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Abstract 

 The content of this project is guided by this consideration: what tools can we use 

to understand the strategies of conscious rappers who discuss political issues in their 

lyrics? Accordingly, in this thesis we aim to investigate the extent to which conscious rap 

is engaging in a strategy of creating new discourses in order to resist dominant ideas 

about power in the United States, specifically examining parallels between the rhetorical 

tactics of rap artists and the idea of resistance proposed by Michel Foucault.  Thus, I have 

chosen to analyze three rap songs that express ideas about power and resistance in order 

to examine possible affinities with Foucault’s proposals. To this end, we will examine 

Foucault’s and Marx’s concepts of power and discursive resistance. Additionally, we will 

examine some of the historical connections between Marxist theory and Black Liberation 

movements, and then outline a brief history of rap, and describe the method of analysis.  

Finally, we will take up the analysis of the songs by dead prez, Saul Williams, and 

Immortal Technique. We will show that these songs take the form of resistant discourses 

in the spirit of Foucault. Ultimately, the fact that these tactics of resistance are expressed 

in rap songs represents an important part of the strategy; these songs have the potential to 

be extremely influential and to spread throughout the culture, communicating ideas about 

power and resistance to individuals at all levels of society. 

Sponsor: Dr. April Flakne 

Philosophy 
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Introduction 

0.1:  Certain conscious rappers have been able to use the influential medium of rap music 

in order to disseminate political messages about power and resistance to their audiences.  

Through conceptual analysis of three rap songs by three different conscious rap artists, 

this thesis intends to explore how assumptions about power in the political messages vary 

in this genre of rap: some call to mind Marxist theories about oppressive power, while 

others seem to express a more Foucauldian conception of power as disciplinary; still 

others combine the two.  Interestingly, while the overt political content, (as opposed to 

implied ideas about power) tends to connect to Black Liberation movements from 

previous eras, many of which were at least partly inspired by Marx, the form of the music 

appears to constitute a post-modern strategy. 

 The rap songs featured in this thesis all attempt to articulate an alternative 

discourse, elevating previously marginalized ways of speaking in ways that are 

reminiscent of Foucault’s genealogical tactics.  The form aids this process, insofar as the 

sampling of music and words of others leads to the possibility of creating new texts and 

new vehicles for communicating these older discourses.  In other words, conscious 

rappers are able to broadcast the words and ideas of earlier political activists (and even of 

unknown members of their communities) in order to formulate alternative ways of 

looking at political issues. These artists intend to create fissures in the dominant 

discourses that come from the government and from corporate media outlets; this method 

allows these artists to highlight local or contested knowledges often present in diffuse 
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forms in minority communities in the United States.
1
  The perspectives that rap artists 

offer can thus disrupt hegemonic discourses that one also finds in these communities, 

creating resonances with the lived experiences and historical narratives of the members of 

these communities. 

 Political lyrics in some of the conscious rap songs examined in this thesis are 

explicitly aligned with certain Black Liberation ideologies; the influence of the Black 

Panther Party and that of Malcolm X are especially significant. As we will see in Chapter 

II, the rhetoric of these important figures is based mostly on Marxist ideas of oppressive 

power and revolutionary resistance; these organizations and thinkers that have influenced 

this new generation of rappers share a conception of power as an oppressive force that 

can only be changed by entirely overthrowing the current system.  On the other hand, we 

will show that Foucault—while offering a theory of disciplinary power that challenges 

the Marxian schema of oppressive power—proposes a theory of resistance through 

genealogical tactics that seems to aptly describe the strategy of certain conscious rap 

artists.  Rather than uphold the conception that today’s power structure is monolithic and 

oppressive, and that it can be overthrown wholesale and replaced, Foucault argues instead 

that power is insidious and disciplinary and that it works through individuals, not over or 

against them.
2
 On this view, individuals become conduits of power and complicit in its 

                                            
1
 As discussed in Chapter I, Foucault’s “genealogical” project takes the deployment of 

local knowledges in a different direction from Marxist ideology theory, however. For 

Foucault, it is not that local knowledges are “more true” than ideological ones, but that 

they call into question established discursive regimes and assumptions.  
2
 Although Foucault develops a concept of ‘biopower’ in later writings, the discussion of 

power in his thought in this thesis will focus on his earlier writings about power and 

resistance, and his articulation of disciplinary power. 
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exercise, but they can also push back against this domination; it is not necessary for them 

to wait for the revolution in order to exercise power. 

 In each song that we will analyze, the lyrics suggest a certain model of power 

relations, sometimes paralleling that of Foucault or that of Marx or managing to combine 

the two.   Some of these artists speak of power as an oppressive force that is located only 

in the hands of the political establishment and of corporations.  Economic power here 

determines political power, and the two institutions (the major companies and the 

government) are shown to be cooperating to further their mutual economic interests.  

Other artists offer a depiction of power that is more diffuse, if no less pernicious, but 

which also opens avenues for individuals to undermine and reverse the ways that power 

relations operate in this country.  Using strategies of resistance that seem to presuppose a 

Foucauldian idea of power as circulating within a society, acting on and being deployed 

by individuals within a state, these artists—not content to wait for the apocalypse or the 

total overthrow of the power structure—use their songs as a form of active resistance.  

Thus, whether they advocate and are actively working towards a violent overthrow of the 

U.S. political system, or whether they advocate resisting the dominant political discourses 

by formulating and proliferating alternative ones, these artists all attempt to actively 

change the political problems that they outline in their songs.  In doing so they create 

works that are a part of this tactic of resurrecting older and marginal discourses and using 

them to undermine the dominant discourses in this country. 

0.2: In the initial chapter we will examine Marx’s theory of power as expressed in his 

influential “Manifesto of the Communist Party.”  Next I will present Foucault’s theory, as 

well as his explicit critique of Marx, that is found in the “Two Lectures” essay and in 
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Discipline and Punish, contrasting this conception of power to that which Marx 

articulates. This chapter will investigate both how these theorists depict power, and also 

how individuals, given each theory of power, can go about altering the system (or as the 

case may be, throwing it out altogether).  

  In the next chapter we will use the discussions of power from the previous chapter 

in order to analyze the assumptions about domination that are present in the rhetoric of 

various strands associated with the Black Liberation movement. The Black Panthers, the 

Nation of Islam, Frantz Fanon, and Malcolm X all seem to follow Marx in asserting that 

power consists in the domination of one group or class by another. Though each of these 

groups or individual thinkers argues that the political, social, and economic systems must 

be toppled in order to effect real change for black individuals, some differ on the subject 

of how this will come about.  For the Nation of Islam, for example, this event would be 

an apocalyptic; according to their doctrines, the world as we know it would disappear and 

an entirely new one would come into being.  For groups like the Black Panther Party and 

thinkers like Malcolm X and Frantz Fanon, on the other hand, a violent revolution would 

have to take place in order to make a substantial change to the way power is distributed, 

this violent overthrow ultimately being very similar to Marx’s conception of a proletarian 

revolution.  

 Chapter III will consist of a short discussion of the origins of the hip hop style of 

music, the definition of certain important terms, and finally a discussion of the method of 

lyrical analysis to be undertaken.  This methodological discussion will indicate why 

semiotic analysis is useful for this project, and also which parts of the songs will be 

analyzed. 
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 The final chapter will examine the songs themselves.  The songs are to be 

presented in the following order: we will begin with dead prez’s song “Police State” 

released in 2000 on the album Let’s Get Free, followed by Saul Williams’s “Act III 

Scene II (Shakespeare)” (from his self-titled album from 2004), and finally Immortal 

Technique’s “The 4
th
 Branch” from 2007, from the album Revolutionary Volume 2.  The 

analysis will look at the overt and implicit political statements in these songs, paying 

close attention to the depictions of power and resistance.  The contribution of artistic 

techniques (sampling, poetic devices, and the use of sound effects) to the overall message 

will also be investigated. 

0.3: In sum, this thesis seeks to demonstrate that these three rap artists use their songs to 

encourage their audiences to explore power relations and to take political actions that will 

benefit their communities.  The use of the medium of rap music, and its characteristic 

acoustic techniques, is an important part of this strategy.  Ultimately, conscious rap—as 

exemplified by these artists—can be viewed as advocating Black Liberation through 

postmodern means. 
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Chapter I: Theoretical Models of Power and Resistance 

I.1: Introduction  

 The rap songs that will be analyzed in the final chapter of this thesis consider 

aspects of power, politics, and resistance. The form that power is assumed to take will 

affect the fundamental characteristics of the model of resistance, and it will also have an 

impact on the potential socio-political ideas and actions open to a given group operating 

on the basis of these assumptions.  The two theorists discussed in this chapter have 

fundamental disagreements over the nature and source of power, and this difference of 

opinion leads to widely divergent characterizations of the forms of and the potential for 

resistance in their respective theories.  Whereas Marx offers a political theory that rests 

on economic principles and an oppression model of power, Foucault’s disciplinary 

microphysics of power represents domination as diffused throughout a society, rather 

than concentrated in one group and exercised over another.  
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I.2: Marx: “Revolutionary but Gangsta” 

 For Marx power transpires in the domination—or the oppression—of one group 

over another; he states that both the means and the motive of this domination are 

economic. As a result of Marx’s depiction of power as oppressive, it is impossible to 

fundamentally alter the power structure without getting rid of it altogether, as will be 

demonstrated below. Accordingly, he articulates a model of revolution rather than 

resistance.  

 In Marx’s story the industrial age in Europe and North America witnessed the 

bifurcation of society into two antagonistic classes: the bourgeoisie and the proletariat.  

These two groups do not enjoy an equal amount of power and privilege; the smaller class, 

the bourgeoisie, oppresses the majority of the population, the proletariat.
3
  The ruling 

class maintains its domination by manipulating the economy; as new technologies 

emerge, the people in this class create new forms of production (such as new machines 

and new labor practices) in order to create more wealth for themselves. Through the 

monopolization of the means of production the bourgeoisie keeps the lower class 

economically dependent.
4
 In order to protect their interests and to streamline these 

productive powers, the bourgeoisie uses its economic influence in order to centralize state 

power.
5
  In consolidating economic power, the bourgeoisie creates a massive apparatus of 

domination, effectively forming a political, judicial, and ideological superstructure. Thus, 

in industrialized societies power relations are, in the last instance, based on the structure 

of the economy; those who have possession of the technology and materials necessary to 

                                            
3
 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels.  “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” in The Marx 

Engels Reader, ed. Robert Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 474. 
4
 Ibid., 479 

5
 Ibid., 477 
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produce goods will also necessarily possess the vast majority of the society’s wealth.
6
   

Though the political power of the bourgeoisie is originally derived from their economic 

hegemony, the superstructure described above is able to reinforce itself through its 

various aspects (through the form of government, its laws and judicial decisions, and the 

ideology of the state itself) thus guaranteeing the supremacy of the dominant class. 

Although the workers actually produce the goods that are bought and sold, they see only 

a tiny fraction of the money that their labor produces.
7
 Marx sees this economic and 

social inequality as having certain predictable and necessary results in that the 

increasingly pauperized proletariat will eventually recognize that it is in their true 

interests to unite into a political class; this is the first step towards an overthrow of the 

class system.
8
  The goal of this solidarity, Marx states, should ultimately be to “raise the 

proletariat to the position of ruling class.”
9
   

 In order to resist the oppression perpetrated by the bourgeoisie, the masses must 

first begin to recognize that common economic interests as well as a common political 

goal unite them. In order to bring about real change in the lives and material conditions of 

the proletariat the entire political system—that exists only to protect and sustain the 

economic interests of the ruling class—must be overhauled.  What is more, this deep-

seated change cannot be instated without overthrowing the ruling class, since the interests 

of the bourgeoisie will keep them from accepting change in any other form.  The power 

of the dominant class is so great that they can resist all attempts at fundamental political 

                                            
6
 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels.  “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” in The Marx 

Engels Reader, ed. Robert Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 485 
7
 Ibid. 

8
 Ibid., 484 

9
 Ibid., 490 
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and economic reform that is brought about through traditional democratic means; only 

the violent overthrow of the oppressors will ultimately be successful at ending the 

hegemony of the bourgeoisie.  As Marx states in “The German Ideology”,  

 “…for the success of the cause itself, the alteration of men on a mass scale is 

necessary…a revolution; this revolution is necessary, therefore, not only because the 

ruling class cannot be overthrown any other way, but also because the class overthrowing 

it can only in a revolution succeed in ridding itself of all the muck of ages and become 

fitted to found society anew.” [Emphasis his]
10

 

 Thus at this stage of the historical process the class system risks being reversed: 

the bourgeoisie now being the oppressed class and the proletariat the ruling class.   

However, Marx means to indicate that the revolution is not just aimed at abolishing the 

ruling class but at abolishing classes altogether.
11

  The true result of the proletarian 

revolution, then, is not to re-inscribe the system of class oppression; on the contrary, 

Marx claims that this process will instead lead to an abolition of all political power 

because as he understands it, “Political power…is merely the organized power of one 

class for oppressing another.”
12

  

 Thus the power structure one finds in Marx’s work represents the direct cause of 

the eventual form of resistance to that power.  Political revolution, as has been 

demonstrated, must result from the oppression of the proletariat in capitalist society; the 

system writes the story of its own demise. The class structure is itself economically 

                                            
10

 Karl Marx, “The German Ideology: Part I,” in The Marx Engels Reader, ed. Robert 

Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 193. 
11

 In a statement taken from a letter to a friend Marx responds explicitly to the possibility 

that in his theory the overthrow of the bourgeoisie would merely establish a new, equally 

oppressive, classed society.  While it is true, he states, that a dictatorship of the proletariat 

would be necessary directly after the revolution, this would only be a transitional 

arrangement that would ultimately lead “to the abolition of all classes and to a classless 

society” [emphasis his].
 
(Karl Marx, “Class Struggle and Mode of Production,” in The 

Marx Engels Reader, ed. Robert Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978) 220.) 
12

 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels.  “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” in The Marx 

Engels Reader, ed. Robert Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 490. 
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based, thus it follows that the revolution takes on an economic character.
13

  Given the 

emphasis in this theory on economic principles, it is worth examining how Marx’s model 

of power and revolution could come to be taken up by individuals in contemporary 

society interested in race-based, rather than class-based, solidarity.   

 As we will see in the next chapter, the adoption of a revolutionary politics has 

been an important part of the writings of some black thinkers in the 20
th
 century.  Armed 

revolution, according to Fanon, Malcolm X, and the Black Panthers, seems to be the best 

solution for ending the oppression of black individuals by whites. However, the same 

danger that exists for the classical Marxist doctrine of revolution—that an overthrow of 

political power would simply establish a new form of domination and oppression—

remains a concern for this form of resistance to white power. In order to truly emulate a 

Marxist theory of political revolution, rather than establishing a new hierarchy in society 

to replace the old model, an uprising of black Americans would have to establish a 

raceless (as well as classless) society.   

 Of particular importance to the question of revolution as a political strategy is 

whether economics or racial identity ought to be the primary organizing principle of 

contemporary African-American political resistance. Indeed, it would appear that if 

economic factors were the primary organizing principle for black individuals in America 

then the group would be split, and members of the same racial group would turn against 

each other.  If the aim of African-American solidarity were to resist domination by the 

entrenched white power structure, then it might be counter-productive to use social class 

as the unifying principle.   

                                            
13

 Karl Marx and Frederick Engels.  “Manifesto of the Communist Party,” in The Marx 

Engels Reader, ed. Robert Tucker (New York: Norton, 1978), 490 
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 However, as will be shown in subsequent chapters, both Black Liberation thinkers 

and conscious rappers have been able to take up Marx’s theories of power and oppression 

in their works.  For these writers and artists the model of oppressive power where one 

class dominates another through a political, economic, and social superstructure is one 

that can be applied to the condition of minorities both in this country and in colonized 

lands.  They see a clear analogy between the oppression of the proletariat and the 

oppression of minorities, and thus are able to apply Marxian doctrines about power and 

resistance to their own circumstances. 

