foster such behaviors. Cries in the lyrics of “Seif-Destruction” to avoid
walking the (destructive) path that has been laid, to “keep oursclves in!
check,” and to “love vour brother, treat him as an equal,” overempha-
sized the autonomy of black agency in the face of massive structur
counterforces. There is an inherent tension between a desire to preserve
personal agency and free will (e.g., fight the power, se/f destruction) and
a necessary acknowledgment of structural forces that constrain agency
{e.g., institutiona) racism, white supremacy, class oppression). The illu-
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sion that exercising black agency can be undertaken outside of the racist
and discnminatory conrext within which such action takes place ignores
the renston berween individual agency and structural oppression. Onee
severed from social context, ageney is casily translated into theorics of
cutrural pathelogy thar blame the victim for his or her behavior and.
theretore, circumstances. This discursive rension is a critical element
in contemporary black coleural politics; the forces that constrain black
agency must be acknowledged while the spirit and realitv of black free
will must be preserved. Agency and oppression must be joined ar the
hip. otherwise an incapaciny o “overcome™ self-destructive behavior is
no fonger connected to structures of oppression and 1s casily equated
with cultural pathology. Unforrunarely, STV did not successfully nego-
tiate this tension. Instead. they garnered significant financial resources
and mobihized a critical mass of rap MusKc representatives to speak on
behalf of social control in the name of black free will,

The greatest wony of the STV movement s that it borrowed its
name and spirit from a 1988 KRS-One rap that sustained the tensions
and contextualizations that remained unrealized in the STV movement.
KRS-One’s “Stop the Violence” draws direct links between the media,
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the educational system, the government, and the frustrations that con-
tribute to street crime, especially as it relates to hip hop. His portrait of
the relationships between class, race, institutional power, and crime is

subtle and complex and contrasts sharply with the lyrics from the STV
project: :

Time and time again, as I pick up the pen,

As my thoughts emerge, these are those words

I glance at the paper 10 know what’s going on,

Someone’s doing wrong, the story goes on

Mari Lou had a baby, some one else decapitated

The drama of the world shouldn’t keep us so frustrated
ook, but it doesn’t coincide with my books

Social studies will not speak upon political crooks

It’s just the presidents and alt the money they spent

Ali the things they inveat and how the housc is so immaculare
They create missiles, my family’s eating gristle

"Then they get upset when the press biows the whistle g

What's the solution to stop all this confusion?

Re-write the constiturion, change the drug which you're using?
Re-write the constitution, or the emancipation proclamation
We're fighting inflation, vet the president is still on vacarion

This might scund a little strange o you

But here’s the reason I came to you

We got to put our heads tgether and stop the violence
*Cause real bad boys move in silence

When you’re in a club you come to chill our

Not watch someone’s blood just spill out

That’s what these other people want to see

Another race fight endlessly®

KRS-One’s narrative weaves social conditions and violence together,
illustrating the links between them. He calls on hip hop fans to stop
killing one another, to avoid turning their rage against socicty on one
another, but he refuses to identify their behavior as the source of the
problem. He captures the essence of the illusions created in the “dany
gerous street criminal” narrative in one critical line: “We've got to put
our heads together and stop the violence *Cause real bad boys move in
silence.” For KRS-One, young black teenage males killing each other
and their neighbors are acts of violence, but they are not any more vio-
lent than the federal government’s abandonment of black and Hispanic
Vietnam veterans and billion-dollar expenditures for weapons while
“his family ears gristle”; no more violent than the educational system’s
historical narratives that “will not speak upon political crooks,” giving
the green light to tomorrow’s generation of powerful criminals,

The first stanza in KRS-One’s “Stop the Violence” is organized as
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& serics of news fragments puncruated by his interpretations. At first,
the fragments scem self-conramed, bur his comments begin to tie them
together, sweaving a narrative that illustrares contradicrions in dominant
transcripts and suggesting the existence of a common enemy. In the
sccond main stanza, KRS-One addresses the hip hop community di-
rectly, suggesting that the first stanza was necessary background for his
real agenda: violent crimes among poor black reenagers. Unfortunately,
KRS-One does not have & “solution to stop this confusion™; his sug-
gestion o rewrite the Constiturion reads like rhetorical sarcasm, not a
solution. What he does quite effectively, however, is to illustrate the seif-
destructive nature of crime among bl aLk teenagers withour identifving
black tecnagers as the problem. KRS-Onc’s “Stop the Violence” contex-
tualizes these crimes as an outgrowth of the immense institutional forces
thar foster such behaviors. In this version, individual agency and struc-
tural oppression are in tension. Finally, unlike many social scientistd, he
bipasses the culrure of poverty trap as an explanation for contemporary
tnequality and the conditions it tosters.™

The institutional policing of rap music is a compAicx and interactive
process that has had a significant impact on rap’s content, inmage, and
reception. The Nassau Coliscum incident, which necessarily inclades
the social construction of the incident, the already existing discourse on
black urban crime and fears of rap's political and social power, served as
a catalvst for the cxplicit and sanctioned containment of rap’s influence
and public presence. This pivotal incidens allowed an already susp1c1ous
public to “blame rap for encouraging urban viclence,” placed the rap
community on the defensive, and effectively refocused attention away
from the svstemic reasons for streer crime.

Rap music is fundamengally linked gp larger social constructions of

black culture as an internal threat to dominant American culture and’

social order. Rap’s capacity as a form of testimony, as an articulazion of a
voung black urban critical voice of social protest has profound potential
as @ basis for a language of liberation.® Contestation over the meaning
and significance of rap music and its ability 1o occupy public space and
revain expressive freedom constitute a central aspect of contemporary
black culrural politics. .

During the centurics-long period of Western slavery, there were
claborate rules and laws designed to control slave populations. Con-
straining the mobility of slaves, especially at night and in groups, was of
special concern; slave masters reasoned that revolss could be organized
by blacks who moved too freely and withour surveillance.® Slave masters
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were rightfully confident that blacks had good reason to escape, revolt,
and retaliate. Contemporary laws and practices curtailing and constrain-
ing black mobility in urban America function in much the same way
and for similar reasons. Large groups of African Americans, especially
teenagers, represent a threat to the social order of oppression. Albeit
more sophisticated and more difficult to trace, contemporary pohcmg
of African Americans resonates with the legacy of slavery.

Rap’s poetic voice is deeply pelitical in content and spirit, but rap’s
hidden struggle, the struggle over access to public space, community
resources, and the interpretation of black expression constitutes rap’s
hidden politics; hegemonic discourses have rendered these instirutional
aspects of black cultural politics invisible. Political interpretations of
rap’s explosive and resistive lyrics are critical to understanding contem-
porary black culraral politics, but they reflect only a part of the battle.
Rap’s hidden politics must also be revealed and contested; otherwise,
whether we believe the hype or not wor’t make a difference.
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