 

 

 

 

 



Rogers 12 

 

 

I.3: Foucault: “If You Claimin' Gangsta/Then Bang on the System” 

 Michel Foucault’s work on power represents a marked departure from the 

Marxian theory depicted in the preceding section.  Indeed, the Foucauldian model of 

power that we will explore in this section directly opposes the system articulated by 

Marx. For Foucault power does not emanate from a single source and it cannot be 

characterized in traditional political language where legitimate domination is based on 

the concepts of sovereignty and right.  Indeed, this philosopher explicitly states that a 

new form of power has emerged over the course of the last few centuries that replaces the 

set of power relations organized around the idea of sovereignty.  The emergence of 

disciplinary power characterizes the latter part of the modern era; this new type of 

relation is primarily characterized by a diffuse, non-centralized form of power.
14

  

 Foucault states that his theory is at odds with the type of monolithic depictions 

that one finds both in doctrines of oppressive power seen in thinkers such as Marx and in 

those of repressive power, including Freud’s psychoanalytic theory. Foucault argues 

against Marx specifically in order to show the ultimate inadequacy of Marx’s conception 

of power, as outlined in the first section of this chapter (i.e. power being possessed by 

one dominant class and exercised over the rest of society in order to protect the interests 

of the dominant group). Foucault explicitly states that when he speaks of domination in 

his theory he does not refer to “that solid and global kind of domination that one person 

exercises over others, or one group over another.”
16

 Basing his theory on a principle of 

interactions of forces on an individual and sub-individual level, rather than at the level of 

                                            
14

 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon (New 

York: Pantheon, 1980), 105-6. 
16

 Ibid., 96. 
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social classes, this philosopher offers an alternative conception of power to that which 

Marx and other thinkers have developed.
17

   

 As discussed above, Foucault’s work does not concern itself with centralized 

power, but rather with power as is exists at society’s most basic levels and as it is 

expressed in particular institutions and techniques. Consequently, he conducts his 

analysis of power in terms of a diffuse, rather than a direct, form of domination. On his 

account the relation of individuals to domination also differs significantly from Marx’s 

version.  Rather than an individual being the object of a monolithic power, with no 

personal ability to affect or mitigate the effects of this direct oppression, Foucault 

illustrates a view that offers a greater role for the individual in the exercise of power in 

society. However, it is necessary to note that Foucault is not making the inherently 

problematic claim that everyone in a society is equally endowed with power.  Instead, he 

argues that individuals are, in fact, “…always in the position of simultaneously 

undergoing and exercising this power.  They are not only its inert or consenting 

target…individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application.”
18

 

 Foucault uses his critiques of Marx in order to demonstrate that what is needed 

now is an analysis of power that ascends from the individuals in a society up to the 

apparatuses of the government and the economy. Rather than use the domination of the 

proletariat by the bourgeoisie to explain why, for instance, the insane were systematically 

interned, Foucault instead wishes to examine the question at the level of the agents of this 

internment (i.e. the relatives of the insane along with government, institutions, and the 

                                            
17

 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon (New 

York: Pantheon, 1980), 96. 
18

 Ibid., 99. 
20

 Ibid., 100-1. 
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medical establishment itself).
20

  This specific example reveals the ultimate difficulty of 

Marx’s system, as Foucault conceives it, which is that “anything can be deduced from the 

general phenomenon of the domination of the bourgeois class.”
21

  In order to offer a more 

nuanced analysis of the workings of power, the Marxist model must be replaced with a 

new description of power relations.   

 As noted above, Foucault terms this new model ‘disciplinary power.’ Power is 

disciplinary in two senses.  Firstly, an individual is disciplined by institutions which 

deploy “a policy of coercions that act upon the body, a calculated manipulation of its 

elements, its gestures, its behavior” in terms of norms.
22

 Secondly, disciplines (in the 

sense of academic disciplines) are primarily concerned with normalizing and regularizing 

speech and discourse—according to the dictates of a given discipline and institution—in 

terms of ‘truth.’  That is to say, these disciplines determine what type of speech is 

legitimate and what should be excluded.
23

 Such codes of normalization can join forces 

with the law, and disciplinary power can thus extend its reach. 

 The emergence of disciplinary coercion is a relatively recent development in the 

history of power; sovereign power constituted the dominant political configuration prior 

to the transition to the disciplinary model.  This older model of domination is a 

centralized form of power whose legitimacy is based in the figure of the sovereign; the 

force and domination in a society emanates from a single source, the absolute authority of 

                                            
21

  Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon (New 

York: Pantheon, 1980), 100. 
22

 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Vintage, 1979) 138. 
23

 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon (New 

York: Pantheon, 1980), 106. 
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the sovereign, and this power is expressed visibly in a society.
24

 In terms of legal right, it 

is a question of placing limits on the ability of the king to exercise his will, in order to 

maintain the legitimacy of the political system.
25

 (Without these limits, monarchy would 

become tyranny.) Charles Taylor describes Foucault’s understanding of the nature of this 

sovereign power thus: “Foucault is setting aside the old model, where power is a matter 

of one person (group) exercising sovereign control over another; where some give orders 

and others obey, where some impose their wills on the others.”
26

  In other words, this 

form of power is conceived of as a negative relation of force, where the sovereign’s will 

is forced on another. 

 As we have seen, disciplinary power takes a very different form, in that under this 

form of domination power is diffused throughout society rather than being centralized 

into the figure of the sovereign; it is enacted at the level of the individual and the body 

through self-discipline and the internalization of norms. These principles, though, must 

be transmitted and articulated to the members of a society; accordingly, modern political 

power cannot be exercised and formed without reference to other forces, especially 

discourse.   

 The new form of power is peculiarly suited to democracy and bureaucracy insofar 

as it can be wielded by anyone, e.g. through the mechanisms of surveillance, thus 

eliminating the need for those rituals and ceremonies through which sovereign power 

expresses its authority.  Disciplinary power is perhaps best exemplified in the institution 

                                            
24

 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Vintage, 1979), 202. 
25

 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon (New 

York: Pantheon, 1980), 95. 
26

 Charles Taylor, “Foucault on Freedom and Truth,” in Philosophy and the Human 

Sciences (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 167. 
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of the Panopticon. The Panopticon is Jeremy Bentham’s design for a prison where rooms 

are laid out in a circle around a central tower.  Each cell is visible to an unseen person 

standing in the tower and is illuminated from behind in order to make the cell’s occupant 

clearly visible.  This building was intended to replace unwieldy apparatuses of power 

(dungeons, insane asylums, huge sweatshops, hospitals, and schools) with a new, more 

efficient, form of organization. Through the example of this Panopticon Foucault is able 

to show the fundamental assumptions that fuel the development of disciplinary power, 

including individualization and scientific observation.  Most significantly, in devising a 

system of surveillance that enables confined individuals to be watched at any time, the 

Panopticon facilitates the inmates’ internalization of norms and codes of behavior. With 

no way of knowing whether or not they are actually being watched at any given moment, 

the inmates of these “houses of certainty” continuously monitor their own behavior in 

accordance with the expectations of their wardens.  This new form of domination is 

extremely efficient, in that it eliminates the need for chains and heavy bars, but it is all 

the more insidious.
27

 In effect, we can see that Foucault makes the radical claim that this 

institution epitomizes a societal trend toward the creation of institutions (such as schools, 

hospitals, and prisons) organized around the principles of surveillance, the internalization 

of norms, and individualization, which is measured in terms of the degree to which a 

given person deviates from these norms.  

 During the 17
th
 and 18

th
 centuries, on Foucault’s account, a process of 

transformation—that he traces to the outbreak of the plague in Europe and the subsequent 

methods of quarantine—was taking place, whereby disciplinary power began to displace 

                                            
27

 Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish (New York: Vintage, 1979), 202. 
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sovereign or centralized power. Whereas sovereignty has remained an integral part of the 

language of government and the theory of citizenship, the democratization of sovereignty 

was actually “determined by and grounded in mechanisms of disciplinary coercion.”
28

 

Disciplinary power usurps the language of sovereignty to construct a “public right” that is 

used to legitimize and conceal the workings of disciplinary power.
29

  That is to say that 

two transformations took place as disciplinary power replaced sovereign power: the 

normalization that is characteristic of disciplinary power began to be imposed on 

societies, and at the same time this domination was concealed by the establishment of the 

legal sovereignty of each citizen that ostensibly increased their political freedoms.
30

 Thus 

each individual within a society is protected through the judicial system and his rights are 

guaranteed through the existence of the state’s sovereignty; simultaneously, this person 

takes up the domination characteristic of a disciplinary society, articulating and 

reinscribing societal expectations upon him or  herself.
31

    

  Foucault argues in “Two Lectures,” then, that while disciplinary power was 

taking hold in societies, new discourses were being produced that worked to conceal the 

mechanisms of domination by adopting the language of the concepts of personal 

sovereignty and right that are needed to maintain the legitimacy of that power. The 

operations of knowledge and truth are essential for the successful exercise of domination, 
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in that knowledge discourses function by articulating the norms that individuals are 

encouraged to take up. For instance, a whole range of disciplines brought their theories to 

bear on the parent-child relation, articulating what was to be considered ‘normal’ and 

what would be ‘abnormal.’  These ideas have been subsequently incorporated into the 

cultural understanding of how children are to be raised.
37

  

 Thus, for Foucault discursive practices cannot be separated from the practice and 

application of domination in societies in which power is characterized as disciplinary.
38

 

The imposition of domination, occurs only within a complex, interrelated web of power, 

right, and truth. As we saw earlier in the discussion of sovereign power, under this system 

rules of political legitimacy, or ‘right,’ refer back to the sovereign’s exercise of power 

within strictly defined limits. What Foucault attempts to demonstrate through his 

discussion of disciplinary power and its relation to right is that “right…transmits and puts 

in motion relations that are not relations of sovereignty, but of domination.”
40

 The 

investigation is particularly interested in the points at which power goes beyond the 

ostensible limits placed on it by conventions of right, and imbeds itself in practices that 

force individuals to take up the norms articulated by disciplines. The use of the 

Panopticon to train and constrain individuals is one example of this process; here 

individuals are forced to take up the domination they experience and internalize its 

demands, rather than to merely outwardly obey explicit commands.
41

 Conversely, as we 

have seen, a theory of right based on individual sovereignty that would seem to be 
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opposed to this process of subjugation has increasingly become a part of the discourses 

produced by disciplinary societies, and this rhetoric has concealed to some extent the 

mechanisms of domination.  It is possible to see, then, that although the language of 

individual sovereignty and rights has legitimized the workings of power by fixing limits 

on that power (the rights of the individual, after all, cannot be taken away), the manner in 

which power is exercised in a disciplinary society enables the concealed domination of 

individuals, in ways that show the ineffectiveness of established conventions of right. 

 Discourse, specifically the discourse of truth, is an integral aspect of the relations 

of force, in that the disciplines exert their supremacy in part through the monopolization 

of true discourses and the concomitant attempt to make the revealing of truths a central 

concern for society. As we have discussed, each discipline categorizes certain forms of 

discourse capable of attaining truth and thus as legitimate, and others are excluded or 

marginalized; individuals feel the need to attain the truth and find they can only do so 

through the appropriate disciplinary form of investigation. This is not to say, however, 

that the relation between truth or knowledge and domination is unidirectional, since 

power is established through the production of discourses of truth and those discourses 

are shaped by the nature of domination in a society.
42

   

 For Marx, as we have seen, the ideology in a given society is a part of the 

superstructure created by the ruling class.  The ideas and discourses that are produced by 

this ideological apparatus, then, cannot get individuals out of the cycle of oppression 

inflicted by the bourgeoisie. How, then, can a person discover the truth about the 

oppressive nature of society while only having access to bourgeoisie ideologies? Marx is 

                                            
42

 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon (New 

York: Pantheon, 1980), 93. 



Rogers 20 

 

 

forced to articulate an answer based on the status of the proletariat: the experiences of 

these individuals give them access to knowledge and truths that contradict the ideological 

discourses. This answer, though, relies on a realist metaphysics of truth, one that Foucault 

wishes to avoid. Foucault, as we have seen, takes a very different view of the relation of 

truth and discourse.  Our discussion of disciplines has shown that one of the most 

important ways that these institutions exercise power is through the regulation of the 

production of truths; the disciplines are able to decide what counts as ‘true’ discourse 

within the scope of the field, and thus marginalize certain ways of producing discourse. 

Thus, on Foucault’s account, there is no way of using something like an ‘objective truth’ 

about one’s condition in society in order to critique power, given that the production of 

truth already participates in the disciplinary power relations. Marx’s theory relies on 

discourses that are based in objective, non-ideological truths, and thus the project of 

realizing these truths and spreading this awareness to others is one of raising a 

consciousness of the reality of oppression. Ultimately, the goal of this consciousness-

raising project would be a violent overthrow of the political and social superstructure. 

Foucault, on the other hand, does not want to raise consciousness, he wants to create new 

consciousness through new discourses. 

 Given the relationship between domination and discourse, it should come as no 

surprise to the reader that Foucault’s notion of resistance will be partly based in 

discursive practice.  He outlines in detail the model of opposition to power that he 

proposes in the first of the two lectures discussed here; this resistance takes, as has been 

noted, the form of a challenge to hegemonic (i.e. institutional) discourses.  To begin with, 

Foucault argues, what is needed is an uncovering of forms of knowledge that have been 
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previously passed over—or even intentionally marginalized—by the globalizing, 

scientific systems.
43

  This is a process that Foucault terms an “insurrection of subjugated 

knowledges” [emphasis his].
44

  He states that there are two such types of subjugated 

knowledge: the first are historical knowledges that have always been a hidden part of the 

universalizing theories, in one form or another, although they have been masked by the 

doctrines of those theories.  The other forms of subjugated knowledges are those that 

have been “disqualified” on the basis of a lack of rigor in the production of that 

knowledge.
45

  These types of knowledges are strategically deployed by Foucault’s 

analysis and highlight the inadequacies of globalizing discourses.  Thus he turns to what 

he terms “dispersed and discontinuous offensives” in his own works.
46

 

 The uncovering of these types of discourses is termed the archaeological method, 

and it represents the first step in Foucault’s method of resistance.
47

  The strategic use of 

these newly re-discovered knowledges is known as, in Foucault’s system, the 

genealogical tactic, which Foucault describes as “a painstaking rediscovery of struggles 

together with the rude memory of their conflicts…these genealogies…are the combined 

product of an erudite knowledge and a popular knowledge.”
48

 The goal of this 

undertaking is stated as an “attempt to emancipate historical knowledges from that 
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subjection, to render them, that is, capable of opposition and of struggle against the 

coercion of a theoretical, unitary, formal, and scientific discourse.”
49

   

 Resistance, in the form of the genealogical method, might allow individuals to 

deploy a form of power adequate to a disciplinary age.  Through the uncovering of the 

workings of disciplinary power that are currently concealed by claims of truth and 

sovereignty, it may be possible to use this disciplinary power against itself.  The first 

steps would be to bring up formerly subjugated knowledges that disciplinary power has 

heretofore suppressed and to use these ways of knowing to fissure assumptions about 

truth and power.  We will investigate in the final chapter of this thesis to what extent 

conscious rap songs can be thought of as representative of this strategy, as well as how 

the use of sampling and referencing of certain older Black liberation theorists contributes 

to this tactic.
53

  

 It will be shown in Chapter IV that although the model of power as oppressive 

that was present in Marx’s theory will also be present in certain political rap songs—in 

large part through the influence of groups and thinkers to be discussed in the second 

chapter—the formal structure of the songs seems to be more closely aligned with 
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between this type of opposition to disciplinary power and the practice of political 
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optimistic that such a subversion of the current form of power relations is possible; the 

pervasive nature of disciplinary power, and the fact that it is internalized and articulated 

by individuals seems to make coordinated group resistance nearly impossible.  We will 

explore how this might affect the project of conscious rap in Chapter IV. 
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Foucault’s understanding of the practice of resistance.  At least one of the songs, it will 

be demonstrated, will also express ideas about power that closely parallel the 

disciplinary, rather than the oppressive, model. Thus, it will be possible to show that 

some raps as creating a new strategy of resistance that combines a method that is 

analogous to Foucault’s genealogical activity with lyrical content that tends to express 

Marxist ideas about power and revolution.   
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Chapter II: The Theoretical Assumptions of Black Power Movements 

II.1 Introduction  

 As shown in the previous chapter, Foucault takes Marx’s theory of power to be 

“oppressive,” insofar as under his model power is concentrated in the hands of the 

government through the consolidation of economic interests and is used by the ruling 

class to dominate the underclasses. Taken in its most general sense, then, oppressive 

power is the domination of one group over another—for Marx this domination is both 

motivated by and secured through economic processes. Given that the oppressive model 

conceives of power as a unidirectional domination, resistance to this form of power will 

necessarily require a total change in the political, economic, and social structure of a 

society; in other words, revolution, and not reform, is necessary.  In this chapter we will 

use the broader conception of Marx’s model of oppressive power in order to investigate 

the parallels between this model and those proposed by important groups and individual 

thinkers associated with Black Liberation movements even when the category of race 

substitutes for that of class.  The use of the model of oppressive power by these thinkers 

will also have important consequences for the way they believe individuals may be able 

to resist and overcome this domination.  

 As will be shown in this chapter, the Black Panthers, as well as Malcolm X, had 

certain associations with Marxist
54

 doctrines.  In addition to the discussion of the model 

of power as presented by the advocates of Black Power, we will also examine that of 

Frantz Fanon, while noting his impact on the Black Panthers.  Also, a brief discussion of 
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the Nation of Islam sect, its political beliefs, and its relation to members of the Black 

Power movement, particularly Malcolm X, is included.  Ultimately, the concept of 

resistance to oppressive power through revolution constitutes the most salient parallel 

between the political thought of those involved in the Black Power movement and that of 

Marx. As will be shown in later chapters, this theory of power will come to influence the 

politically oriented rappers we will examine in this thesis. 
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II.2: The Nation of Islam 

 The religious sect known as the Nation of Islam was created in response to racial 

oppression in the United States and eventually came to influence the development of the 

Black Power movement. The group which, as its name suggests, adheres to certain 

Islamic traditions, was founded in 1930 in Detroit by a mysterious man known as W. D. 

Fard. Following Fard’s disappearance his disciple Elijah Muhammed assumed the 

position of leadership in the group.
55

  As we will demonstrate in this section, the group 

held a view of power that is clearly oppressive; this understanding of domination informs 

the method of resistance advocated by the leaders of this sect. 

 George Fredrickson, in his book titled Black Liberation describes some of the 

group’s racial teachings, most notably the myth of Yakub:  

“Elijah Muhammed preached that blacks were the original human beings created in the 

image of God, whereas whites were “devils” who had been created later by a mad 

scientist and given power to rule the world for 6000 years—an era that would soon come 

to an end.”
56

  

 This depiction of this sect’s beliefs claims that blacks are oppressed by whites; 

however, despite this racial belief, the group was not confrontational.  Believers, instead 

of working for political equality, anticipated the imminent end of the world.  As a part of 

preparing for this cataclysmic event, the leaders taught that the establishment of a black 

nation should be the group’s objective; according to Fredrickson this creation of a 

separate nation for black people in America constituted the main political goal of the 

sect.
57

 The author quotes E. U. Essien-Udom concerning the Nation: “The Nation of 

Islam is not a political movement.  Although Black Nationalism is ideally a separatist 
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type of political ideology, the Nation of Islam is in fact apolitical.  It is also 

nonrevolutionary.”
58

  Thus the movement “created a separate world for its converts that 

isolated and protected them from the pain of confronting the world outside.”
59

  Rather 

than directing energy toward political struggles, the members of the sect focus instead on 

religion and self-help.
60

  Some of those who were members of the group, though, were 

not content to remain apart from the struggles that were being waged to address pressing 

political problems faced by members of their race. 

 In the final analysis the apocalyptic doctrines of the Nation of Islam concerning 

the end of the world represent a similar conception of how to end oppressive power as 

that which one finds in Marxist doctrines about revolution.
61

  The apocalypse will do 

away with the current power structure, ending the oppression of blacks altogether.  Thus, 

although the group is avowedly apolitical, their beliefs concerning the nature of 

domination in America share important similarities with later black revolutionaries. A 

complete overthrow of the existing structure of society results from the characterization 

of power as oppressive, as was the case in Marx’s theory. 

 Malcolm X, originally a member of the Nation of Islam and a minister in their 

mosque in New York, decided to break with the group in 1964. A desire to engage in 

political action, which Elijah Muhammed prohibited, precipitated this break.
62

  Despite 

this disagreement with the sect, Malcolm continued to hold some of its core beliefs, most 
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importantly, a conviction that black nationalism is a necessity in order to combat the 

oppressive power of a white ruling class. 

II.3: Malcolm X and Marxism 

 Whereas, as will be subsequently shown, the Black Panthers explicitly endorsed a 

sort of Marxist socialism as the best revolutionary strategy for Black liberation in 

America, others in the struggle against the oppression of black Americans did not 

immediately embrace it.  Malcolm X, for one, had reservations about Marxism and about 

whether adopting this political philosophy would benefit the Black Liberation movement. 

Eventually, though, he expressed confidence that an alliance with those who adhered to 

Marxist doctrines would be beneficial to his struggle for the end of the political and 

social oppression of black Americans; however, the use of the Marxist political structure, 

he argued, would need to be shaped by the interests and needs of African-Americans in 

order for it to be helpful in any way.
63

  Significantly, though, like Marx before him 

Malcolm X depicts the power structure in the capitalist democracies, and more 

specifically in the United States, to be one of oppressive force.  Thus, this section will 

show that Malcolm X—while not endorsing Marxist doctrines per se—shares with Marx 

certain key assumptions both about the mechanism of power and how to overcome 

domination. 

 The idea of oppression plays an extremely significant role in Malcolm’s thought 

and in his speeches; oppression takes the form—as he argues in a speech titled “The 
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Black Revolution and its Effects Upon the Negroes of the Western Hemisphere”—of 

global exploitation of people of color by the white power structure.
66

 In an earlier speech 

titled simply “The Black Revolution” he lists the specific forms of oppression of black 

citizens in the United States: “America is a colonial power.  She has colonized 22 million 

Afro-Americans by depriving us of first-class citizenship, by depriving us of civil rights, 

actually by depriving us of human rights.”
67

  He argues that all over the world, as will 

happen soon in America as well, the white oppression of native peoples, the form of 

domination known as colonization, is being resisted and toppled by the struggles of these 

oppressed populations: “Now the black revolution has been taking place in Africa and 

Asia and Latin-America; when I say black, I mean non-white…”
68

 Thus the struggle of 

black Americans is reflected in the fight against the forces of colonialization all over the 

world.  A “global rebellion of the oppressed against the oppressor, of the exploited 

against the exploiter” is at work in the world, he argues, at the time that he gives this 

“Black Revolution and Its Effects” speech in 1965.
69

  This idea that exploitation leads 

eventually to revolution and conflict is a central idea in Marx’s thought as well, as we 

have demonstrated in the previous chapter. 

 Additionally, like Marx, Malcolm saw a major conflict between political groups 

as both inevitable and forthcoming. In an interview with Pierre Berton, Malcolm states 

that “there will be a clash between those who want freedom, justice and equality for 
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everyone and those who want to continue the systems of exploitation.”
70

  This clash will 

not necessarily have a racial character, it will be instead a fight between what he terms 

the “East” and the “West”; however, unless the racism of the West abates, there will 

indeed be a race war, Malcolm argues.
71

  Revolution in general is one of the major 

themes of Malcolm X’s speeches, and like Marx he expects violence to be a necessary 

feature of it. Although the details of this expected revolution are slightly different from 

that which Marx anticipated, the clash between oppressors and oppressed depicted here 

represents a significant parallel between the thought of Marx and that of Malcolm X.   

 Malcolm, towards the end of his life, began to speak of the concepts of racism and 

capitalism as inextricably linked; according to Malcolm, if an individual is racist he will 

inevitably believe in capitalistic ideals (although Malcolm only approves of socialism 

because it offers possible benefits for black liberation).
72

  For Malcolm the essential 

ideological underpinning of his philosophy is racial, not class-based; he is first and 

foremost “a black revolutionary, not a Marxist revolutionary” [emphasis his].
73

  

Ultimately, Malcolm X strictly defines the concept of revolution as a bloody conflict.  He 

states in his speech “Message to the Grass Roots” that many people involved in the civil 

rights movement use the word “revolution” too broadly; in the end this form of violent 

uprising is necessary and justified, he argues, as long as violence is being used against the 
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black community.
74

  The ultimate goal of revolution, as Malcolm sees it, is to gain 

control of land and thus to establish an autonomous black nation.
75

  Thus it is possible to 

note that certain beliefs influenced by his association with the Nation of Islam, 

specifically the idea of black nationalism, carry over into Malcolm’s later political 

thought despite his break with the religious sect. However, in a stark contrast to the 

pacifist beliefs of the Nation of Islam, Malcolm preached that rebellion is the necessary 

outcome of that form of oppression (as discussed above) that has been perpetrated on the 

black minority for so many years in the United States; in his writings and speeches he 

clearly argues that revolution is the only way to overcome this oppressive power. 

II.4: Frantz Fanon and Marx 

 Although explicitly Marxist ideas represent a significant theoretical underpinning 

of the ideology contained in the writings and speeches of the Black Panther Party (as will 

be discussed below), other theorists made an impact on the group’s philosophy, most 

notably the Martinique psychologist Frantz Fanon.  Fanon’s work The Wretched of the 

Earth concerns itself with a theoretical investigation of the nature—and the necessity—of 

armed resistance to colonization.  This work, published in 1963, constitutes one of the 

fundamental influences on the thought and philosophy of the Black Panther Party.  Frantz 

Fanon’s works draw upon the philosophical thought of many theorists, including Sartre, 

Hegel, and, most significantly for this project, Marx.  This section will constitute a brief 
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discussion of the relation of Fanon’s theories to those of Marx, most specifically how the 

political theories of both thinkers are based on a belief in the nature of power as 

oppressive.  

 Throughout the chapter on violence in his work The Wretched of the Earth, Fanon 

makes reference to the connections between economics and power, and in certain 

sections he explicitly discusses Marxist ideas.  In discussing the application of Marxist 

political theory in the context of colonization and decolonization he notes that in the 

colonial system power is allocated on the two-fold basis of race and economics:  

“In the colonies the economic infrastructure is also a superstructure.  The cause is 

effect: You are rich because you are white, you are white because you are rich.  

This is why a Marxist analysis should always be slightly stretched when it comes 

to addressing the colonial issue…It is not the factories, the estates, or the bank 

account which primarily characterize the ‘ruling class.’ The ruling species is first 

and foremost the outsider from elsewhere, different from the indigenous 

population, ‘the others.’”
81  

 

II.5: The Black Panther Party and Marxism 

 The Black Panther Party constitutes one of the most famous Black Power groups 

that organized in the 1960’s, most notably because of the group’s perceived extremism 

and militancy.  Founded in 1966 by Bobby Seale and Huey P. Newton, the group was 

formed as a result of the two students’ readings of Marxist-Leninist writings, the ideas of 

Malcolm X, as well as the philosophy of Frantz Fanon (especially The Wretched of the 
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Earth) and in reaction to black oppression in the United States.
87

  In this section we will 

explore the influence of Marxism on the writings and thought of members of the Black 

Panther Party and the concrete actions the group took that were based on it.  It is 

important to note that the group was not monolithic, and divergences of opinion on 

ideology existed between the members.  However, as was the case with Fanon’s and 

Malcolm X’s political beliefs the conception of power that the Black Panthers hold is 

overwhelmingly the model of oppression; indeed, the group’s political theory is explicitly 

influenced by the writings of Marx on the subject of domination and revolution. 

 In an article from 1971 concerning Eldridge Cleaver’s defection from the Black 

Panthers, Huey P. Newton explicates the party’s adherence to dialectical materialism and 

uses the theory to explain that differences with members or former members of the Black 

Panthers only serve to move the entire struggle forward.  Above all, he states, one must 

make an analysis of “concrete conditions” in order to formulate the political stance of the 

party.
88

  Ultimately, the Marxist dialectical process of disagreement within the party 

enables the group to reevaluate and assess its ideology, and thus, Newton argues, makes 

it a more viable revolutionary force.
89

 

 The politics of members of the Black Panthers are directly related to their 

ideological and philosophical allegiances.  Fred Hampton, another important member of 

the Black Panther Party, explicitly states, like Huey P. Newton, that he adheres to the 
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Marxist philosophy of dialectical materialism, and this philosophy influences his 

perception of history and political events.  He argues that individuals who conform to 

idealist ideologies do so only by ignoring reality. Hampton asserts, “You’re dealing in 

subjectivity, because you’re not testing it with objective reality.  And what’s wrong is 

that you don’t go test it.  Because if you test it, you’ll get objective.  Because as soon as 

you walk out there, a whole lot of objective reality will vamp down on your ass…”
90

 

Using this “objective philosophy,” presumably referring to the socio-economic conditions 

of blacks, Hampton argues against those who question the Black Panthers on the grounds 

of the party’s ideological identification with Marxism. According to Hampton it is a 

“universal fact” that revolution is always a struggle of one class against another 

(specifically, the oppressed against the oppressor), and that class issues are at the heart of 

any revolution.
91

    

 Like others in the Black Power movement, Hampton notes a very real connection 

between capitalism and racism.  While for Fanon and Malcolm capitalism is the root of 

racism, it is not merely parallel to or parasitic upon it. In order to prove this claim he 

offers the example of slavery.  He argues  

“when they brought slaves over here, it was to make money.  So first the idea came that 

we want to make money, then the slaves came in order to make that money.  That means, 

through historical fact, that racism had to come from capitalism…”
92

  

 As a result of this historical materialist line of reasoning, Hampton rejects the 

possibility of fighting capitalism (and therefore racism) with so-called Black capitalism; 
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instead, he argues that socialism is the only remedy. Only ridding the black community of 

the capitalist influences, Fred Hampton argues, can truly help that community flourish.
93

 

Thus the Black Panthers explicitly describe the programs offered by the party—

particularly the Breakfast for Children Program—as socialistic, and it is partly through 

these programs that the Panthers attempted to alleviate the immediate social problems in 

black communities.
94

  

 Bobby Seale states in a February, 1970 interview in The Guardian that the 

Panthers support social change through programs such as: “…free breakfast for children, 

community control of the police, free clothing programs, cooperative markets, 

cooperative housing, with an emphasis to unify all workers around the issue of a 30-hour 

work week in this country with the same pay, the issue of jobs for the poor and oppressed 

and the issue of who controls the means of production in this country.  In other words, 

drastic social change through socialism” [emphasis added].
95

  Thus it is evident that the 

Black Panthers recognize the interrelation that exists between economic policy and socio-

political justice; in order to fight oppression in the United States there must come about 

economic reforms that aid the poorest groups of Americans, a significant number of 

whom are black.   

 David Hilliard, the group’s Chief of Staff, defines the ideology of the Black 

Panther Party—in the party’s newspaper on November 8
th

, 1969—as “the historical 
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experiences of Black people in America translated through Marxism-Leninism.” These 

experiences, to which David Hilliard refers, are characterized by oppression, exploitation, 

and the denial of the legal rights that are enumerated in the Constitution.
96

 This party 

recognizes that reforms will not be enough to right these systematic injustices; indeed, 

Fred Hampton follows Marx’s doctrine in stating that a shift in the balance of political 

power, and particularly resistance against the existing structure of power, requires an 

“international proletarian revolution” that would transfer power to those who are 

currently oppressed in society.
97

  

 An ideology of revolution is, according to Eldridge Cleaver, the best model to 

emulate in the struggle to end oppression in the United States. He makes this argument on 

historical grounds, claiming that only countries with Marxist-Leninist revolutions have 

managed to free their citizens from oppression, and he cites the Soviet Union, Cuba, and 

China as examples.
98

  In his critique of nationalism Cleaver argues, like Marx, that a 

nationalistic concept eventually overrides the more important class issues, and thus is 

counter-productive to revolutionary goals (this rejection of nationalism is most likely 

directly derived from arguments in Frantz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth, as will be 
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shown below).
99

  Thus fighting oppression by means of violent, class-based revolution 

constitutes the central political goal of this group.   

II.6: Fanon, the Black Panthers, and the need for violent revolution 

 As John Courtright argues in his article “Rhetoric of the Gun” in which he offers 

an analysis of the rhetoric of the Black Panthers, Fanon’s work The Wretched of the 

Earth played the most significant role in the formation of the ideology during the early 

stages of the party’s history.  He quotes Earl Anthony, an early member of the Black 

Panthers, as saying:  

 “He [Fanon] was to us the apostle of violence.  For us The Wretched of 

the Earth was like a road map to revolution, and if you were honest and 

intelligent enough not to misinterpret what you read, you could look on the road 

map and locate the distance you had traveled on the journey.  But at the end you 

know there was armed struggle.  This was the classical way.  And this is what we 

were at least talking about in the fall of 1966.”
100  

Indeed, one of the founders of the Black Panthers, Huey P. Newton, also notes his 

indebtedness to the Martinique theorist’s work in an essay entitled “The Correct Handling 

of a Revolution” published in The Black Panther (the group’s newspaper).  Here he states 

a list of sources of inspiration for the approach to revolution advocated by his 

organization, including “…the revolution in Kenya, the Algerian Revolution, Fanon’s 

THE WRETCHED OF THE EARTH, the Russian Revolution, the works of Chairman 

Mao Tse-tung, and a host of others.”
101

  

 As we have seen, for Fanon violence will always be necessary in order to throw 

off the colonial system.  Indeed, the continued exploitation of the native population of a 
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colony is made possible only through the use of force and violence.  The historical 

process of the system inevitably creates “two congenitally antagonistic forces”—the 

colonizers and the colonized. From the very beginning the oppression of the one group by 

the other “continued at the point of the bayonet and under cannon fire.”
102

 There is no 

possibility of appealing to laws or a justice system in order to prosecute the colonizers for 

harms inflicted upon the colonized population; these supposedly “objective” systems of 

law enforcement only serve to uphold the system of exploitation in colonized countries.  

Thus violence is a necessary reaction to colonialism because the colonized cannot expect 

the colonizers to act in accordance with any but the established rules of justice that 

already serve their interests: 

“...soon it will be seven years of crimes committed in Algeria and not a single Frenchman 

has been brought before a French court of justice for the murder of an Algerian.  In 

Indochina, Madagascar, and the colonies, the ‘native’ has always known he can expect 

nothing from the other side.”
103

  

Fanon argues that a violent overthrow of the system is necessary because peaceful 

challenges to the injustices perpetrated on the native population are rendered impossible 

by the very illegitimate judicial systems that protect the oppressors’ interests. 

 This conception of the inevitability and necessity of violence due to systematic 

injustice most directly impacted the ideology of the Black Panther Party. The official 

party platform “What We Want/What We Believe” from 1966 echoes Fanon in stating: 

“We will protect ourselves from the force and violence of the racist police and the racist 

military by whatever means necessary” [emphasis added].
104

  This sentence is 

comparable to a quote found in the chapter on violence in Fanon’s The Wretched of the 
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Earth: “The exploited realize that their liberation implies using every means available, 

and force is the first…colonialism is not a machine capable of thinking, a body endowed 

with reason.  It is naked violence and only gives in when confronted with greater 

violence” [emphasis added].
105

   

 Fanon himself seems to have deemed the militant Black Power movement as 

helpful.  Although he wrote The Wretched of the Earth before the founding of the Black 

Panther Party, Fanon notes that “Already some of them [minorities] have no qualms 

advocating violent methods in response to their problems and it is no coincidence that, so 

we have learned, black radicals in the U.S. have formed armed militia groups.”
106

  Thus it 

seems that he approves of tactics similar to those taken up by the Black Panthers. In turn, 

the line of argument in Huey P. Newton’s “In Defense of Self-Defense: Executive 

Mandate Number One” demonstrates his adherence to Fanon’s theories of violence in 

response to oppression.  Here Newton argues that the injustice of racist police practices 

and police brutality, coupled with the Mulford Gun Bill that would ban the public display 

of loaded firearms, represent a form of oppression to which the only legitimate form of 

resistance is “for Black people to arm themselves against this terror before it is too 

late.”
107

  Thus it is demonstrable that the concept of violence directed against the 

oppressive colonial regime, as advocated by Fanon, is seen by the Black Panther Party as 

an analogy to its own struggle to establish a form of resistance to the American power 

structure.   
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 As we have seen, the characterization of power as oppressive is common to all of 

the Black Liberation thinkers and groups depicted in this chapter.  These thinkers also 

share similar ideas about how to overcome this domination; whether the change will 

come in the form of an apocalypse or a violent revolution, all the theories we have 

examined argue that the entire social and political system must be dismantled.  These 

ideas will be taken up by the songs of certain artists that we will analyze in Chapter IV.  

Before turning to the task of lyrical analysis, however, it will be necessary to provide a 

context for that analysis by discussing the history of rap music and offering a few words 

on method. 
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Chapter III: History and Method 

III.1: Rap’s Roots 

 According to musicologist Cheryl Keyes, in her book Rap Music and Street 

Consciousness, hip-hop is a “youth arts mass movement” comprised of the four elements 

of DJing, MCing, breakdancing, and graffiti art.
108

 Thus, ‘hip-hop’ is more than a musical 

style; this term encompasses an entire culture.  Indeed, in an article on the role of 

violence in hip-hop music, Richard Shusterman argues that hip-hop can be characterized 

as “…a whole philosophy of life, an ethos that involves…a political attitude, and often a 

philosophical posture of asking hard questions and critically challenging established 

views and values.”
109

 The music produced by this culture, known as rap, is defined by 

Keyes as “a musical form that makes use of rhyme, rhythmic speech, and street 

vernacular, which is recited or loosely chanted over a musical soundtrack.”
110

 Following 

Keyes’s terminology, in this chapter and the one that follows I will use the term ‘rap’ to 

refer to performed pieces in the style defined above; ‘hip-hop’, on the other hand, will 

refer to the cultural movement, given that the term ‘hip-hop’ is used to describe a culture 

and community as well as a method of approaching lifestyle, art, and music.
111

 I will 

make use of both of these senses of the word. 

 Hip-hop music, in its various guises, is one the most influential cultural 

phenomena in contemporary Western society. Since its birth as a small community of 
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urban artists and musical innovators in the early- to mid-seventies, the genre has been 

rapidly integrated into the mainstream of American culture.
112

 This genre borrows from 

many black cultural traditions in America, some of which have roots that reach all the 

way to the era of slavery, while also using new technologies and discursive practices in 

order to create new musical forms.  While some scholars, including Keyes, argues that 

rap can be seen as an extension of traditional black oral practices, others are less 

convinced by this argument. 

 In her book Keyes begins her investigation of the cultural and historical aspects of 

rap by asserting that one can trace “...the roots of rap…to southern black cultural forms 

and the transformation of these forms in the northern urban context.”
113

 In the South the 

system of slavery constituted the context for the emergence of new oral traditions, and 

Keyes states that “…storytelling, ritualized games (i.e. “the dozens” and signifyin), blues 

songs, and preaching” can all be seen as formative influences on the genre of rap.
114

 The 

tradition of the toast (a form of poetic expression characterized by humor and organized 

into rhyming couplets) also embodies many of the qualities associated with rap music, 

including “[t]he use of exaggerated language, metaphor, expletives, boasting, repetition, 

formulaic expressions, and mimicry...”
 115

  

 Robert Walser would argue, though, that it is important to recognize that rap is 

not a mere “natural outgrowth” of these earlier traditions, but instead that: 
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“…rap’s very mode of composition—sampling, sequencing, and so on—marks it off in 

significant ways from the previous history of black music.  Tricia Rose (1989) has drawn 

upon Ong’s work to show that hip hop is seen as a kind of “post-literate orality;” thus, it 

would be a mistake to regard rap as simply a natural outgrowth of African American oral 

traditions, for it is deeply technological and it embodies the specificity of it historical and 

political context.”
117

 

Thus, although Keyes offers some connections between rap and southern black oral 

traditions, these arguments are not supported well enough to conclude that there is a 

direct line between rap music and these practices. Despite certain continuities, the style 

represents certain new discursive tactics that mirror strategies advocated by Foucault’s 

theories, especially in the inclusion of musical stylistic techniques.  The deployment of 

such tactical discursive strategies in rap music will be further explored in the subsequent 

chapter. 

 After detailing rap’s historical influences, Keyes turns to an examination of the 

modern evolution of the style, looking at its earliest incarnations in the speech of 1950’s 

radio personalities and in the musical traditions of the 1970’s (specifically funk and 

soul).
118

 Interestingly, the most recent history of rap began with a fluid community of 

urban artists, not all of whom made music; by the mid-1970’s DJs, break dancers, graffiti 

artists, and rappers were all developing their arts in dialogue with one another.
119

 In the 

introduction to his work on the politics of hip-hop, Jeffrey Ogbar chronicles the history of 

rap’s transformation from underground urban music into a widely popular musical style: 

“The first commercially successful rap song: “Rapper’s Delight” (1979); first movie: 

Wild Style (1982); first platinum group: Run DMC (1985); first major hip-hop magazine: 

The Source (1988); first billion-dollar year: 1996; first year in which hip-hop outsold 

every other genre of music: 1998; first Grammy for Album of the Year: 1999.”
120
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From the above it is obvious that the style expanded rapidly over the course of 20 years; 

during this time the musical style has been adopted, altered, and remixed by individuals 

around the world.  From South and Latin America to Asia, Africa, Western and Eastern 

Europe, and all the way to New Zealand, the style has become a tool of political and 

artistic expression.  Many of these international hip-hop artists and groups are extremely 

political; coming from marginalized groups (the underclasses in Brazil, immigrants in 

Spain and Germany) these artists attempt to bring to light the problems in their societies 

in order to rectify these injustices.
121

   

 Although Ogbar, in describing the international hip-hop scenes, argues that 

foreign rap tends to be more political than U.S. rap, it will soon be shown that many 

politically engaged hip-hop artists are active in this country.
122

 Ogbar notes that the 

genre’s commercial success has diluted to some extent the social commentary offered by 

rap artists; however, many rappers continue to use the microphone to broadcast messages 

of resistance, hope, and political awareness to communities often ravaged by drugs, 

disease, and crime and neglected by those with the power to change these conditions.
123

  

III.2 : Style of music to be analyzed  

 Given that the category of rap music is broad, varied, and spans several decades, 

for the project at hand it will be necessary to focus on songs from a single sub-genre of 

rap music.  The style I have chosen is known as ‘conscious’ rap; artists in this sub-genre 

are characterized by social and political awareness, and this consciousness translates into 
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investigations of socio-political issues through their lyrics.
 124

 (This sub-genre is also 

sometimes called ‘knowledge’ rap.
125

) The artists who perform this style of rap tend to be 

less commercially successful than those who choose to write in other sub-genres such as 

‘gangsta’ rap.
 126

 However, despite the fact that conscious rappers tend to have smaller 

audiences and their most political songs are not played on commercial radio stations, they 

still tend to be able to reach a wide audience and can be extremely influential.  

 Jeffrey Ogbar, in his book Hip-Hop Revolution, notes that the terrible social 

conditions for black individuals in the late 1980’s were partly responsible for the 

ascendancy of this new style of conscious rap: “…Crime, joblessness, drugs, and police 

abuse all converged to foment what many would consider “positive,” “conscious,” 

“message,” or “black nationalist” rap.”
127

 Awareness of political and social conditions 

motivated the creation of this style of rap and continues to be its most important 

characteristic.  

 The choice to analyze this genre of rap arose from several considerations.  The 

first of these is that, as stated at the outset of this section, the artists who write conscious 

raps are primarily interested in issues that affect their communities and those like them. 

Songs classified in this style of rap contain overtly stated political content, allowing for 
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an analysis of the explicit political remarks, the implicit theoretical assumptions behind 

them, and the stylistic devices employed.  

 Furthermore, these conscious rappers tend to be less driven by a desire for 

commercial success than their gansta counterparts
128

; this means not only that they often 

write more substantive lyrics but also that they do not avoid potentially controversial 

stances in order to get airtime on commercial radio stations.
129

 The artists to be discussed 

in the next chapter—Saul Williams, dead prez, and Immortal Technique—while being 

fairly popular, are not played on commercial radio stations.  This is a result, Ogbar 

claims, of the fact that “…the commercially successful artists in hip-hop universally 

adopt narrow expressions of racialized imagery that valorize hypersexuality, misogyny, 

and violence…as Jay-Z has noted, the market is open for only narrow expressions of hip-

hop…”
130

  Noting that conscious rappers, for the most part, reject these stereotyped 

‘gangsta’ roles and themes, it will be fruitful to undertake an investigation of the socio-

political critiques in their lyrics that might resist a mere reflection on societal stereotypes 

and expectations.  However, despite the fact that these rappers do not take on what one 

would consider the typical ‘gangsta’ personas, they continue to display a certain 

ambivalence about the role of violence in the art form.
131

  This is not surprising, 

considering their ideological predecessors, whom we discussed in the last chapter. 

                                            
128

 Commercial success is here equated to landing major label record deals and having 

songs played on mainstream radio or cable stations. 
129

 Jeffrey O. G. Ogbar, Hip-hop revolution: the Culture and Politics of Rap,  (Kansas: 

University Press of Kansas, 2007), 178-9. 
130

 Ibid, 179. 
131

 dead prez, for example, has an album titled “Revolutionary but Gangsta” in which 

they argue that criminal actions performed against the sate or against large companies is a 

legitimate form of revolutionary behavior.  Immortal Technique also uses violent 

language for dramatic effect in his works. 



Rogers 47 

 

 

 White conceptions of blackness are sometimes considered as being responsible 

for the perpetuation of the gangsta stereotype in rap music, given that, as Ogbar asserts, 

the majority of consumers of hip hop music are white.
132

  However, while whites make 

up much of the audience of gangsta rap, they also constitute the majority of the market 

for conscious rap. Ogbar argues that the hip hop’s artists, consumers, and executives must 

all take responsibility for the continuation of negative representations of black people.
133

 

 Obviously, though, the appetite of the market has a significant influence on the 

work of the artists; the emergence of the conscious rap sub-genre and the embracing of it 

by white audiences is thus an encouraging sign for those who hope to spread ideas about 

political resistance beyond the confines of minority communities. The artists who rap in 

this style can be seen as attempting to capitalize on a new and lucrative trend, but in 

doing so they are able to spread awareness of problems faced by minorities and those 

living in poverty in the U.S., as well as political issues that pertain to the nation as a 

whole. 

 Indeed, Ogbar notes that rappers in the conscious rap sub-genre comment on what 

is happening around them and attempt to bring neglected viewpoints to light; this strategy 

demonstrates that “Many rappers saw their art as a tool of resistance and political 

expression.”
134

 Moreover, as Ogbar maintains, the rappers regard the songs themselves as 

integral parts of a political strategy, just as the Foucauldian perspective would have it.  

These artists are not merely commenting on the political process; they are also attempting 

to have a positive effect on it.   
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III.3: Method 

 In the next chapter we will analyze three representative songs by three different 

conscious rappers, rather than look at several songs by one artist. The analysis will 

consist of a comparison of several different ways in which rappers have attempted to 

address political and social issues.
135

  In order to do so, artists with different musical 

styles and approaches to the music have been chosen; this enables the analysis to take a 

broader view of their techniques of political commentary and participation within a 

reasonably short time span (seven years).  The three rappers I have chosen are Saul 

Williams, Immortal Technique, and dead prez; each has a different political viewpoint 

and manner of expressing himself.
136

   

 These songs look at different aspects of the contemporary American socio-

political context (all date from the year 2000 or later), and they all concern different 

subject matter; however, they are united by an interest in examining and explaining how 

political issues affect the lives of raced individuals living in the United States.  

Additionally, they attempt to answer the question of how best to address these problems.  

It is important to note that these songs constitute a representative sample of the artists’ 

work in general; all of these rappers are extremely politically engaged and many of their 
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raps have themes dealing with consciousness-raising and political action.  These artists 

all notably advocate strategies for changing the problems in today’s society, rather than 

only concerning themselves with detailing what these problems are.  While the latter is an 

important task in many ways, these rappers show that rap can also be a tool for attempts 

to actively change the way people relate to the power structures in their societies. 

 The analysis of rap lyrics in the next chapter will take the form of a semiotic 

analysis inspired by Barthes,137 with particular attention being paid to socio-political 

themes, especially those of resistance and revolution. For Barthes the distinction between 

the ‘work’ and the ‘text’ is crucial.  A work can be thought of as a signifier (denotation), 

pointing to a single signified (connoted) meaning; this relation between what is stated and 

what is connoted is either overt and explicit or can be discovered through a hermeneutic 

process of interpretation, a process that will eventually reveal the “truth” of the work.  A 

text, on the other hand, cannot run out of meaning; Barthes claims that a text 

continuously generates signifiers by playing with meaning.
138

 Due to the endless array of 

meanings contained within a given text, the method of analyzing these objects “…is 

realized not according to an organic progress of maturation or a hermeneutic course of 

deepening investigation, but, rather, according to a serial movement of disconnections, 

overlappings, variations.”
139

  The aim of this project, then, is not to offer a single, 

authoritative interpretation of the songs or the lyrics as ‘works’; to do so would go 
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against the spirit of the music itself. Instead, this project seeks to put the overt content of 

the lyrics in play with contemporary theories of power, historical movements and 

doctrines, and stylistic techniques. 

 Accordingly, this project assumes that each of these raps has many meanings, and 

cannot be exhausted by any particular interpretation.  Indeed, the goal of this lyrical 

analysis is merely to illuminate one facet of the meaning in these pieces of music. The 

most authentic approach to take with these texts is to note that reading these songs in 

terms of political content is but one possible method among many other ways of 

interpreting them; as Barthes notes, the nature of the project of semiotic investigation 

necessitates that in analyzing a text the researcher must focus exclusively on the 

significations of works, without referencing certain other facets of these objects (for 

instance, the psychological state of the artists during the process of writing the songs, 

although this could well give rise to other valid interpretations).
140

   

 The lyrics of the songs will be presented here in full as appendices, and salient 

selections will be included in the body of the chapter as footnotes and examined closely.  

Each song will first be analyzed in terms of its overt political themes, but with an eye to 

unearthing assumptions about underlying conceptions of power, how these might parallel 

the ideas of Foucault and Marx (as outlined in Chapter I), and what relation they might 

have to earlier traditions of Black Liberation (described in Chapter II).  We will also 

examine the form of the songs, noting the manner in which these artists are strategically 

using genealogical tactics reminiscent of Foucault. 
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 More specifically, the analysis will look at the following characteristics of the 

songs: the method by which the artist takes up political issues, what the artist expressly 

says about these issues, and the artist’s recommendations for addressing problems, with 

an eye to identifying Marxian or Foucauldian elements, as well as influences from the 

Nation of Islam, Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon, or the Black Panthers.  Additionally, I will 

note any linguistic or artistic techniques that are employed in order to reinforce and/or 

complicate the message found in the lyrics.  

 According to the semiotic theory of analysis, any mere lyrical analysis will be 

inadequate to the project at hand; this project requires an analysis of the use of auditory 

techniques and their impact on the song’s message as well.
141

 The technique of sampling 

will be especially important and will be used to different effects by different artists.  

Also, the use of sound effects will be examined in terms of the impact on the message of 

the song and in terms of the impact on the listener. These techniques include sampling, 

remixing, repetition of sounds and words,
143

 as well as the rapper’s method of delivery.  

All of these techniques highlight the fact that raps are not merely poems set to a 

soundtrack but rather constitute musical texts in which musical techniques inform the 

messages stated in the lyrics. This part of the analysis will demonstrate the manner in 

which these artists construct their songs and the fact that the music and the words are 

interconnected in these texts; neither would be as effective without the other.    
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Chapter IV: Analysis 

IV.1: Introduction 

 In Chapter III we saw the outline of the method that will be used in this chapter to 

analyze these three rap songs.  The aim of this analysis is to investigate the claims we 

have made throughout this project; to what extent can the form of these works be 

considered as an instance of a “discursive tactic” as defined by Foucault in Chapter I, 

even while overtly endorsing Marxist assumptions inherited from older Black Liberation 

movements?  Accordingly, we will look at the models of power expressed in these songs, 

looking for points of continuity or discontinuity with those models of oppressive and 

disciplinary power that were outlined in Chapter I, while noting any overt or implicit 

references or parallels with the Black Liberation thought that were discussed in Chapter 

II.  Finally, we will examine the use of certain artistic techniques in these songs, noting 

how they are being used to underscore or complicate the song’s message, to create a new 

form of discourse, or to deploy a discursive strategy.  To this end, each song’s analysis 

will be divided into four sections: political statements, the artist’s method of political 

analysis, recommended method for remedying political problems, and artistic techniques. 
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IV.2: dead prez 

 

Song: “Police State”  

Album: Let’s Get Free 

Year: 2000 

  

 The rap group dead prez, originally from Tallahassee, is an outspoken duo 

consisting of rappers M-1 and stic.man.  The song that will be analyzed in this section is 

titled “Police State” and it comes from their album Let’s Get Free, released in 2000.  The 

overt political content in this song offers certain parallels with both the thought of Marx 

and also with that of the Black Panthers, especially in terms of its theoretical assumptions 

about power and the best way to resist it.  However, as we will demonstrate, the song also 

uses certain discursive tactics reminiscent of Foucault.  

IV.2.i. Superstructure 

 On the level of content, dead prez’s song depicts a model of power that is clearly 

oppressive and the political statements in their lyrics are explicitly aligned with Marx’s 

theories of power and revolution. This song quotes Chairman Omali Yeshitela, a 

socialist-leaning activist and founder of the National People’s Democratic Uhuru 

Movement.
144

 (This African-American leader has had a significant influence on the 

political thought of dead prez, demonstrated by the clips from his speeches that appear on 

this album.) Yeshitela, in the clip from his speech that is featured in this song, argues that 

the state is a “repressive organization” and that the entire state apparatus is a vehicle of 

                                            
144

 James, Joy.  “‘F**k tha Police [State]’: Rap, Warfare, and the Leviathan.”  in Hip Hop 

and Philosophy: rhyme 2 reason, eds. Derrick Darby and Tommie Shelby, 65-76 

(Illinois: Carus, 2005), 67. 
146

 [dead prez, A3-6]: “What is the State?  The State is this organized bureaucracy/It is 

the po-lice department.  It is the Army, the Navy/It is the prison system, the courts, and 

what have you/This is the State -- it is a repressive organization.” 
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repression.
146

  By enumerating various parts of the federal government, Yeshitela argues 

along Marxist lines; he asserts that the state itself represents a superstructure, where the 

interests of the ruling class are inscribed in the institutions of a society (in this case, in the 

military, the judicial system, and the police).   Yeshitela further indicates evidence of an 

oppressive apparatus at work in America by implying later on that the police exist to 

protect and maintain the supremacy of the powerful upper class.
147

  

 According to the artists in dead prez, this superstructure is at the root of several 

forms of oppression that result from white domination of blacks. The refrain of the song 

draws attention to several political, social, and economic challenges faced by the black 

community: low wages, an indifferent or openly hostile justice system, and white 

political hegemony all contribute to the oppression and exploitation of the minority 

group.
149

 dead prez pays particular attention to the rates of incarceration for black 

Americans; after all, imprisoning black individuals represents the simplest and most 

direct way of oppressing this group.
150

  The group also notes the lack of fair minimum 

wage laws, ultimately relating this reality back to the idea of the “police state,”
151

 

representing the oppressive power of white hegemony that reinforces its supremacy 

                                            
147

 [dead prez, A11-14]: “But the reality is./the police become necessary in human 

society/only at that junction in human society/where it is split between those who have 

and those who ain't got.” 
149

  [dead prez, R A1-8]: “The average Black male/ Live a third of his life in a jail 

cell/‘Cause the world is controlled by the white male/ And the people don't never get 

justice/ And the women don't never get respected/And the problems don't never get 

solved/And the jobs don't never pay enough/So the rent always be late; can you relate?” 
150

 [dead prez, B11]: “We sick of workin’ for crumbs and fillin’ up the prisons” 
151

 [dead prez, B11]: “We sick of workin’ for crumbs and fillin’ up the prisons”  

[dead prez, R A7]: “And the jobs don't never pay enough.” 
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through the political, social, judicial, and ideological superstructure in America. 

Effectively, then, all of the problems the dead prez enumerates are actually elements of a 

strategy on the part of the white ruling class designed to solidify and maintain its 

hegemony.  

 Seeming to parallel one of Foucault’s concerns, the group argues that the 

government of the United States spies on its citizens’ activities.
152

  As we have seen in 

Chapter I, Foucault’s concept of surveillance plays a significant role in his theory of 

disciplinary power.  According to Foucault’s theory individuals eventually internalize the 

constant scrutiny that constitutes one method of domination in disciplinary power.
 154

 

That this aspect of internalization is absent from the analysis offered by dead prez seems 

to point to a more external, oppressive account of power, in lieu of a disciplinary account.  

Instead of the surveillance being part of a disciplinary strategy of domination, the use of 

surveillance would effectively constitute a tool serving the superstructure erected by the 

white ruling class in America. Indeed, the artists state that this surveillance violates “the 

people’s right to privacy,” essentially making reference to sovereign rights
155

; that is to 

say that the lyric makes reference to rights of privacy, the transgression of which 

constitutes an illegitimate government action.  In terms of Marxist theory, this would be 

another example of the methods by which the ruling class maintains the social order. 

                                            
152

 [dead prez, B4-6]: “F.B.I. spyin’ on us through the radio antennas/And them hidden 

cameras in the streetlight watchin’ society/With no respect for the people's right to 

privacy.” 
154

 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon, 78-108 

(New York: Pantheon, 1980), 105. 
155

 [dead prez, B4-6]: “F.B.I. spyin’ on us through the radio antennas/And them hidden 

cameras in the streetlight watchin’ society/With no respect for the people's right to 

privacy.” 
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Foucault would argue, though, that the appeal to rights is inadequate under a disciplinary 

model of power, as we discussed in Chapter I, section two. Given that the locus of power 

is not situated outside of the individual (i.e. it is not in the hands of the police, the F.B.I. 

or the bourgeoisie), it is not effective to attempt to use the sovereignty of the individual to 

undermine the system; in appealing to these concepts, one misses the fact that 

disciplinary power employs these ideas of sovereignty and right in order to cover up its 

real mechanisms: the taking up and expressing of surveillance and norms at the 

individual level. 

IV.2.ii. Violent Revolution 

 In dead prez’s “Police State” the description of a superstructural apparatus at 

work in America functions as the proof of the various means by which whites oppress 

blacks in this country. It can also be argued that the depictions of examples of hardships 

and injustices are included to underscore the insupportability of the current socio-political 

system. Due to the fact that whites control all aspects of the political system, black 

individuals effectively have no way of bringing policy changes about.
156

 Hence the group 

concludes that violent revolution is the only means by which black individuals can effect 

real change in the structure of domination. The group expresses this commitment to 

violent rebellion early in the song, stating: “I throw a Molotov cocktail at the precinct.”
157

 

Revolutionary tactics—including utilizing explosives—appear to be the only means that 

dead prez consider capable of correcting the myriad of racial and economic injustices that 

make up the material and superstructural situation in the United States.  Although their 

                                            
156

 [dead prez, R A-4] The average Black male/Live a third of his life in a jail cell/ ‘Cause 

the world is controlled by the white male/and the people don't never get justice.” 
157

 [dead prez, B1]: “I throw a Molotov cocktail at the precinct, you know how we think.” 
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strategy for overthrowing the political system in America is not explicitly laid out, it is 

clear that the transition will not be a peaceful one. 

 The group clearly embraces similar revolutionary goals as the Black Panthers, 

whose ideas were discussed in Chapter II, and the connection between the artists and this 

Black Liberation organization is made explicit in the song.  Early on the artists express 

the willingness to die for the cause like Huey P. Newton, and deride the lack of 

revolutionary dedication on the part of other rap artists.
158

 dead prez also continues their 

discussion of the impending revolution through the sampling of a speech given by Fred 

Hampton.  In this clip Hampton proclaims that he is a revolutionary and a part of the 

proletariat
159

; this speaker further emphasizes both the oppression of blacks (as members 

of the proletariat, the underclass) and the need for revolutionary action to change this 

situation.  

 How and when the revolution will take place remains an open question in this 

song; the artists make it explicit, though, that the time has not yet come.
160

 The aim of the 

lyrics may be to prepare individuals to take part in the coming showdown between the 

oppressed and the oppressors. Accordingly, this song seems to be intended to make those 

who hear it aware of the necessity of a total overthrow of the government. For instance, 

this statement: “And all my comrades is ready, we just spreadin’ the seed”
161

 

                                            
158

 [dead prez, B7]: “I'll take a slug for the cause like Huey P./while all you fake niggaz 

try to copy Master P.” 
159

 [dead prez, D1]: “I am…a revolutionary” & [D3]: “You're gonna have to say that ‘I 

am a proletariat.’” 
160

 [dead prez, C17-8]: “It's cee-lo for push-ups now, many headed for one 

conclusion/Niggaz ain't ready for revolution.” 
161

 [dead prez, B16] 
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demonstrates that this group wishes to convince their audience to prepare for the 

imminent revolution.   

 Ultimately, this revolution is necessary as a result of the conception of power as 

an oppressive force.  With power centralized in the hands of white Americans, force 

represents the only effective way (as dead prez sees it) to free the oppressed classes and 

ethnic groups.  Once these groups have gained power, through the means of violent 

overthrow, the line from Yeshitela
162

 suggests that the repressive organizations of the 

state will no longer be necessary; when the poor and the rich no longer exist there will be 

no more class violence or crime.  

IV.2.iii. Song as tactical strategy 

 As we will show, this group shares with the other artists examined in this thesis a 

format that is closely aligned with the Foucauldian post-modern tradition; however, this 

group clearly holds that power is oppressive, seeming to keep with the earlier black 

Marxist traditions outlined in Chapter II.  Thus it seems that this group’s lyrics can be 

seen as deploying a Marxist analysis through the use of a post-modern discursive format. 

dead prez details social, political, and economic problems that are prevalent among the 

members of black communities and connects these problems to racism.  In analyzing the 

difficulties faced by black individuals in America the group connects economic 

disadvantages, politics, and race.  These artists weave together examples of what appears 

to be an institutional neglect of impoverished communities and the problems that face 

                                            
162

 [dead prez, A11-14]: “But the reality is./the police become necessary in human 

society/only at that junction in human society/where it is split between those who have 

and those who ain't got.” 
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those who live in them, clearly aiming to use this discourse to highlight those problems 

and issues that they feel have been overlooked up to this point. 

 The time has not come for revolution, as we discussed in the preceding section, 

but the aim of the song is to prepare the audience for this eventual clash.  Thus the group 

uses the song in a Foucauldian move that deploys a tactical discursivity; the song is itself 

a form of resistance that will also lead to a larger movement of revolution. Thus one of 

the most interesting aspects of this song is that although the end result of this song is 

hoped to be violent revolution, the manner in which the artists intend to bring it about is 

through this rap, a discursive practice, combining Marx’s theories of power and 

Foucault’s discursive strategies. The aim could be seen as an attempt to raise 

revolutionary consciousness, just as it might be in Marx.  However, the method—the 

elevation of the speeches of Yeshitela, Hampton, and the unknown speaker quoted at the 

end—has dead prez employing the tactic of reinstating marginalized knowledges (as were 

outlined in the section about Foucault in Chapter I).  This method seems less a matter of 

raising awareness of a shared experience (one that has been covered by ideology) than 

creating a new discourse by juxtaposing several marginalized ones to create 

consciousness. 

 As will be shown to be the case with other artists, this group employs the 

technique of using discourses that are not justified with reference to accepted disciplinary 

methods of analysis: all of the individuals sampled in this text lie outside the mainstream 

of political discourse.  However, it is not the case that these artists are claiming that the 

speakers have a claim to truth that is more legitimate than the discourses that are 

currently dominant in American society. In using these texts from different eras and 
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bringing them into a synchronic relation, dead prez is instead able to emphasize the fact 

that there is a battle between multiple discourses in America.  By juxtaposing the words 

of individuals from different levels of society and different eras, dead prez is essentially 

highlighting and deploying discourses from older (and current) black political struggles 

in a contemporary context.  In this way, the group contributes their own challenge to the 

hegemonic discourses disseminated by disciplinary power, without making the claim that 

their (dead prez’s) discourse ‘truer.’ Indeed, it is the ability of the discourse to effect 

change—that is, its power—that matters here; the power to motivate individuals to 

violently overthrow the government is the important feature of this discourse, not its 

truth. 

 Although the speakers who are sampled are not part of a ‘canon’ of political 

theorists, their words can still be used to legitimize the statements that dead prez wishes 

to make.  Armed revolution, after all, is an extreme action to take, and in order to 

encourage their listeners to embrace this political action the words of Fred Hampton or 

Omali Yeshitela will be helpful. In showing that important black intellectual figures 

support similar ideas the group can legitimize the revolutionary theory that they advance.   

 Thus, in the end the concept of oppressive power and revolution dominate this 

piece.  However, we have able to show that the strategy of the song itself and the 

technique of sampling make the song itself an instance of certain Foucauldian tactics of 

resistance as well.   As we will see, other rap artists, while deploying similar discursive 

tactics, do not necessarily share dead prez’s understanding of power or how one should 

resist it. 
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IV.3: Saul Williams 

 

Song: Act III Scene II (Shakespeare) 

Album: Saul Williams 

Year: 2004 

  

 The artist Saul Williams is another conscious rapper who writes songs that 

challenge the political establishment.  Associated with the New York City poetry scene, 

this artist incorporates poetic techniques, as well as political themes, into his works.  As 

will be shown to be the case with the song by Immortal Technique, the focus of “Act III 

Scene II (Shakespeare)” is the war in Iraq and its political and social consequences for 

people in the United States.  Ultimately, this artist displays an understanding of power 

that seems to embrace aspects of both of the models we have examined.  Just as we saw 

with dead prez, though, the resistance to power is carried out in this song through a 

discursive tactic. 

IV.3.i. Nature of power 

 In his song, whose title is a reference to the play Julius Caesar by William 

Shakespeare, Saul Williams ties together the themes of tyranny, class and corporate 

interests in a way that seems to constitute an oppressive model of power relations.  

However, he also seems to indicate in his lyrics that individuals can exert a form of 

power that counters government actions without changing the system altogether.  Thus, it 

seems that Williams’s conception of power may resemble Foucault’s, in that power can 

be aggregated from multiple sources, meaning that his description of colonial power 

viewed in light of his arguments that the deployment of discourse can alter power 

relations, may not represent a disagreement with Foucault’s model. 
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 Some of the statements that Williams makes about the United States government 

and its connection to certain economic interests indicate points of continuity with Fanon 

and his ideas about colonial power. After all, Williams argues early on in his song that 

corporations and the government have colluded in getting this country involved in a war 

in Iraq.  He states that “it’s just coincidence that oil men would wage war on an oil rich 

land.”
163

 This quote parallels Fanon’s concept of colonial power, described in Chapter II, 

where economic interests motivate the colonization and exploitation of certain resource-

rich, but militarily weak, nations. This argument is advanced by Williams’s later 

assertion that the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan are waged to make money for large 

companies.
164

 Like Fanon, Williams seems to argue that the U.S. dominates these 

countries in order to exploit their resources, without regard for human rights.  Thus there 

seems to be a direct connection to the idea of oppressive power as Fanon conceives of it, 

especially in the description of the domination of other countries through economic and 

military force. 

 As noted above, Saul Williams undertakes the analysis of politically relevant 

issues through the exploration of connections between corporations and their influence on 

politics, specifically focusing on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. In addition to the 

relation to Fanon’s work, these lyrics also constitute a Marxist argument, in that the 

rapper is claiming that the ruling class has been able to use the power of the government 

in order to increase their economic gains.
165

 Although the artist sees these oil companies 

as active players who helped bring about the invasion of Iraq in order to gain access to 

                                            
163

 [Saul Williams, B12] 
164

 [Saul Williams, C2]: “For you share the guilt of blood spilt in accordance with the 

Dow Jones.” 
165

 [B12] It's just coincidence that oil men would wage war on an oil rich land.  
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oil, other companies, and the corporate system of America in general, are also 

implicated.
166

 Thus, on this model, power seems to be oppressive, held in the hands of a 

few wealthy corporations and their allies in the government and exercised without 

reference to the interests of the country as a whole.  

 To the extent that Williams conceives of power as oppressive, it would seem to be 

necessary that he would advocate violent revolution in order to throw off this domination.  

However, whether or not he recommends violent overthrow of the government remains 

slightly ambiguous in this song.  There is some indication that he might support such an 

action when he states: “So here's the plan. The ides of March are always at hand,”
167

 

making reference to the date of Caesar’s murder. However, there is no indication that this 

is a call for actual violence rather than a democratic change in leadership.  

 Despite these similarities to thinkers who share a view of power that can be 

characterized as oppressive, there are elements of the lyrics in this song that indicate an 

ambivalence about depicting power solely as oppressive force. For instance, it is 

significant that in order to encourage the participation of his listeners Williams points out 

that they bear the responsibility for failing to stop the violence done in the name of this 

country.
168

 Whereas dead prez seems to see the power structure as a separate force from 

the actions of individuals, Williams argues that in failing to stop atrocities the people of 

the U.S. are to some extent responsible for them. This constitutes a parallel with 

Foucault’s conception of power, in that it does not view power as something that is 
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 [Saul Williams C2-3]: “For you share the guilt of blood spilt in accordance with the 

Dow Jones/ Dow drops fresh crop skull and bones.” 
167

 [Saul Williams D1]: “So here's the plan. The ides of march are always at hand.“ 
168

 [Saul Williams C1]: “If you have tears prepare to shed them now/For you share the 

guilt of blood spilt in accordance with the Dow Jones.” 
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possessed by one group and imposed on other, but sees it instead as something that exists 

in the relation between the two.  As noted in Chapter I, Foucault argues that power 

circulates throughout a society. According to his disciplinary model, each individual 

exercises power and enables it to function as well as being subject to it.  Therefore, each 

individual would have the ability to resist, to some extent, the dominant discourses that 

come from the political establishment, and could use these discourses in the way that 

Williams attempts to use them: in investigating the illegitimate assumptions in the 

rhetoric from the government he essentially reveals the genealogy of these postulations. 

By questioning the truth-claims of these statements, Williams demonstrates that current 

discourses about the wars came about in order to justify motivations that had nothing to 

do with actually helping the people of these countries. 

 This artist makes an explicit statement that represents a significant point of 

continuity between himself and Foucault: “But the power of your voice could redirect 

every truth.”
169

 Williams essentially argues that discourse can alter the perceived ideas of 

truth.  The nexus of power and truth can be identified in this statement; the power of the 

voice (discourse) can alter the workings of truth (or what is categorized as such), in that 

the diffuse depiction of power in Foucault generates a possibility for individual resistance 

through the genealogical activity. He goes on to further encourage his audience to resist 

the hegemonic discourses in America, asking his listeners to question “every goal, ideal 

or value” that authorities offer.
170

  He seems to recognize that the dissemination of 

discourses by those in power is one way that domination comes to be enacted upon 
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 [Saul Williams, D6] 
170

 [Saul Williams, D17]: “And what you do is question everything they say do, every 

goal ideal or value they keep pushing on you.” 
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individuals; the fact that he calls for his listeners to resist taking up these discourses also 

seems to show that he understands that the individuals in society are active participants in 

the power relation, taking up discourses and norms and internalizing them. We have 

already seen these ideas in the discussion of Foucault’s conception of discourse in 

Chapter I. 

IV.3.ii. Propaganda and discourse   

 Despite their somewhat similar conceptions of power, it is not clear that Williams 

and Foucault are in agreement on the question of whether truth is defined in a discipline 

(as Foucault conceives it) or whether it constitutes an objective, knowable reality. 

Willaims references truth in several places in the song, arguing at one point that, “their 

twisted propaganda can't erase all the dead,”
171

 seeming to indicate that there is a ‘truth’ 

that exists and can be thought of as real. He also references this idea later on, asking for 

truths that are “at one with the land.”
172

 It is possible, though, that these ‘truths’ are not 

objective and eternal, but rather capable of being challenged.  The statement discussed in 

the preceding section does seem to indicate that it is possible to “redirect” truth,
173

 thus 

indicating that Williams does not necessarily argue that there is a single, objective truth 

about reality.  Indeed, at another point in the song the groups in power seem to be able to 

                                            
171

 [Saul Williams, D23]: “And instead, invest in that erasable lead, 'cause their twisted 

propaganda can't erase all the dead.”  
172

 [Saul Williams, D15]: “We demand a truth naturally at one with the land, not a plant 

that photosynthesizes bombs on demand, or a search for any weapons we let fall from our 

hands.” 
173

 [Saul Williams, D6-7]: “But the power of your voice could redirect every truth./Shift 

and shape the world you want and keep your fears in a noose.”  
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undertake a project of linguistic redefinition through propaganda; in this case, the 

invasions of Iraq and Afghanistan are labeled as “liberation” and “salvation.”
174

   

 In the song’s refrain the artist states that he speaks for those who do not have a 

strong political voice.
175

 In doing so, he articulates evidence that certain marginalized 

groups, both in the U.S. and abroad, are being left out of the discourse concerning the 

wars in the Middle East. The government and its corporate allies have managed to frame 

the discussion of the war in Iraq in terms of “liberation” and “salvation,” while 

condemning those who resist them.
176

 This song identifies these discursive tactics and 

seeks to undermine them by presenting an alternate reading of these events. In order to 

further this goal of undermining the government’s discourse, the artist uses examples of 

the failures and hypocrisies of power by pointing out, for instance, that the soldiers who 

fight these wars for our country are not paid enough when they return home.
177

 The idea 

that the wars were undertaken for humanitarian reasons, to “liberate” for instance, is 

belied by the fact that there are humanitarian issues in America that have long gone 

unsolved.  Williams notes some of these, including unemployment, homelessness, and 

the lack of affordable healthcare.
178

 Through these examples Williams is undertaking a 

strategy of resistance, revealing that the discourses offered by the government of the 

                                            
174

 [Saul Williams, D2-4]: “And when the power hungry strike, they strike the poorest of 

man./And if you dare put up a fight, they'll come and fight for your land./And they'll call 

it liberation or salvation.”  
175

 [Saul Williams, R A1]: “Spit for the hated, the reviled, the unrefined, the no ones, the 

nobodies, the last in line.” 
176

 [Saul Williams, D2-4]: “And when the power hungry strike, they strike the poorest of 

man./And if you dare put up a fight, they'll come and fight for your land./And they'll call 

it liberation or salvation.” 
177

 [Saul Williams, B13]: “And this one goes out to my man, taking cover in the trenches 

with a gun in his hand, then gets home and no one flinches when he can't feed his fam.” 
178

 [Saul Williams, D21-2]: “Why not fight to feed the homeless, jobless, fight 

inflation?!/Why not fight for our own healthcare and our education?!” 
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United States are not monolithic and that their claims to truth can be questioned through 

genealogical tactics. In pointing out these failures of the government this artist is 

attempting to undermine the dominant discourse in the U.S., creating a space for the 

alternate speech he and others are producing. In stating that the powerful will target the 

poorest individuals, Williams suggests that these marginalized groups for whom he 

advocates are the lower and poorer classes.
179

 However, although certain discussions of 

power in this song reference an oppressive model, the structure of power as a whole and 

the use of the rap format enables this rapper to deploy genealogical tactics to call into 

question the propaganda that is disseminated by the government.   

IV.3.iii. Song as tactic of resistance  

 Williams makes certain positive statements, which indicate that he intends to use 

this song to encourage resistance on the part of his listeners.  In accordance with the more 

diffuse form of power that Williams mentions at one point in the song,
180

 he enumerates 

the problems that he faces —as do others in his community and those like it—and also 

encourages individuals to confront these difficulties and to do something to change them. 

 Most significantly, this artist demands real engagement from those in his 

audience; he calls for them to question authority, and offers himself as an example of this 

interrogative relation to authority.
181

 Individuals, he argues, ought to question received 
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 [Saul Williams, D2] “And when the power hungry strike, they strike the poorest of 

man.” 
180

 [Saul Williams, D6-7]: “But the power of your voice could redirect every truth./Shift 

and shape the world you want and keep your fears in a noose.”  
181

 [Saul Williams, D18]: “If they ask you to believe it question whether it's true. If they 

ask you to achieve, is it for them or for you.” 
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wisdom and values, while actively engaging in a dialogue with power.
182

 The language in 

this song eventually becomes a call to action; thus the song does not constitute a mere 

recommendation to the marginalized groups to whom Williams addresses himself to 

change the nature of politics in this country.  Instead, he claims, it is also their 

responsibility to undertake this project of political change: “'Cause the laws to which 

we're loyal keep the soil deplete./It's our job to not let history repeat”
183

 [emphasis 

added]. If individuals are not only the targets of power but also the vehicles through 

which it is expressed, then they have the ability to resist the demands made on them by 

disciplinary power discourses. Williams argues that they should do so because the 

rhetoric of the government has convinced the public to permit these wars, in which many 

lives are being lost on bother sides, to take place. These sentiments represent close 

parallels with both the theoretical arguments of Foucault concerning resistance through 

alternative discourses and also, as we shall see, with the ideas expressed in “The 4
th
 

Branch” by Immortal Technique.  

 Finally, Saul Williams uses poetic language as a tactic of resistance throughout 

this song.  His connections with poetry are clearly manifested in his song; as one 

commentator has noted, his songs are essentially “boom poetry” which “fuses hip-hop 

and a quasi-scat delivery style executed in freestyle.”
184

  It is certainly the case that rather 

than making an outright attack on the political system, this singer offers associations and 

contrasts in a poetic style: “An Afghani in a shanty. Doodle dandy yank on!/An Iraqi in 
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 [Saul Williams, D12]: “…I won't be a slave to what authorities say do.” & [D17]:  

“And what you do is question everything they say do, every goal ideal or value they keep 

pushing on you.” 
183

 [Saul Williams, C10-1] 
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 Cheryl Keyes, Rap Music and Street Consciousness, (Illinois: University of Illinois, 

2002), 242 n.6. 
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Gap khaki. Coca Cola come on!”
185

  By juxtaposing the poverty of the nations we have 

invaded with the names of corporations Williams continues to point out the connections 

between business interests and the war; the use of particular companies’ names here is an 

instance of metonymy, where particular parts of a system (Gap, Coca-Cola) stand for the 

whole (the corporate system itself).  The earlier mention of the Dow-Jones functions in 

much the same way.  In this way Williams can implicate the whole corporate system as 

being complicit in the invasion of countries for material gain, without making this 

argument through a systematic discussion of the political and economic forces that were 

responsible for the decisions to undertake this war.  This is significant, because, as 

Foucault would argue, the use of the language of the discipline of political science would 

appeal to institutionalized ‘truths’ whose scope is limited to that field. Instead, Williams 

is able to use a form of speech and argumentation (poetic association) that is not 

recognized as legitimate by that discipline, constituting a strategic use of a marginalized 

way of knowing. 

 In adapting poetic language to the task of taking on political issues, then, 

Williams is formulating a certain tactical discourse. The use of this form of speech 

enables this artist to draw upon ‘high’ cultural works (especially Shakespeare) in order to 

associate the Bush administration with tyranny, while also calling into question the 

decision to invade Afghanistan and Iraq.  Thus, in using this tactics of allusion and 

juxtaposition Williams can indirectly interrogate political actions, combining 

emotionality and reasoning in order to more effectively argue for his case. Indeed, the use 

                                            
185

 [Saul Williams C5-6] 
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of poetic techniques here (allusions, metonymy, juxtaposition) can be said to constitute a 

genealogical strategy. 

 In addition to poetic techniques, the artist also manipulates the sound of this work 

in order to elicit certain emotional reactions from his audience.  The beat of the song is 

kept by a drumbeat with a lot of static.  It is an unsettling noise that heightens the 

emotional content of the lyrics.   Also, the refrain is delivered in a style more closely 

aligned with heavy metal or punk rock, the lyrics being sung/screamed over the 

background music.  The palpable anger and emotionality is extremely effective in 

eliciting a similar feeling in the listener. In using emotional appeals Williams is in 

essence making use of a marginalized form of discourse, in that reason is favored over 

emotion in the creation of political statements.   

 Thus it is clear that while Williams displays a certain ambivalence about the 

nature of power, wavering between an oppressive depiction and a disciplinary one, he 

certainly perceives his lyrical activities as constituting a form of resistance to power.  

(Whatever form that power may ultimately take.)  Through his genealogical tactics of 

revealing the workings of the government’s rhetoric and also through his call to action to 

members of his audience, this artist creates resistant discourses that can “redirect every 

truth.”
186
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 [Saul Williams, D6]: “But the power of your voice could redirect every truth.” 
188

 [Immortal Technique, B5-6]: “They bombed innocent people trying to murder 

Saddam/When you gave him those chemical weapons to go to war with Iran.” 
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IV. 4: Immortal Technique  

 

Song:  “The 4
th

 Branch”  

Album: Revolutionary Volume 2 

Year:  2007 

  

 Politics in the age of the ‘War on Terrorism’ take center stage in “The 4
th

 

Branch,” a song from the album Revolutionary Volume 2, written and performed by Afro-

Peruvian artist Immortal Technique (also known as Felipe Coronel).  Based in New York 

City, this rapper investigates socio-political issues affecting the Hispanic and Black 

communities of America.  In this rap, he engages in a discussion of the harm that a 

collusion between the government and the media can inflict on the citizens of the United 

States.  According to Immortal Technique’s arguments in this song, the American 

government has unacknowledged vested interests in going to war in Iraq and has resorted 

to lying to the American public in order to further these interests.  

IV.4.i. Government, media, and disciplinary power  

 Immortal Technique begins this song by depicting part of the history of American 

and European involvement in the Middle East, bringing up details such as the fact that the 

U.S. knew that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction because it was the U.S. government 

who sold them the missiles in the first place.
188

 Some people in this country know this 

information, and yet the network news channels tend to not mention it.  Immortal 

Technique notes this silence, and attempts to account for it.  In effect, he argues that the 

aim of this collusion between the government and the media is to spread propaganda, and 

that these two institutions benefit from a close relationship.  The benefit that the media 

derive from the collusion is not explicitly stated in the song, but we will investigate what 

motivates them to help sell the war.  
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 In effect the artist is arguing along similar lines as Michel Foucault in that—like 

the philosopher—he notes the inherent connection between the media (and its control 

over discursive methods and practices) and the government; these institutions represent 

the reciprocal relations of knowledge and power that characterize disciplinary power; as 

we saw in Chapter I, truth, power, and discourse come together to reinforce one another.  

In this case each institution gains more power by aiding the other; instead of the historical 

idea of the media being a check on the power of the government, Immortal Technique is 

here arguing that the media benefits more from helping the government than from 

critiquing it.  In the relation between the media and politicians that Immortal Technique 

describes it is made obvious that discourse is integral to the practice of power, given that 

the government seems to need the legitimizing discourses of the media in order to 

exercise its authority.
189

 

 In other words, without the media to help carry its message to the public the 

administration would find itself without the popular support it needs to carry out its 

chosen agenda.  Also, the media has an interest in staying on good terms with the 

administration in order to get access to important officials and stories; this is an important 

component of its power. Immortal Technique presents evidence that the media takes up 

and disseminates government rhetoric in the line where talking points originally 

articulated by the administration of George W. Bush—such as “‘[f]ightin’ for freedom’ 

                                            
189

 As Foucault himself argues in his “Two Lectures” concerning the nature of 

contemporary disciplinary power, “…these relations of power cannot themselves be 

established, consolidated, nor implemented without the production, accumulation, 

circulation, and functioning of a discourse.” (Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in 

Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon, 78-108 (New York: Pantheon, 1980), 93. 
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and ‘fightin’ terror”—are referenced.
190

 The fact that pundits and reporters repeated these 

phrases on the major networks and in the media, Immortal Technique seems to imply, 

resulted in the dissemination of a discourse concerning the lofty goals of the architects of 

the war in Iraq.  However, the question “but what’s reality?” that comes at the end of the 

line questions whether individuals should take up this rhetoric. Although asking about 

reality is problematic in light of Foucault’s stance that truth is articulated within a 

discipline, the line may be less controversial than it appears.  Immortal Technique is here 

attempting to offer a discourse that is at odds with the received wisdom about the war; he 

is able to offer a reading of the motivations for going to war that can vie for dominance 

with that discourse that currently enjoys a hegemonic status in the United States.  

 At the beginning of the last section of the song Immortal Technique notes the 

proliferation of ex-military officials on cable news networks as further evidence for his 

arguments concerning the cozy relationship between the media and the government:: 

“Yeah…The fourth branch of the government AKA the media/Seems to now have a 

retirement plan for ex-military officials/As if their opinion was at all unbiased.”
192

 These 

former military officers would theoretically continue to speak for the government or 

defend the administration’s decisions concerning the war and the interests of the 

military.
193

 

 While holding that the media, major corporations, and the government all profit 

from the war in Iraq, Immortal Technique argues that the people of the United States do 
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 [Immortal Technique, R A6]: ‘Fightin’ for freedom’ and ‘fightin’ terror’ but what’s 

reality?” 
192

 [Immortal Technique, D1-3] 
193

 This argument is problematic, though, given that many retired generals have come out 

against the war in Iraq. 



Rogers 74 

 

 

not gain anything at all.  At the end of the last section he claims that rather than 

benefiting from the war, instead the people (and perhaps especially those in impoverished 

black and Hispanic communities whom Immortal Technique is addressing) are merely 

the soldiers who provide the means to the end: 

“We act like we share in the spoils of war that they do/We die in wars, we don't get the 

contracts to make money off 'em afterwards!/We don't get weapons contracts, nigga!/We 

don't get cheap labor for our companies, nigga!/We are cheap labor, nigga!”
 194

 
195

   

In effect, Immortal Technique is arguing that there is a certain institutional discourse that 

is disseminated by the government through the major media outlets to the public in at 

large; the cable news networks seem to be particularly implicated in this discursive 

activity.   In the end, the argument that this artist advances seems to parallel that of 

Foucault, in that power is expressed and taken up through a symbiotic relationship of 

truth and power.  The news networks encourage the public to take up the discourses put 

out by the government through repetition of talking points, and in turn these networks 

enjoy access to government officials (which translates into better stories and better 

ratings).  In fact, the only group that loses out, according to this depiction, is the 

American people.   

IV.4.ii Foucauldian strategies 

 As stated in Chapter I of this thesis, the French post-structuralist philosopher 

Michel Foucault offers techniques of resistance that are at least partly based in discursive 

practices.  The lyrics offered in this song by Immortal Technique can be viewed as part of 

a tactical strategy that Foucault understood as genealogical; this artist attempts to deploy 
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 [Immortal Technique, D11-15] 
195

 This quote seems to suggest a certain idea found in Butler’s essay titled “Excitable 

Speech”, in that the use of the term ‘nigga’ seems to suggest that Immortal Technique is 

speaking to an ‘in-group’ black audience.  His words here can be read as saying in effect 

that black people must recognize what is in their real interests instead of remaining the 

‘niggas’ of white Americans. 
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local and subjugated knowledges in order to undermine what he takes to be a hegemonic 

discourse.  The sections that follow will investigate the nature of this genealogical tactic 

and the methods he uses in undertaking it.  Before taking up the specifics of his 

argument, it ought to be noted that the nature of Immortal Technique’s project reflects 

what Foucault describes as a type of criticism that is “local.”  That is to say, the rapper 

offers critiques without basing their legitimacy on “established régimes of thought.”
196

 

He seems to construct arguments based on his own researches (this may be how he 

knows about the sale of arms to Iraq), although the sources where he finds his 

information are not stated. Indeed, when conducting his critiques of the news media and 

the government this artist does not use evidence that would come from those sources that 

he openly questions. That is, he does not rely on the discourses offered by the cable news 

media, instead discovering other sources of information. In other words, the analysis that 

this artist takes up is located in an intellectual space that lies outside the domain of certain 

hegemonic discursive practices.  He encourages his audience to investigate the claims 

that they hear from politicians; that is, to follow his example. 

 It is certainly clear that Immortal Technique is attempting to get those in his 

community to think critically about political issues.  The line in which he commands 

individuals to “Turn off the news and read” indicates that he encourages active 

engagement with facts and history rather than a passive acceptance of what is being 

reported by the television news networks.
198

 Again, though, it is not clear what sources of 

information this artist endorses, it is only evident that he dismisses the television news 
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 Michel Foucault, “Two Lectures,” in Power/Knowledge, trans. Colin Gordon, 78-108 

(New York: Pantheon, 1980), 81. 
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 [Immortal Technique, D16] 
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networks.
199

 Foucault would certainly endorse this advice, in that the artist is 

recommending turning away from the dominant discourse of truth and power (from the 

news media) and conducting one’s own independent investigations of local and erudite 

knowledges about politics and social policies.  This constitutes, in essence, an 

encouragement to resist received, authoritative discourse and to uncover alternative ones. 

 In encouraging the members of his community to read for themselves and 

investigate these political matters on their own, free of biases that come from the 

“corporate news” outlets, Immortal Technique in effect hopes that this community will be 

able to counter the influence of these media outlets.
200

  Thus it is evident that this rap can 

be seen to represent a counter-discourse that spreads an awareness that truth cannot be 

found anywhere, and especially not in the news crawl on cable news stations. 

 This artist uses evocative imagery to emphasize and enhance his political 

messages.  The poetic techniques he uses include allusions to religious imagery and 

historical figures as well as analogizing the cable news outlets to the mind control 

experiments carried out by the CIA (known as MK-ULTRA).  This hyperbole reinforces 

the message of the song, that there is collusion between the government (particularly the 

Bush administration) and the corporate news outlets on cable television.  Another artistic 

technique that is present in this song is the use of heightened emotion that builds as the 

end of the song approaches.  The style of delivery is harsh for the entire song, but the 

rhetoric and the anger in the artist’s voice increase until he is actually shouting the very 

last lines.  The anger in his voice gives this song an emotional force that is further 

                                            
199

 This may represent a weak point of the song’s message, in that the artist does not offer 

alternative sources.  This may, though, come from a desire to not delineate ‘legitimate’ 

and ‘illegitimate’ texts, in the manner of the disciplines. 
200

 [Immortal Technique, R A8] 
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heightened by the eerie music played on an electric guitar that comes in at the very 

beginning.  The background music of the song trades off between a simple piano melody 

and the guitar riff, with a pounding drumbeat that continues throughout the piece.  The 

drum’s quality helps emphasize certain significant lines.  Overall, the music supports the 

emotional content of the piece, working in tandem with the poetic tactics described in the 

above paragraph.  As was the case with Saul Williams’s song, the use of emotion to 

enhance political arguments represents an important tactic for this artist.  This emotional 

language is outside the type of ‘legitimate’ speech of the discipline of politics, and thus 

can offer criticisms of the typical discourse of political argumentation without needing to 

justify its claim through that very system that it is critiquing. 

 In effect, then, it is possible to conclude that Immortal Technique (as well as Saul 

Williams and dead prez) employs a tactic of resistance to power that is based in a 

discursive activity.  By looking at these rap songs in terms of their political content and 

tactics of resistance we are able to see that these rap artists constitute political critics and 

activists, actively working to change the nature of politics in this country.  They are not 

only aware of the problems that face members of black and other minority communities 

in America, they are working hard to improve these conditions. 
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IV.5: Conclusion 

 As we have seen, then, the rap artists examined in this thesis are extremely 

politically engaged, and take on issues of politics, social injustice, and economic 

disparities among the members of different races in America.  The content of their ideas 

about power and how to resist it vary from one artist to another, and these ideas are 

informed by their associations with earlier Black Liberation movements, or lack thereof.  

However, each artist or group of artists attempts to deploy their rap as a genealogical 

tactic.  By offering these alternative discourses, using marginalized and subjugated 

knowledges, employing poetic and stylistic techniques, and calling upon their audiences 

to take up similar strategies, these rappers are able to deploy new rhetoric that can 

challenge the hegemonic discourses that are currently at work in America. 
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Conclusion 

 The conscious rappers and philosophers examined in this thesis, in the end, 

explore very similar themes in their works.  The workings of power and the nature of 

discourse are integral to the writings produced by both of these groups.  Although rap 

music is generally thought to be primarily concerned with materialism and the thug 

aesthetic, there are in fact innumerable facets to this genre.  The delivery style, 

employment of sampling, and other artistic techniques are used to greater and lesser 

degrees across the genre, to varying effects.  Some artists, including Immortal Technique 

and Saul Williams (two of the three artists examined in this thesis), are more concerned 

with delivering poetic lyrics and intricate rhymes than creating ‘danceable’ music.  

Others, including dead prez (the third artist examined in this work) use the beats and 

musical qualities of their songs in order to make their message more palatable to a wider 

audience.   

 In any case, these artists all use sophisticated lyrical and artistic tactics in order to 

deliver a message of resistance or revolution to their audience.  It is certainly the case that 

all of these rappers attempt to use the powerful influence of the medium to bring about 

what they consider to be positive changes in the United States, as was shown in Chapter 

IV of this work.  In expressing solidarity with marginalized peoples, both local and 

international, they are offering alternate perspectives to the youth of this country.  Given 

that many rap songs glorify conspicuous consumption, it is a positive sign to see that 

some individuals are concerned about the underprivileged status of minorities and other 

marginalized groups in the United States and that they are attempting to do something to 

improve these conditions.   
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 While the texts produced by conscious rappers Immortal Technique, dead prez, 

and Saul Williams all resonate with various theories, these artists also use the medium of 

hip-hop music to create new methods of remedying social and political evils.  These 

songs represent alternative discourses, which use a popular format that has been adapted 

and altered to suit the message conveyed in the lyrics.  These artists show that musical 

methods such as sampling sounds or speeches and the use of hard, driving rhythms can be 

powerfully evocative; additionally, Immortal Technique and Saul Williams employ 

poetic techniques (allusions, evocative imagery, and hyperbole) that are evidently highly 

effective in enhancing the messages of their songs.  Through the use of rhythms, word 

associations, and imagery, these rappers appeal to the emotions of their audiences.  All of 

the artists are able to create a sense of urgency through the combining of political 

discourse, musical techniques, and the description of social problems. 

 It is not clear to what extent, if at all, these artists are consciously referencing the 

theories outlined in the first two chapters of this work.  However, direct allusion to these 

thinkers is not necessary in order to see connections to their philosophies. Foucault’s 

theory of disciplinary power and Marx’s idea of repressive power are present in many of 

these texts, whether they are referenced directly, obliquely, or not at all. These rappers 

are all grappling with social conditions and power relations that are similar to those 

which concerned Foucault and Marx.  However, though these artists take up issues that 

are similar to those examined by Foucault and Marx, they appear to be influenced by 

social movements and figures such as the Black Panthers, Malcolm X, Frantz Fanon, and 

the Nation of Islam. In that tradition, these rappers use the art form to create new models 
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of political engagement.  The popularity of the genre renders all the more potent the 

political critiques present in these songs. 

 Thus it is possible to see a line of continuity between these artists and earlier 

models of resistance to hegemonic white power in the United States.  However, despite 

certain similarities in some of their beliefs about power, these artists represent a 

significant break with historical models of resistance.  dead prez, for instance, combine 

the discursive strategies seen in the works of Foucault with lyric that take up a form of 

power derived from Marx. The sampling of different speeches is especially effective for 

this end, and these rappers demonstrate their sophistication by including various political 

and intellectual figures, as well as the words of ordinary people into their works.   

 These cultural products reveal a great deal about our society.  The themes and 

subjects of these discourses all have different socio-political emphases, but similar 

threads run through each of the three songs analyzed here.  Poverty and its effects on 

communities (especially minority ones) are common motifs, along with a distrust of the 

government and a tendency to encourage the questioning of received doctrines about the 

nature of the state. Whether these discourses come from the media or the government 

itself, a sense of resistance to the complex workings of contemporary power is always 

present in these songs.   

 The form that power takes changes from song to song, but the authors of these 

texts all agree that in contemporary society the mechanisms of power, as they currently 

stand, must be radically altered.  These artists have been able to work to bring this change 

about through the medium of rap music, in part because this music can be disseminated 

throughout the culture (in a way that is comparable to the way norms become part of the 
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cultural mainstream).  The format of the popular music style, then, is uniquely situated to 

popularize theories about power and resistance and promote these ideas among 

individuals who otherwise might remain politically detached.   
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 Appendix 1: 

Artist: dead prez 

Song:   “Police State” 

Album:  Let's Get Free 

Year: 2000 

 

Section A: [Chairman Omali Yeshitela] 

[A1] You have the emergence in human society  

[A2] of this thing that's called the State 

[A3] What is the State?  The State is this organized bureaucracy 

[A4] It is the po-lice department.  It is the Army, the Navy 

[A5] It is the prison system, the courts, and what have you 

[A6] This is the State -- it is a repressive organization 

[A7] But the state -- and gee, well, you know,  

[A8] you've got to have the police, cause..  

[A9] if there were no police, look at what you'd be doing to yourselves! 

[A10] You'd be killing each other if there were no police!   

[A11] But the reality is.. 

[A12] the police become necessary in human society  

[A13] only at that junction in human society  

[A14] where it is split between those who have and those who ain't got 

Section B: [Dead prez] 

[B1] I throw a Molotov cocktail at the precinct, you know how we think 

[B2] Organize the hood under I Ching banners 

[B3] Red, Black and Green instead of gang bandanas 

[B4] F.B.I. spyin’ on us through the radio antennas 

[B5] And them hidden cameras in the streetlight watchin’ society 

[B6] With no respect for the people's right to privacy 

[B7] I'll take a slug for the cause like Huey P. 

[B8] while all you fake niggaz {*UNNNGH*} try to copy Master P 

[B9] I want to be free to live, able to have what I need to live 

[B10] Bring the power back to the street, where the people live 

[B11] We sick of workin’ for crumbs and fillin’ up the prisons 

[B12] Dyin’ over money and relyin’ on religion for help 

[B13] We do for self like ants in a colony 

[B14] Organize the wealth into a socialist economy 

[B15] A way of life based off the common need 

[B16] And all my comrades is ready, we just spreadin’ the seed 

Refrain A 

[R A1] The average Black male 

[R A2] Live a third of his life in a jail cell 

[R A3] ‘Cause the world is controlled by the white male 

[R A4] And the people don't never get justice 

[R A5] And the women don't never get respected 

[R A6] And the problems don't never get solved 

[R A7] And the jobs don't never pay enough 

[R A8] So the rent always be late; can you relate? 

[R A9] We livin’ in a police state 

Section C 

[C1] No more bondage, no more political monsters 

[C2] No more secret space launchers 
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[C3] Government departments started it in the projects 

[C4] Material objects, thousands up in the closets 

[C5] Could've been invested in a future for my comrades 

[C6] Battle contacts, primitive weapons out in combat 

[C7] Many never come back 

[C8] Pretty niggaz be runnin’ with gats 

[C9] Rather get shot in they back than fire back 

[C10] We tired of that - corporations hirin’ blacks 

[C11] Denyin’ the facts, exploitin’ us all over the map 

[C12] That's why I write the shit I write in my raps 

[C13] It's documented, I meant it 

[C14] Every day of the week, I live in it; breathin’ it 

[C15] It's more than just fuckin’ believin’ it 

[C16] I'm holdin’ them ones, rollin’ up my sleeves an' shit 

[C17] It's cee-lo for push-ups now, many headed for one conclusion 

[C18] Niggaz ain't ready for revolution 

Refrain B{*police siren wails*} 

[R B1] The average Black male 

[R B2] Live a third of his life in a jail cell 

[R B3] Cause the world is controlled by the white male 

[R B4] And the people don't never get justice 

[R B5] And the women don't never get respected 

[R B6] And the problems don't never get solved 

[R B7] And the jobs don't never pay enough 

[R B8] So the rent always be late; can you relate? 

[R B9] We livin’ in a police state 

Section D: [Fred Hampton] 

[D1] I am.. a revolutionary 

[D2] and you're gonna have to keep on sayin’ that 

[D3] You're gonna have to say that I am a proletariat 

[D4] I am the people, I'm not the pig 

Section E: [another speaker] 

[E1] Guiliani you are full of shit! 

[E2] And anybody that's down with you! 

[E3] You could man-make things better for us 

[E4] and you cuttin’ the welfare 

[E5] Knowin’ damn well when you cut the welfare, 

[E6] a person gon' do crime.. 
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Appendix 2: 

Artist: Saul Williams 

Song: Act III Scene II (Shakespeare) 

Album: Saul Williams 

Year: 2004 

 

Section A 

[A1] This is a call out to all the youth in the ghettos, suburbs, villages, townships.  

[A2] To all the kids who download this song for free.  By any means.  

[A3] To all the kids short on loot but high on dreams.  

[A4] To all the kids watching T.V., like, "Yo, I wish that was me."  

[A5] And all the kids pressing rewind on Let's Get Free. I hear you.  

[A6] To all the people within the sound of my voice. 

Refrain A 

[R A1] Spit for the hated, the reviled, the unrefined, the no ones, the nobodies, the last in line. 

[R A2] Spit for the hated, the reviled, the unrefined, the no ones, the nobodies, the last in line. 

Section B 

[B1] I didn't vote for this state of affairs.  

[B2] My emotional state's got me prostrate, fearing my fears.  

[B3] In all reality I'm under prepared.  

[B4] 'Cause I'm ready for war but not sure if I'm ready to care.  

[B5] And that's why I'm under prepared.  

[B6] 'Cause I'm ready to fight, but most fights got me fighting back tears.  

[B7] 'Cause the truth is really I'm scared.  

[B8] Not scared of the truth, but just scared of the length you'll go to fight it.  

[B9] I tried to hold my tongue, son. I tried to bite it.  

[B10] I'm not trying to start a riot or incite it.  

[B11] 'Cause Brutus is an honorable man.  

[B12] It's just coincidence that oil men would wage war on an oil rich land.  

[B13] And this one goes out to my man, taking cover in the trenches with a gun in his hand, then 

gets home and no one flinches when he can't feed his fam.  

[B14] But Brutus is an honorable man. 

Refrain B 

[R B1] Spit for the hated, the reviled, the unrefined, the no ones, the nobodies, the last in line. 

[R B2] Spit for the hated, the reviled, the unrefined, the no ones, the nobodies, the last in line. 

Section C 

[C1] If you have tears prepare to shed them now.  

[C2] For you share the guilt of blood spilt in accordance with the Dow Jones.  

[C3] Dow drops fresh crop skull and bones.  

[C4] A machete in the heady: Hutu, Tutsi, Leone.  

[C5]  An Afghani in a shanty. Doodle dandy yank on!  

[C6] An Iraqi in Gap khaki. Coca Cola come on!  

[C7] Be ye bishop or pawn, in the streets or the lawn, you should know that these example could 

go on and on and what sense does it make to keep your ears to the street?  

[C8] As long as oils in the soil, truth is never concrete.  

[C9] So we dare to represent those with the barest of feet.  

[C10] 'Cause the laws to which we're loyal keep the soil deplete.  

[C11] It's our job to not let history repeat. 

Refrain C 

[R C1] Spit for the hated, the reviled, the unrefined, the no ones, the nobodies, the last in line. 

[R C2] Spit for the hated, the reviled, the unrefined, the no ones, the nobodies, the last in line. 
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Section D 

[D1] So here's the plan. The ides of march are always at hand.  

[D2] And when the power hungry strike, they strike the poorest of man.  

[D3] And if you dare put up a fight, they'll come and fight for your land.  

[D4] And they'll call it liberation or salvation.  

[D5] A call to the youth! Your freedom ain't so free, it's just loose.  

[D6] But the power of your voice could redirect every truth.  

[D7] Shift and shape the world you want and keep your fears in a noose.  

[D8] Let them dangle from a banner star spangled. I'm willing and able.  

[D9] To lift my dreams up out of their cradle.  

[D10] Nurse and nurture my ideals 'til they're much more than a fable.  

[D11] I can be all I can be and do much more than I'm paid to.  

[D12] And I won't be a slave to what authorities say do.  

[D13] My desire is to live within a nation on fire, where creative passions burn and raise the 

stakes ever higher.  

[D14] Where no person is addicted to some twisted supplier who promotes the sort of freedom 

sold to the highest buyer.  

[D15] We demand a truth naturally at one with the land, not a plant that photosynthesizes bombs 

on demand, or a search for any weapons we let fall from our hands.  

[D16] I got beats and a plan. I'm gonna do what I can.  

[D17] And what you do is question everything they say do, every goal ideal or value they keep 

pushing on you.  

[D18] If they ask you to believe it question whether it's true. If they ask you to achieve, is it for 

them or for you.  

[D19] You're the one they're asking to go carry a gun.  

[D20] Warfare ain't humanitarian. You're scaring me, son.  

[D21] Why not fight to feed the homeless, jobless, fight inflation?!  

[D22] Why not fight for our own healthcare and our education?!  

[D23] And instead, invest in that erasable lead, 'cause their twisted propaganda can't erase all the 

dead.  

[D24] And the pile of corpses pyramid on top of our heads. Or nevermind, said the shotgun to the 

head. 
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Appendix 3: 

Artist: Immortal Technique 

Song: “The 4
th

 Branch” 

Album: Revolutionary Volume 2 

Year: 2007 

 

Section A: 

[A1] New Age is upon us 

[A2] And yet the past refuses to rest in its shallow for those hide behind the false image of the son 

of man shall stand before god…god…god. 

[A3] Yeah…Yeah…Yeah 

Section B 

[B1] The voice of racism preaching the gospel is devilish 

[B2] A fake church called the prophet Muhammed a terrorist  

[B3] Forgetting God is not religion but a spiritual bond 

[B4] And Jesus is the most quoted prophet in the Qu’ran 

[B5] They bombed innocent people trying to murder Saddam 

[B6] When you gave him those chemical weapons to go to war with Iran 

[B7] This is the information that they hold back from Peter Jennings 

[B8] ‘Coz Condoleezza Rice is just a new age Sally Hemmings 

[B9] I break it down with critical language and spiritual anguish 

[B10] The Judas I hang with the guilt of betraying Christ  

[B11] Who murdered and stole his religion and painted him white 

[B12] Translated in psychologically tainted philosophy 

[B13] Conservative political right-wing ideology 

[B14] Glued together sloppily the blasphemy of a nation 

[B15] Got my back to the wall ‘coz I’m facing assassination 

[B16] Guantanamo Bay federal incarceration 

[B17] How could this be the land of the free home of the brave 

[B18] Indigenous holocaust and the home of the slaves 

[B19] Corporate America dancin’ off-beat to the rhythm 

[B20] You really think this country never sponsored terrorism? 

[B21] Human rights violations we continue the saga 

[B22] El Salvador and the contras in Nicaragua 

[B23] And on top of that you still wanna take me to prison 

[B24] Just ‘coz I won’t trade humanity for patriotism 

Refrain A 

[R A1] It’s like MK-Ultra controlling your brain 

[R A2] Suggestive thinking causin’ your perspective to change 

[R A3] They wanna rearrange the whole point of view of the ghetto 

[R A4] The 4
th

 branch of the government want us to settle 

[R A5] A bandanna full of glittering generality 

[R A6] ‘Fightin’ for freedom’ and ‘fightin’ terror’ but what’s reality? 

[R A7] Read about the history of the place that we live in 

[R A8] And stop letting corporate news tell lies to your children 

Section C 

[C1] Flow like the blood of Abraham through the Jews and the Arabs 

[C2] Broken apart like a woman's heart, abused in a marriage 

[C3] The brink of holy war, bottled up, like a miscarriage 

[C4] Embedded correspondents don't tell the source of the tension 

[C5] And they refuse to even mention, European intervention 
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[C6] Or the massacres in Jenin, the innocent screams 

[C7] U.S. manufactured missiles, and M-16's 

[C8] Weapon contracts and corrupted American dreams 

[C9] Media censorship, blocking out the video screens 

[C10] A continent of oil kingdoms, bought for a bargain 

[C11] Democracy is just a word, when the people are starvin' 

[C12] The average citizen, made to be, blind to the reason 

[C13] A desert full of genocide, where the bodies are freezin' 

[C14] And the world doesn't believe that you fightin' for freedom 

[C15] Cause you fucked the Middle East, and gave birth to a demon 

[C16] It's open season with the CIA, bugging my crib 

[C17] Trapped in a ghetto region like a Palestinian kid 

[C18] Where nobody gives a fuck whether you die or you live 

[C19] I'm tryin' to give the truth, and I know the price is my life 

[C20] But when I'm gone they'll sing a song about Immortal Technique 

[C21] Who beheaded the President, and the princes and sheiks 

[C22] You don't give a fuck about us, I can see through your facade 

[C23] Like a fallen angel standing in the presence of God 

[C24] Bitch niggaz scared of the truth, when it looks at you hard 

Refrain B 

[R B1] It's like MK-ULTRA, controlling your brain 

[R B2] Suggestive thinking, causing your perspective to change 

[R B3] They wanna rearrange the whole point of view in the ghetto 

[R B4] The fourth branch of the government, want us to settle 

[R B5] A bandana full of glittering, generality 

[R B6] Fighting for freedom and fighting terror, but what's reality? 

[R B7] Martial law is coming soon to the hood, to kill you 

[R B8] While you hanging your flag out your project window 

Section D 

[D1] Yeah…The fourth branch of the government AKA the media 

[D2] Seems to now have a retirement plan for ex-military officials 

[D3] As if their opinion was at all unbiased 

[D4] A machine shouldn't speak for men 

[D5] So shut the fuck up you mindless drone! 

[D6] And you know it's serious 

[D7] When these same media outfits are spending millions of dollars on a PR campaign 

[D8] To try to convince you they're fair and balanced 

[D9] When they're some of the most ignorant, and racist people 

[D10] Giving that type of mentality a safe haven 

[D11] We act like we share in the spoils of war that they do 

[D12] We die in wars, we don't get the contracts to make money off 'em afterwards! 

[D13] We don't get weapons contracts, nigga! 

[D14] We don't get cheap labor for our companies, nigga! 

[D15] We are cheap labor, nigga! 

[D16] Turn off the news and read, nigga! 

[D17] Read... read... read... 
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